
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Vigilanties

      Superpower Chronicles Book 3

    

    




      
        Arthur Mayor

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Dark Shadowy Cabal]
          [image: Dark Shadowy Cabal]
        

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

        

      

    

    
      My previous principal's office was not like this. I guess this guy was my principal now. According to the huge grandfather clock in the corner, as of ten minutes ago he’d become my principal. No, sorry, I’m on the Island now. He’s my Headmaster, not principal.

      The chair I was in was built to impress donors. The fact that it also intimidated punk kids from the Kages was pure gratis.

      The desk was bigger than my room. Well, not my room now. Bigger than my room at my mom’s place.

      Oh, boy I was having a tough adjustment. Even the stupid navy blue blazer I was in made me feel ridiculous.

      The headmaster entered the office, not from the same door I’d come in. No, he entered from his office in his office. You would hate to only have one office. “Ryan, can I get you some water?”

      A quick look at the gold-embossed nameplate reminded me what to call him. “No, thank you, Mr. Paris.”  Crap, I bet it was Dr. Paris.

      He took his seat.

      This guy didn’t look anything like my principal, either. I mean my old principal. No well-worn tweed blazers and frumpy khakis. This guy could be an investment banker. Not that I’ve had a lot of contact with investment bankers.

      He didn’t have a manila folder in his hand. It was a deep blue folder with the same lion and horse crest I had on my stiff blazer.

      He took his chair. If I was a Bond villain, I still wouldn’t have a chair that nice.

      “Well, I’ve looked over your records.” He opened the file and flipped through the sheets of paper. I couldn’t tell if those were actually my records or if they were just random news articles. “A lot of truancy. You’re behind in credits.”

      Nope, that was my file. “Lovely family.” Behind him, among the leather-bound books and award plaque things, was a silver-framed picture. A younger Dr. Paris, still with some brown in his hair, but just as whip slender as now. The pretty blond woman next to him had a dated hairstyle and blouse, so an old picture. Between them both sat an East-Asian girl of about eight or ten, smiling ear to ear.

      He followed my finger, then looked at me over his glasses. “Thank you. That’s an old picture. My daughter is your age now .” He looked back at the file.

      It was at that time that I noticed the good doctor didn’t have a ring on. So there was trouble in paradise and I’d just pointed it out. Good call, Ryan.

      “Listen, Ryan.” He flicked the file shut and leaned back, letting the chair rebound a little before he said whatever he wanted me to listen to. “I have my concerns about how well you’re going to do here at Hellington.”

      You and me both. “You do?” It must be because you can read.

      “I look at your file and I see someone not making school a priority.” To his credit he wasn’t being judgmental, he was just calling it like he saw it. And he saw it dead right.

      “Well, I’m making some changes.” For a comfortable chair, I was really uncomfortable.

      “Hellington is not going to be an easy transition from Jefferson. The academic standards you find here are going to be higher.”

      I nodded.

      “And you’ll have to make school a priority,” he continued. “For example, what did you do last night?”

      “What?” That’s the word I used, but my tone said “GUILTY!”

      “Last night?” Dr. Paris asked again. “How did you spend your time?”

      “Ah… I just hung out with some people.”

      

      Let’s talk about last night.

      I was hanging over a five-story drop. The only thing stopping me from plummeting to my death was a hand around my neck.

      Did you see what I did there? “Hanging out with people”? I’m a funny, funny man.

      It was hot. August is always hot in Darhaven, but this was roasting hot. Even on top of a crappy apartment building it was still hot. Didn’t make it any better that I was tripped out in my Guard uniform. Absolutely no skin exposed, black and grey with a raven on my chest.  I was sweating like a beast. Sweating and gasping for air.

      The hand that I both depended on to keep me suspended and was choking me was attached to six-foot-five-inches of loony psycho killer. I had last seen him when he’d planted a bomb and blown Red Knight to wherever evil people go when their van explodes.

      “How did you find me?” Osprey yelled in my face.

      I tried to answer him, but he had his iron hand around my neck.

      “How did you find me?”  He yelled louder because, you know, the reason I wasn’t responding was I didn’t know he was asking a question. “Why are you here?”

      Now that was a good question.

      

      Let’s talk about why I was there.

      I’d left the Book Room. I know I left the Book Room because I wasn’t there now. But I didn’t remember doing it. I was in a daze.

      I was given this note by Raptor. Yes, that Raptor. The legendary superhero, leader and founder of the Guard. He’d sent me a note. It was more complicated than that, but that was my mentor -- it was always more complicated than that. One of the last things he’d done before he died was fire me from the team. I don’t know when before that he’d put in the failsafe to get me this note, but I got it. I finally found out how to decode the note -- like I said, complicated. I thought maybe the note would be some last words, like: I know I was hard on you, but you got what it takes. Or: I fired you, why are you reading this? But no, it was only my last mission.

      I’d taken out my translation and read it again. I was three blocks away now.

      Is it called a translation or is it just a decoding? Well, whatever it was it was darn perplexing.

      I’d read it again. And by again I mean again again. I had gone over the decoding three different times when I did it, six more just to be sure.  So what I had was the same sentence written out nine times. Warn Caesar, the Legacy is coming.

      Couple problems with that, Raptor. One, Caesar is the biggest, baddest super villain in Darhaven so he’s probably the biggest baddest super villain in all the world. So why would I be running a message to him, anyway? Two, and this is a fun fact, he’s dead. There’s no one to tell. I guess I could go tell Caesar's second in command and heir apparent -- oh wait, he’s dead, too. And the next guy and the next guy. In fact there was nothing left of Caesar's criminal empire.  It was being gobbled up by whoever could swing their elbows hard enough at the trough.

      So not only did I not know who to warn that the Legacy was coming, I had no idea what the Legacy was.

      I’d looked at the clock readout on my display. I had to catch a bus to the subway and take the subway to the Island to make it home. That added an hour to my day now that I was living with my dad.

      That’s complicated, too.

      Fine, I only had one person that would know anything about this. I could ask him and make choices from there.

      I’d been sitting on an air conditioning unit, and it was difficult to get up. I’d thought I was done. I’d thought I’d fought the good fight, and now I was done. But here was Raptor telling me no. Not done. There was a time when all I’d wanted was to be a Guard, but that was when Raptor, Landslide, Orion, and Cat were alive and there to tell me what to do. Clockwork was there too, but it turns out he was a force of Evil manipulating the rest of the Guard to their dooms. I’m less nostalgic about Clockwork. Now it was just me and four other apprentices as lost as I was.

      Four apprentices as lost as I was and one career criminal with a psychic link to a six-inch statue of Anubis.  Yeah, that was complicated, too.

      It was the statue guy that might have some information.

      Oh, side note, there’s also a spooky smart cat named Feral who had some connection to Cat, but I hadn’t seen him for a while. I hoped he was okay. The last time I saw him was in a fight with Osprey. He saved my ass by causing a distraction.

      I’m worried about me, the city, and whatever the Legacy is, but I’m also worried about Feral.

      In a fit of youthful rebellion, I’d thrown the statue off a building. But I’d found it again. Yes, it was more complicated than that, but let's just say I found it again and re-hid it in a plastic bag duct taped to the inside of a vent stack of the tenth floor of an abandoned building.

      I fetched it and the small wooden sculpture fell into my hand. In the last few weeks this thing has been my most constant companion. Without it I would be dead a couple times over. Downside is the guy who makes this magic happen is Jackal.  Yes, that Jackal. The super villain that five years ago plunged this city into chaos as he fought a war with Caesar, then was caught by Raptor, handed over to the Darhaven police department, and convicted of multiple counts of murder for about a dozen life sentences.  His superpower, the ability to copy superpowers, was cool, but not a problem in the general population of Irondale prison.

      We hang now.

      It’s complicated.

      I’d given the statue a rub. Rubbing didn’t do anything, I was just being a jerk. “Jackal.”

      Nothing.

      I shook it. “Jackal.”

      He might have been asleep, sometimes it took a little to wake him. “Jackal.”

      The eyes glowed, then the entire statue. “What’s going on? Problem with the delivery?”  I’d made a deal to get his help. I got access to his years of criminal experience and I dug up a stash of cash and gave it to a single mother living in the Kages.  Her husband was killed in the war I mentioned earlier and this was his way of covering that debt.

      “No, the delivery went fine.” After I’d made darn sure she was just a single mother trying to make a living in the crappy of crappy holes in the crappy section of town.

      “Good. Then what’s the problem?” He always talked like he didn’t have time for the conversation and had to move on to the next thing. He was in prison, he had time.

      “What do you know about the Legacy?” Might as well cut to the chase.

      “Wow, just calm down. If you want something from me, what do I get?”

      “What do you want?” I’m not a good negotiator and he knows it.

      “There’s a man I need some information from. If I tell you what I know about the Legacy, then you go find this guy and get the information I need.”

      “And how will I get information from him?” I couldn’t buy it and I wasn’t going to beat it out of him.

      “I’m sure you could be persuasive. Be intimidating.” That seemed to solve the equation for him.

      “I am not your strong arm.” No way was I going to do that.

      “Cards on the table, I was going to string you along and see either how outraged I could make you or what I could get you to agree to. But I’m already onboard. I got nothing, kid. Until you said the word Legacy, I’d never heard it used except for sports teams and rich people.”

      I’d thought maybe he wouldn’t help, or make me do something stupid and or illegal, but it had never occurred to me that he couldn’t help.

      I was a little stunned. I didn’t really have a next move.

      “Give me some coordinates here. What is this Legacy thing, what context?” he asked.

      And now the dance. Everything I said to Jackal could and would be used against me. He had plenty of information that was dangerous. He knew for sure that Caesar was dead, commonly suspected but not known. He knew that the Guard were all dead. Their deaths were not public record and there were always enough bogus sightings reported in fan sites that only a few people were starting to realize the Guard hadn’t been around lately.  But Jackal knew the truth, and I doubt he was sharing that info with the guys on the inside. The cherry on top, he also had my first name.

      “I translated the letter,” I said.

      “That code thing Raptor’s widow gave you?” The statue flared a little more yellow.

      “Yeah, it said that I had to warn Caesar that the Legacy was coming.” Might as well tell him everything.

      “Okay, going to jump to conclusions here, but then this dates back before my time in Darhaven,” Jackal said.

      “So you can’t help?” What now?

      He must have heard the despair in my voice. “Wow, when have I not delivered? I’ve never heard of them, so you need to talk to someone who predates me in Caesar's organization.”  For about five years, Jackal worked for Caesar until he wanted to go out on his own.

      “Well, who?”

      “The Worm would know.” Jackal said it like he was thinking out loud. For all I know he was just thinking out loud. I don’t know how his power works. He copied it from one of his employees, Angel. And I don’t know how her power worked either, except that she used carved little cherubs to get blackmail information.

      When he didn’t say anything else I said, “the Worm lured me into a trap and almost got me caught by the federal government. I don’t think he likes me.”

      “I’m sure he just hasn’t gotten to know you.” The statue’s glow dimmed then flared. “Alright, you’ll need to talk with Zed.”

      I didn’t know who that was, but Zed hadn’t tried to kill or capture me, all plusses. “Who is Zed?”

      “He was an enforcer for Caesar, in the inner circle until he was replaced with more powerful supers.”

      Caesar’s inner circle had at least two of the most deadly supers in the city, Mindraker and Toxin. Both of them were dead. I know they’re dead, I saw the bodies.

      “What’s his power?” If Zed had worked for Caesar, he must be a badass.

      “He’s a P1, Maybe a 1.2.” Jackal was not impressed. “I met him a few times, and didn’t feel much to copy.”

      I was a Paralevel 1.3. Level 1’s don’t have any actual super powers, we’re just better at doing what normal people can do.  For me, I have photographic muscle memory. “But what is his power?” A level 1 could be great at chess or be able to punch through 40 planks of wood.

      “He’s a paragon.” Again, Jackal was unimpressed.

      Paragons were just generally all around better than normal, a little smarter, a little stronger, a little faster, better hearing, that kind of thing. And he was still in one piece after more than a decade playing hardball with supers in this town. He could probably fold me into a knot and drop kick me into the river.

      “Where is he?” I only had one option, and that was to find him.

      “The word in the inside is he spends a lot of time at Handsome Jack’s place.” I could almost feel the shrug. “It’s in the Kages, a real hole in the wall, but a good place to go if you want to hire mercenaries or be hired to be a mercenary.”

      “Handsome Jack?” I repeated. I knew the Kages pretty well, and I’d never heard of a bar called Handsome Jack.

      “I’ll get you there. It moves, but I know where it is tonight.”
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      “How did you find me?” Osprey yelled.

      You can draw the dots that got me here. Insert some demeaning jabs from Jackal, a lot of climbing and leaping, then being completely cold-cocked by this jerk. And you’re up to speed.

      “Tell me!” Osprey demanded again, giving me a little shake. Like the reason I’m not talking is that I’m not paying attention. I’m not talking because I can’t breathe.

      I was pretty sure I could break his grip. It doesn’t matter how strong you are, the thumb is the weakest link. Apply the right amount of pressure and you will pop right out. But the popping was the problem. I still had a hell of a drop.

      I tried to see if there was anything I could use to slow my fall. There was a ledge a few feet down. It would be tricky but better than choking.

      I applied pressure to his thumb!

      Forget what I said about the thumb.

      Everything was going a little dark.

      “We didn’t find you!” Jackal shouted. “You found us, moron.”

      Good call, J, let’s piss off the guy about to drop me.

      Osprey was surprised that my back pouch was talking. It was enough. I tried to pop his thumb and slipped his grip.

      Hurray!

      And started to plummet to my death.

      Boo!

      I bent, twisted, and got one hand on the lip of the roof.  It was a nice roof, good hard square edges. In all honesty it was just a summer thing, but I fell in love with those strong hard edges. It held my weight, and I used my momentum to flip up onto the roof.

      “Who was that?” Osprey barked. “Who are you working with?”

      I didn’t want to tell him anyway, so I was all stoic and silent. Also, I couldn’t talk yet. I coughed.

      He came at me fast, but I’m faster scared than he is mad. I flipped out of his grasp and ended up on top of an industrial air conditioner so I was looking down on him.

      On a long enough timeline he had the edge, what with the real superpowers. He could turn his body into something dense like steel. The more he solidified the slower he moved. Unfortunately, he also had mad kung fu skills, too. How’s that for God giving with both hands?

      “You’ve asked a lot of questions. If you would give me a second, I’ll answer some of them.” I held up my hands, palms out.

      “Fine,” he lied. He totally did a truce thing in the middle of a fight and it was a total lie. Who does that? He jumped right at me. He can make himself light, too. He jumped light and then went solid in mid-air.

      I leapt straight up, not the best move, but I just did it on instinct.  Osprey destroyed the A/C unit on impact. There wasn’t a good place for me to land on Osprey and the wreckage, so I landed and rolled. Not gracefully, but I rolled. “I’m not here for you!” I got to my feet before he did.

      Osprey was still solid and moving sluggishly as he pulled himself away from the wreckage. I had a totally clean shot at his back, and if I took it, he might notice. Probably not, but he might.

      “Liar!” He turned around, kicking a compressor pump that was wrapped around his forearm. “Why else would you be here?”

      “Why would I be at the number one dive bar known for information?” I found it helps negotiations to use a condescending tone. It’s a sign of respect or something. “You think you’re the only one who needs information?” I was assuming he was here for the same reason I was here. It seemed like a good bet.

      He kicked the last piece of air conditioner out of his way and lumbered around to face me like he was the black and white Frankenstein's monster. “It seems like I’m the only one doing anything.”

      I found that hurtful.

      “This town is falling apart. The cops stay away from actual crime, too scared they might find a super, and the Feds only show up if they’re sure they’ll find a super.”  His movements became graceful again.

      So now if I punched him he might feel it. He might solidify and break my hand before I landed a punch, but them’s the chances we take to defend goodness and stuff. “So what are you doing about it?”

      We were having a moment, and he ruined it by attacking me again! This guy’s just rude.

      He came in fast. I’d seen him do this before. I had to keep out of his reach. If I tried to block him he might go super solid on me and break my arm. I backstepped and he missed, then I closed. I got two strikes on his chest. The third felt like I’d picked a fight with a gater.

      I stopped the momentum of his attack and he went back to patiently circling me. I circled back, getting some A/C debris between me and him.

      “Do you even know what’s going on in this town?” he asked.

      “On a scale of one to ten, I’d say a six.” I knew some stuff. Some really cool need-to-know eyes-only stuff.

      “You’re a child. There’s a serial killer--”

      Two can play the not truce game. I vaulted over a chunk of the most intact part of the air conditioner and dropped both feet into his stomach.

      He rolled with it a little. Instead of the money shot, he was able to take the momentum, spin himself around, and stomp right where I’d landed.

      I caught his foot before he contacted me and tried to turn it.

      And failed. Boy, howdy, did I fail. He solidified and drove his heel down toward my chest.

      “There’s a serial killer preying on women in this town,” he continued as if he hadn’t been so rudely interrupted. “There’s a new designer drug hitting the streets, and they’re connected. I’m going to find this killer and end him.”

      Foot getting closer.

      I kicked my legs around and spun out from underneath his foot.  His leg crashed down and cracked the pavement on the roof.

      I waited a heartbeat for him to soften enough to recover his balance, then kicked his leg out from under him.

      He landed like a cat, but that meant he was soft and squishy and I unloaded on him with kicks, punches and spinning back fists. He blocked some, but not all, and I dropped him to one knee.

      That was fun.

      Then the fun ended.

      I swung a back kick into him and hit a big jerk-shaped solid rock.

      Now it was my turn to backpedal. “So, what’s this new drug like?”

      He dropped the solidification to keep up with me, but he still had all those mad ninja skills. He moved in a blur and only my armor and luck saved me from a cracked rib or a broken arm. I don’t even know how he did it, but all of a sudden he had me in an arm bar then a head lock.

      I tried to break out, but he solidified again.

      At least this time I could talk. “A serial killer you say? Tell me more. I haven’t heard anything about a serial killer.”

      “Of course not, you’re little more than a puppy.”

      Not sure name calling was needed.

      “The drug is called Stardust, glowing blue rocks. The killer goes back years. No one cared. Only Orion tried to do anything about it.” His voice changed, the way it does when your vocal cords become iron, I suppose.

      “Orion?”

      “It was Orion’s pet project, but even Raptor couldn’t be bothered. The same killer is killing again, if he ever stopped. I’m going to save the city from this threat.”

      “Well, don’t let me slow you down.”

      “You aren’t slowing me down.” Osprey had a lot of condescension in his voice now, totally uncalled for in this situation. I mean, let’s be civil.

      “Okay, well I’m here on a completely unrelated thing.” I twisted. If he hadn’t been solid and slow it wouldn’t have worked but I wriggled free.

      Before I could stand he got a shot in my back that knocked the air out of me. I sprawled on the concrete roof.

      I was only immobile for a second, but that was all a person like Osprey would need to turn me into paste. I’m not sure if he really wanted to kill me. I don’t think he knew what to do with me. But before he could put me out of his misery, I heard a whistle of air and an impact.

      Osprey went bouncing on his back into some other part of the air conditioning system we hadn’t managed to wreak.

      “Peregrine,” Osprey cursed.

      He was right, Peregrine was hovering in the air, poised to strike again.

      Osprey flipped himself up and assumed a combat stance. “I knew you would show up.”

      He did? I didn’t.

      

      Let's talk about Peregrine. I’d decoded Raptor’s note, then put a call out to the entire team. And the guy who could fly a bizzilion miles per hour had gotten there last.

      I mean, I was the last-last one to get there, but … I don’t really have a point here. Let’s focus on the important stuff.

      I’d met up with the former team at Rally Point Beta, a rooftop on a deteriorating factory in the bad area of the Kages district. There was plenty of factory- grade machinery, air conditioners, exhaust stacks, and other things that I didn’t know what they were. All provided great cover for a band of baseless superheros to meet and chat.  And I’d hoped to plan, but by the look of things, not the planning thing.

      “You called us, we showed up. What is it?” Peregrine asked. Not with his nice voice, either. He was all demandy.

      I’d looked at the other two apprentices. Flare was uncharacteristically not looking at me. Her arms were wrapped around herself and she was looking down.

      Butterfly sat on a ledge that circled an exhaust stack. Why would they build a ledge around an exhaust stack? What purpose did that serve?

      “Raven? Why are we here?” Peregrine was hovering above us, rubbing his effortless flight thing in our faces. What a tool.

      I held up the letter I’d just decoded. “I know what Raptor’s last order was.”

      That got Peregrine’s attention. Even Flare finally looked at me.

      “What is it?” Butterfly’s voice was distorted, like all our voices were, but I could tell she was fully human and not leaning into her computer-like intellect that drained emotion from her voice and empathy from her soul.

      “Read it,” Peregrine ordered.

      I had a whole “Ask nicely” thing lined up. You know, a teaching opportunity for the social graces impaired.

      “Please, Raven. Just read it.” Flare wasn’t looking at me again, and I heard her exhaustion through her vocal distortion.

      “Warn Caesar, the Legacy is coming. He is the only one who can stop them,” I read and dropped my hand with the note.

      “What is that supposed to mean?” Peregrine asked.

      I looked at the other two. “Do you know?”

      Flare shook her head.

      “I’ve no recollection of any group or individual that used that moniker.” Butterfly pressed a little into her robot mode to be sure of perfect recall.

      “Well, we can’t warn Caesar of anything,” Peregrine said. “So what do you want us to do about it?”

      Not the reaction I’d been hoping for. “There is no Caesar. We have to figure out what this means. It’s up to us to stop these guys.”

      Crickets.

      “Or gals,” I amended.

      Crickets.

      “Or individual.”

      “No, we don’t,” Flare said. She rubbed her shoulders against the cold that didn’t exist. “We don’t have to do anything. We shouldn’t do anything.”

      “What are you talking about?” I waved the note at her. “This is the last thing Raptor told us to do.”

      “I don’t care!” she shot back. Then a little more calmly. “I don’t care. I don’t.” She turned away from me. “I came here to tell you all I’m out. For good this time.”

      “We all want out,” I said. “But we can’t just let the Legacy…” I ran out of steam there.

      “Do what?” she asked. At least she was looking at me again. “Well, do what?”

      “I don’t know, but if Raptor was willing to team up with Caesar, it must have been for a good reason.”

      “You don’t know that,” Peregrine said. “Were you paying attention? We didn’t know anything about Raptor. Red Knight said--”

      “Red Knight was a liar, manipulating us so he could get his hands on the Phoenix.” I still had no real idea what the Phoenix was. I was glad it blew up with Red Knight.

      “Red Knight was just the last person to manipulate us,” Flare said. “Before him it was Clockwork, and before him it was Raptor.”

      I didn’t like the idea of Raptor being put on the same level as those killers. “But--”

      “But nothing,” Peregrine said. “Raptor didn’t give us a last order. He gave his favorite an order. So you deal with it.”

      “His favorite?” What was he talking about? Peregrine was Raptor’s golden boy.

      “If there’s nothing else, I’ve got things to do.” Peregrine didn’t wait for an answer and shot off into the dark.

      “Flare.” I took a step toward her, but she stopped me with a raised hand.

      “No, this isn’t our fight.” She shook her head as she lowered her hand.

      “What about Ballista?” This was a Hail Mary pass, but I had to play all the cards I had.

      “What about him?”

      “He made it through one surge. He’s going to surge again. If he doesn’t learn to control his powers he could…” We all knew what could happen if a parahuman as powerful as Ballista didn’t learn to use his powers. He could die. His body could become wrecked and twisted. Or, he could go insane or explode and take out a city block or two.

      “He doesn’t need to run around fighting parahumans to get control of his power. I will help him. When he surges next, he’ll be ready.”  She sounded sure, but that was crap.  If you couldn’t control your powers, it would definitely end badly, but you could have your powers on lock and still die in a surge. Die, go insane, twist into a monster, or you could just explode and kill the people around you. It was the only advantage of being a parahuman level 1. When I surged, I might get a fever.

      “A few weeks ago we sat on a building like this one, and you told me you would never want to go back to a normal life.” I pointed in the general direction of that spot.

      “A few weeks ago?” She laughed without any humor. “That was a lifetime ago. That was before the Guard died, and Ballista was taken prisoner and almost killed.” She started off sad but ended mad. “I have so much power.” She looked at her hands and green light ignited into green fire.  “So much power, and I couldn’t do a thing to help him. I couldn’t do a thing to help myself.”

      She was not being fair. “The device they used to capture you? Clockwork used it to kill ALL the Guard. You’re still the most powerful super I know.” Ballista had more voltage, but she had the control.

      “You don’t know me.” She pointed at her mask. “Raptor made sure of that. We don’t know each other. It’s better that way.”  The fire around her hands turned into a nimbus all around her.

      “Flare.” I recognized the aura she used to fly.

      “There’s no mission for us here.” Flare pointed at the paper in my hand. “If Raptor thought Caesar was needed to deal with this, what do you think we can do?” She looked at Butterfly. “Can I fly you somewhere?”

      Butterfly nodded and stood. “I’ll look into it, Raven. But I can’t risk using my power. You know what I become if I push too far, what Clockwork became when he pushed too far into his power.”

      “But…” I had nothing else to say. I understood Butterfly’s resistance to using her powers. Clockwork was her mentor in the Guard, and was a cognit like her. He’d lost his soul to the power, and in the end when the real Clockwork was able to take control for a second, he’d shot himself rather than returning to being a slave to his power.

      The aura circled both women. That was a new trick. Just last week Flare had needed any hitchhiker to jump as the aura formed.

      I didn’t say anything as they went into the air.  Flare had to hug the building as she flew, to avoid being seene.

      And now it was just me and a vague note of vagueness being vague.
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      Looking back on it, it surprises me that I never considered whether Flare and Peregrine were right. Giving up didn’t even occur to me, even though this wasn’t my fight. I was just a kid, I didn’t need to take on this mission.  Raptor hadn’t even expected me to. He’d just wanted me to deliver a message.

      Nope, my next thought was: I have to ask Jackal.

      

      “Why are you two fighting me?” Osprey had taken a position where he could see us both. Not that it would matter with Peregrine. He was just too fast and he could fly.

      I slowly walked to the left, and Peregrine hovered a little to the right, forcing him to split his focus.

      “Was that a rhetorical question or a for-real nut-bar ask?” I can’t tell sometimes.

      “I’m doing what this city needs, what Raptor was never willing to do,” Osprey said.

      “You mean blowing up Red Knight?” In all fairness, that was a solid for me personally. “You’re a psycho.”

      Osprey pointed at me. “I freed us both of that monster.”

      True.

      “Your methods don’t work,” he continued. “This city is more corrupt, more violent, more of a hell than when Raptor and his merry men started playing dress-up.”

      “So your answer…” I had a whole might-doesn’t-make-right thing, and only light can chase out darkness monologue prepped. Some seriously moving stuff. But Peregrine made his move, so it was on.

      For a year and a half Raptor forced me to spar with Peregrine. I knew a lot of his moves and I knew when he was going to attack. It was just nice that he wasn’t going to attack me this time.

      He shot in with his patent-pending flying spin kick, really a crowd pleaser. I’ve been on the receiving end of that move so I can vouch for the power.

      Osprey didn’t have the hours of experience sparring with Peregrine, so to him one second Peregrine was hovering and the next he was a bullet with judo skills.

      Osprey went solid, but not soon enough. Peregrine’s strike landed on his side and kicked him into the air.

      I was on Osprey before he stopped bouncing. I landed strikes to his face, a knife hand to his neck, anything. Peregrine joined in and we were able to keep up the pressure and stop him from solidifying.

      When I pulled back to get room for a punch, Peregrine swept in with a kick, then was gone by the time I landed my strike. It was a thing of teamwork beauty.

      Osprey wasn’t just about his powers, though. He also had mad ninja skills. Even though we kept him distracted enough that he couldn’t power up, he fell back on his martial arts and was able to twist his hips, knock me off him, and roll up, missing Peregrine’s following strike. One-on-one he totally owned me, but there were two of us now!

      I blocked a strike and wrapped his arms. Peregrine flew in and delivered a series of blows then I spun him to the floor.

      Osprey dodged me before I could land a kick, then he rolled away from another strike from Peregrine. With a spin he tried to knock me off my feet. I leapt back, but that allowed him to kip up and jump.

      He shot up with zero density, then amped his density to steel as he collided with Peregrine. They both hit the roof and slid. I thought they would stop before they went over the edge.

      I was wrong.

      At that moment a timer went off in my helmet. I’d set it to remind me that I needed to start heading back right now if I was going to make it home on time.  Well, to my dad’s place.

      

      Let's talk about my dad’s place.

      I’ve seen places as nice as my dad’s penthouse. Not in real life. Mostly in movies. Okay, no I haven't. I haven't seen any place like this, ever.

      The elevator went up, up, and up and… still going up and then up a little more before opening. This place was huge, and I was just in the elevator lobby. A large area with an assortment of chairs could be used to host tasteful gatherings.  The view was breathtaking. A massive window bigger than my house overlooked a few of the buildings between this one and the ocean. The docks were even classy and beautiful. When I think of docks I think of shipping container wastelands. These docks were more for yachts and supplying people with yachts.

      Then there was just horizon. Horizon and water.

      “Ryan.”

      My eyes parted with the view of awesomeness and went to my dad. I hadn’t even realized he was there until he spoke.  He was sitting on a huge leather couch in the elevator lobby. He gave me a wave and pointed to a small bluetooth headset in his ear. “I’ve got to go, Chris. We’ll talk tomorrow.”

      Whoever Chris was, she had a few more things to say to him. He nodded along, like you do even though Chris couldn’t see him. “You’ve given a lot of power to this, more power than you need to.” My side of the conversation paused as Chris weighed in on the correct level of power she was giving it.  “Chris, we’ll talk tomorrow.” He begged my indulgence with a grimace.

      I waved. Take all the time you need.  I went back to the view. I didn’t know the city could look this good. This high up you couldn’t see what I’d walked through to get here.  We were on the Island, so it was way nicer than the Kages or Flat Stones, but wow.

      I set my duffel down and looked out the window, searching for landmarks. Even I got a touch of vertigo, thinking how I would scale this building. That would be hard.

      “Like it?” Dad had walked up behind me. I didn’t hear him with the thick carpet.

      “Who’s Chris?” I asked.

      “A sponsey. With my move, he needs to get a new sponsor, and he’s having a tough time with it.” Dad had sympathy for the guy.

      My mental picture realigned Chris to male. “So where’s your place?” Now no longer dazzled with the view, I took in the lobby a little more. Four doors led from the lobby, one into a hallway.

      Dad seemed confused for a second. “This is my place.”

      I mentally realigned my head to crazy town.

      “This is the living room,” he said.

      “For what county?” Now that I looked at it, it did look less like a lobby and more like a personal space. I noticed photos on the wall of my half-sister and brother.

      Dad laughed. “Yeah, it's a little different from what you’re used to.” He seemed a little embarrassed.

      He should be. This place was insane.

      With a head jerk he led me to one of the doors. “Dinner will be at seven. We would love it if you could join us.”

      “Will I be able to walk to the dining room by seven?” Honest question. “Or is there a trolly?”

      He smiled. “It's not that big.” He took a step. “No, you’re right, it is that big.” He pointed at a door marked with a unicorn poster. “This is Helen’s bedroom.”  The next door down. “That’s the nanny.” He pointed at the room down on the same side of the hall. “This is you.”

      The room was huge, of course. At this point, if there wasn’t enough room for a musical production of Les Miserables I would have been disappointed. The view was the same awesome view of the harbor and ocean. The bed was some dark wood four-poster thing that was a little intimidating.

      “Closet through here.” The closet was only twice as big as my bedroom back home.

      I put my rucksack in the center, just out of blue-collar irony. It looked sad and alone.

      “Your mom said something about a cat?” Dad asked.

      I shook my head. “Wandered off. He might turn up.” I hoped so.

      “Well, we can make it happen. Our last place wouldn’t let us have pets, so Helen would be over the moon to have a cat.” Dad smiled.

      I tried to picture Feral, fifteen pounds of matted grey and black fur, as either a pet or in this room. It was just too much of a leap for my brain. “We’ll see. He turns up when you least expect it.”

      “Have a seat. I have something I want to talk to you about.” Dad gave the same head motion that he’d used to lead me to my new room to direct me to a tasteful collection of chairs around a faux antique table.

      I sat. In the history of the Blackwater family, this scenario had never ended with a happy Ryan. Not once.

      Dad touched the table. “I know this place looks like a hotel, but you can make it your own. Different furniture, paint color.”

      I didn’t plan on staying long enough to decorate. I was going to prove to Mom I was doing school and then I would be back home. “It’s fine. I like it.” At least it didn’t cause me much pain. Wait, just saw the painting over the bed of Amish people harvesting wheat. That hurt.

      Dad smiled. He knew I wasn’t being honest. “Shar wanted to put you in a different room, but Helen wanted you close to her.”

      Shar was my stepmom.

      “The view alone is worth the rest.” I waved at the Amish painting. Nope, that was a different Amish painting. Good God, there was quite the simple folk motif going here.

      “The view is amazing,” he agreed.

      And the reason we were sitting looking at each other? Each other and peasant farmers?

      “We need to talk about school.” He said it like that was a surprise.

      “I’m going to do it this year. You don’t need to worry about that.” The public schools on the Island were called the Cake Eaters by the Kages. The cheers got kind of nasty at sporting events.  Not that I’d caught a basketball game since my sophomore year. “Next week when classes start I’m going to be the most dedicated student on the Island.”

      “About that.” He seemed a little excited. “I have good news.”

      In no way did he have good news. It might not be horrible news, it might be wet your pants terrifying news, but it wasn’t going to be good news.

      “I’ve enrolled you in a better school.”

      “Oh,” I said, all neutral and open.

      “It turns out that one of the best private schools in Darhaven has an opening. Now classes started last week so you’ll have to catch up, but they have great support staff.” Again with the excitement.

      “Oh,” said the Zen master of openness and neutrality.

      “You meet with the headmaster tomorrow morning and start classes bright and early.” My dad looked like Santa Claus and the child getting the presents rolled into one.  “It’s such an amazing opportunity. I didn’t even think to look into it. It’s really exclusive and a top notch education.”

      “Exclusive,” I said. But what I meant was “Sumre Island public school was going to look down on a kid from the Kages. Rich, rich exclusive guys are going to freak.” But I actually added, “Top notch.”

      “I was having drinks with a colleague and he mentioned his nephew’s school had an opening. I jumped at it. It happened so quickly, I didn’t have time to run it by you.” Dad’s tone was a little apologetic.

      “No, it’s cool.” The problem with wearing a mask in all your stressful situations is your poker face atrophies.

      “You don’t like the idea.” Dad read my face well.

      “It’s just a lot to get used to.” I smiled and shook my head.

      “If you graduate from Hellington, any school would be open to you. You could go anywhere.”

      One, that is a big IF. That is the IF that ate Darhaven, and started on the rest to the east coast size of IF. Two, go anywhere? I hadn’t even thought about going somewhere, never mind anywhere.

      “I know it’s a lot. If it doesn’t work out, we can try a different school,” Dad offered

      There was so much wrapped up in that statement. His hope he could offer something to his son that I would want. Hope that he could fix almost a decade of screw ups. Hope he could undo the two bad years of drinking. And they were bad years.

      “No, it’ll be great.” Not enough. “I mean, thanks. I’m just surprised. It will be really great.” Big smile. I’d like to thank the Academy.

      Big smiles all around. “What about dinner?”

      “Um, I actually have a couple of errands I have to run.”

      His face fell. Maybe reading more into the invite refusal than there was.

      “I mean, I’ll try to get back in time. But I don’t want to commit.” I had to dig up a bag full of money, bring it to a widow, and finish decoding Raptor’s letter. “But then I’ll be a homebody. You’ll get sick of me being around so much.”

      He stood, and I stood. Part of my superpower is I can slow down time.  Not really slow time, but it seems like things slow down. It’s one of those adrenaline things that can happen to normals in a firefight, but I can turn it on or off.

      I wish I’d turned it on then. Dad went in for a hug.

      Not ready for that at all. An awkward man hug ensued.

      Before he let me go. “I know we can make this work.”

      I nodded into his shoulder. “Yeah, this will work.” And I’m doing this for Mom, to make up for what I did to her. Not to make you feel better about abandoning me. Okay, seems I still have some issues to work out.
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      We were, like, nine stories up. No way was I going to survive that in a straight jump, no matter how well I roll.

      This was a little trick Cat showed me. You drop to the first windowsill and stop your momentum then drop to the next. If you have time, you stop your momentum. I just slowed it down.

      Cat drilled me on this move FOREVER! He forced me to do it again and again until he was sure I had it on lock. We must have been at it for thirty minutes at least. Boy, what a drag.

      I miss Cat.

      My hands automatically did the work as my mind was elsewhere and I landed in a three story roll and run.

      Peregrine had gotten free but was still wobbly. I’m guessing he got free in midair, because a buick had an Osprey shape in the hood.

      Osprey got up, too, his movements sluggish. I couldn’t tell if it was his solidification power or because he’d just dropped off a nine-story building.  Only one way to be sure.

      I double kicked him in the head.

      He rolled with the strike and flipped off the Buick.

      I landed right by him and delivered a few more strikes that he was able to block, but I had him on the run.  If he didn’t have a second to breathe, Peregrine would join and we would have this guy.

      “What do you plan on doing if you beat me? You can’t arrest me. The cops in this town would rather arrest you than me.” Don’t let the banter fool you. He was just trying to distract me. Also, he had a point.

      Why was I fighting him? At first it was to not get killed, but if I beat him it wasn’t like I was going to cuff him and read him his rights. “Haven’t you heard? The Superhuman Suppression Agency is crawling all over this town. I’ll leave you for them.”  Small ethical concern about the life in prison without trial. I mean, that’s the fate I face as a parahuman using powers as a vigilante. But I am a small v vigilante. Osprey here is a big killing-people V vigilante. So I don’t feel good about leaving him to do that, either.

      I forget if my new class schedule has ethics. I could use a little help in that area.

      Screw it, I’ll just punch him.

      “How did you find me?” I know, sick of hearing that. But it wasn’t from Osprey.

      “Slicer!” I yelled.

      He was in just as nice a suit as the last time he almost killed me. Wow, that was like three weeks ago, seems like a year. He came out the back door, which could have been the only door to Handsome Jack's place. He must have heard the ruckus of Osprey’s impact with quality American engineering.

      Osprey didn’t seem to know who Slicer was, or he was too exhausted to move fast enough.

      I slowed time.

      Slicer didn’t have extra time to react to the situation, but I did. He moved slowly, everything moved slowly when I was in the zone. He raised his hand toward Osprey. Slicer could manifest a shotgun pattern of energy razors from his hand.  He might be able to do other things, but that was the only one I cared about.

      Osprey might have been able to endure a volley from Slicer if he’d been fully solidified, but he wasn’t. He was just a guy in some light body armor.

      I ran toward the Buick and jumped off a still-intact fender. Or at least it was intact until I kicked off it. That changed my trajectory so when I collided with Osprey, it moved us both closer to Slicer and outside the blast pattern of the slices.

      The Buick took all the glowing orange half moons. Man, did we do a number on that poor car.

      I sprung off Osprey and got close enough to connect with Slicer. He was already aiming at me. At this close range there wouldn’t be enough of me left to mail home.

      Slicer suddenly jerked as Peregrine clotheslined him from the other side.

      That bought me enough time to deliver the kick to his stomach that flipped him out of the stairwell and into the Buick.

      Poor hard-working Buick, just trying to make a living.

      Osprey stood. All the signs indicated he’d solidified, at least to some level. He brought his foot up, then down towards Slicer’s head.

      “No!” My scream stretched out in my own ears since things were still slow. I would pay for that later. Don’t know why, but man, do I have nightmares when I use this power. The longer I use it, the worse the nightmares are.

      I grabbed Slicer’s belt and yanked him away. Somehow he slid twenty feet on broken Buick safety glass.

      Osprey’s foot landed on asphalt and spider webbed five feet of parking lot.

      “Moron!” Osprey yelled. He might have meant me, but he could have been talking about Peregrine. Peregrine had taken advantage of the distraction to propel himself into Osprey’s back. Osprey twisted, solidified, and Peregrine hit an arm like a lead pole.  He bounced off Osprey and piled right into, you guessed it, the Buick.

      “That’s Slicer! He deserves death a hundred times!” I guess Osprey was talking to me. “It wasn’t why I came here, but I’ll do what needs to be done.”

      My back itched like crazy. I had to turn on Slicer and face Osprey. “You know that’s not going to happen. Raptor trained you, too. You know the cost of killing people. We’re not judge--” I was going to add the jury-execution thing, too, but Osprey didn’t let me. Rude. What was the point of getting all dressed up if you can’t moralize?

      “I am his judge. I judge the City.  Men like him rule with fear! It’s time they feel fear!” Osprey yelled.

      In my list of things labeled “A Thousand Things That Might Happen Tonight”, a three-way fight for my life was about twelve on the list. Under hippopotamus stampede, number nine-hundred-and-eighty-four was what happened next.  A cop showed up.

      The siren rolled and red and blue strobe painted everything. The wheels squealed and a blue and white squad car whipped off the street and into the little parking lot.

      The shock of that knocked me out of the slow zone. I could only keep it going for a few seconds in the best of times, anyway.

      The cop looked young, maybe five years older than me. Maybe not even that old. “Freeze!” he yelled, pulling his gun and pointing it at Osprey and me.

      He wasn’t full of bravado -- he was terrified -- but he kept his gun level and stayed behind his car.

      Osprey solidified. “Shoot your little pop gun.”

      That’s all fun and games for Osprey, but I am in no way bulletproof.  I’m not even bullet resistant. I have some armor that might save me, but it might not. “Whoa. Everyone calm down.” I held up my hand, palm out.

      “You are under arrest for violating the proper use of parahuman ability Act.” The cop’s voice trembled.

      “That’s not happening, Junior.” Osprey did not calm down as I’d asked.

      This was going to get ugly. I would have to jump behind Osprey if the cop fired, then get the cop out of the way before Osprey crushed him, and me, like a zit. Why did this guy show up? He must have known supers were involved. Why couldn’t he “wait for backup” for twenty minutes and collect witness statements? Then everyone goes home and lives to wait for backup another day.

      Slicer stood up.

      No, no, no.

      “On the ground!” the cop yelled at Slicer.

      He was dressed in a suit, not a damn costume. I don’t know if the cop understood he was a super.

      “You’ve got to help me.” Slicer took a few steps toward the cop with his hands up.

      “No, he's a super!” I yelled and started running toward Slicer.

      Time slowed. Not in a fun superhero-now-I-have-time-to-act way. This was slow in a nightmare. There was nothing I could do but remember every moment to replay again and again.

      Slicer looked at me and smirked. He knew I was too far to do anything. He pointed one palm at me and one palm at the cop.

      I saw the glow of orange energy bubble up from his outstretched hand. One bubble detached itself and was instantly joined by more and more. I changed my trajectory, flinging myself out of the way. I landed on my left shoulder so I was still able to see the second stream of spinning orange crescents first rip into the cop’s car, safety glass spider webbing and exploding.

      The cop moved like he was swimming in mud. He tried to rotate himself down behind the car, but slices not absorbed by the car hit him in the shoulder, the head, the arm.

      There was a moment when he registered the pain, then all expression left his face, and another slice caught him right in the neck.

      Time started going again. At least, it started going for everyone else. I stopped. I couldn’t move, couldn’t react, couldn’t think.

      For how long it took in my mind for the cop to drop, everything after that moment happened on fast forward.

      Slicer pumped a few more showers of sparks, but was running and didn’t come close to hitting me or Osprey.

      Osprey didn’t risk lowering his density, so he couldn’t keep up with Slicer.

      Slicer dove into the back a car that seemed to appear out of nowhere, and the car sped off.

      Peregrine’s arms were around me and getting me on my feet. “We have to go!”

      I didn’t recognize the sound of sirens until he mentioned them.  Not cop sirens. This was the louder jaring ra-ta-ta-ta of the SSA.

      I knew he was right, we did have to go. Why couldn’t I move? I just saw the mess that was the officer.

      “You did this, White Hat!” Osprey pointed at the body. “I could have stopped this. A mother is mourning her son because of you. That blood is on your hands!”

      That blood was on my hands.

      I felt pressure as Peregrine held me closer, then a jolt as the ground stopped doing what ground normally did.

      Peregrine was flying me out of there. That was what was happening. That made sense.

      Nothing made sense.

      Another alarm went off in my helmet. Oh, yeah, it was a school night.

      

      “Just hanging out with friends?” the headmaster asked. I think he’d said it a second time.

      “Um, yeah.” I wiped my hand over my face and it came back wet with cold sweat. “Nothing really worth talking about.”

      “Well, it looks like you were out late and didn’t get enough sleep.”

      “I didn’t sleep well.” Nightmares on nightmares. A cop dying, a man shooting his face off, Red Knight exploding again and again. All the while the words “That blood is on your hands!” repeated over and over. Sometimes by Osprey, sometimes in Raptor’s distorted voice. “That blood is on your hands!”

      Dr. Paris rocked back in his magnificent leather chair a couple of times. “I want to be honest with you, Mr. Blackwater. You’re going to find Hellington very challenging. And this is not a school where you can just fail classes and be passed on. You’re starting on academic probation. If we don’t see some progress, then we’ll have to examine if this place is right for you. I think it would be a good first step to examine how important your future is and how important ‘hanging out with friends’ is.”

      “I’ve already decided.” I said it too quickly. “I’m not doing... what I did last night again. Like you said, it isn’t more important than my future.”

      The headmaster probably thought I was coming down off some drugs. I looked and felt hungover. “That’s good to hear, Mr. Blackwater.”  I thought he might say something else, but he straightened up and handed me a folder that was nested in the folder he was reviewing.  “Your advisor and English teacher is Mr. Clancy. He’s expecting you after this meeting. Have a good first day at Hellington Preparatory school, Mr. Blackwater.”

      All the Mr. Blackwater stuff threw me off. Were we supposed to shake hands? The headmaster was already focused on whatever stuff headmasters did. Maybe not. I mumbled a thanks and took the folder as I left the office.
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      I asked for directions to Mr. Clancy’s from the secretary. She did not approve of me. I don’t know if it was the way I looked, the way I wasn’t seven generations of rich snob, or maybe she couldn’t fathom how I planned to graduate if I didn’t even know where Mr. Clancy was.

      I got out from the headmaster's office into something approximating a school.  It was like the same guy who’d decorated my bedroom was given a lot of oak paneling and let loose with no adult supervision.

      There were kids, lots of kids. Lots and lots of white kids. It was like the population ratio had flipped. I saw a few East Asian and Asian faces, and one black girl. But it was disorientingly pale in here.

      And every student had the same blazer. The girls had the same knee-length skirts with the same plaid pattern and boys in navy pants and deep blue shirts, just like me.

      And I stuck out like the freak show had just come into town.

      A lot of the students just looked at me, blank faces as they passed me.

      Oh, this was so much worse than I’d thought it would be.

      Five steps from the office I realized the Secretary Judgment’s directions were worthless, and I had no idea where I was supposed to go.

      “Excuse me.” Someone stepped out of the crowd of blonde hair and blazers. He was a little taller than me, probably a senior. His face had a little bit of a sneer and he held out his hand. “Hello, I’m Thurston Hillgrave. I’m sure you’ve heard of the Hillgraves.”

      “Ah, no.” I took his hand.

      He gave me a limp-wristed up and down motion. It made we want to recoil and boil my hand.

      “This is your first day at Hellington?” He wasn’t really asking me.

      I noticed a group of five boys looking at the interaction and snickering. Oh, this was going great. Sorry, I’m with the upper crust now. It was going smashingly, simply smashingly.

      “Hellington is absolutely the best school. My family has attended for generations.”

      “When do they graduate?” I asked.

      His eyes flared at the little insult, then he broke into a grin and started laughing. “I can’t do it, I can’t.”

      The group of boys started laughing, too.

      “I’m sorry.” The faint British accent was gone, as was the sneer. He held out his hand again.

      I took it again because that's what you do?

      This time he shook if firmly. “I am Thurston Hillgrave, but call me Tor.”

      The show over, the group of boys pointed at Tor, laughed again, and dispersed into the streams of blazers.

      “I lost a bet. I was sure the Tornados would win. I had to give all the new kids the ‘Rich Boy Welcome.’” His faint British accent and sneer returned. “You should have seen your face when we shook hands.”

      Funny. On any other day, maybe funny?

      He noticed the folder. “Who’s your advisor?”

      “Clancy.”

      “Come on, I’ll take you there.” He nodded in the opposite direction that I’d been wandering.

      So he could still be screwing with me and trying to make sure I was late, but if I wandered around this tasteful hall by myself, I would be late, anyway. So a lateral shift at best.

      I stepped into pace at his shoulder.

      “So where did you transfer from?” Tor asked.

      “Jefferson.”

      He looked a little confused. “Haven’t heard of that one. Is that upper west coast?”

      “No, it’s the Kages, north side.” I looked for his reaction. I didn’t want to be a pariah, but I wasn’t going to pretend to be someone I wasn’t. I was not going to hide behind some kind of made up identity. I mean, who does that?

      “Wow, Kages.” The question “Then how in all the trust funds of Sumatra Island can you afford to come here?” wasn’t spoken but I could see it dance in his eyes.

      “My dad has a superpower,” I explained.

      He got more confused.

      “He fails up.” I had no idea how far up he’d failed until I’d seen the apartment last night. “He didn’t start out rich, but he managed to marry it.”

      His face cleared up. “Oh, well, welcome across the river. When you said your father had a superpower, I thought for a second you meant a parahuman thing. Which would explain your presence here, too.”

      We walked a few more halls. Tor waved at a couple groups, and pointed out the different rooms we passed.

      And my brain caught up with the conversation. “What do you mean?”

      “Spanish? That’s where you will learn to express yourself and understand Spanish.” Tor was pointing out a room that looked like every other door in the wood and marble hallways.

      “No, what parahuman thing?”

      A beat of confusion then he tracked. “You know, Mr. Clancy’s thing.”

      When I stopped walking, he did, too.

      “You don’t know about the Mr. Clancy thing?” Tor wasn’t really asking. “Oh boy, sorry. Living in the Hellington bubble you forget normal people don’t hang on every breakup and staff issue.”

      I thought I was going to have to dig harder, but he continued.

      “I don’t like to gossip, and I like Mr. C.” It didn’t stop him from talking. “First day of school a family brought a toddler when they picked up their daughter. The toddler was so excited, she ran into the middle of the street.  She would have been dead, but Mr. Clancy is a parahuman. He can run at like a hundred miles per hour or something. In front of the entire student body he saved the girl’s life, and the stuff hit the fan.”

      “No one knew he was a super?” Then why was he my advisor and not in the custody of the SSA?

      “Oh, he’s totally legal. He has his documentation from the SSA and everything. He served on the SSA for five years and was honorably discharged. The headmaster, some staff and trustees knew. But not the parents. So they flipped and pulled their students.”

      Which was why there was a place for me in the rich school at literally the last minute.

      “You didn’t know?” he asked.

      “Dad didn’t go into details.”

      “I mean, Mr. Clancy is totally cool. He’s like thirty-five so it isn’t like he’s going to surge and blow up or anything.” Tor tried to calm me.

      “What?” It took me a second to track what he was saying. “If he can run, he might not even be a PL 2.3.” If the SSA let him go, he wasn’t higher than a two-nine. “Even if he did surge, he might puke. But he isn’t blowing up.”

      Tor relaxed a little. “There was a big push to get Clancy out, but Dr. Paris hung in there for him. He just has a lot of seats to fill now.”

      I couldn’t say I had warm fuzzies from the good doctor, but my estimation of him went up. “So Mr. Clancy was part of the SSA?”

      “Yep, for like five years. He arrested illegal supers. Cool, right?” Tor said.

      Or horrifying. My English teacher had arrested people like me for a living. That is… awful. “Yeah, super cool,” I said with enthusiasm. “Super cool.”

      The bell rang.

      “Nuts. Mr. Clancy is right there.” He pointed at a door three doors down. “Just knock and you’re home.” The movement in the hallway picked up as other students raced to class. “I’ll find you in the lunchroom after third period,” he promised and melted into the river of plaid and tweed.

      Well, there was a chance that the speedy Mr. Clancy had a secondary power of spotting supers. I know Raptor had that ability. Maybe I should just make a run for it and embrace my destiny in the growing profession of janitorial sciences?  I mean, better safe than sorry.

      The realist in me pointed out that Raptor’s ability was rare.  And should the SSA find a parahuman sniffer, that sniffer would not be teaching Robert Frost. He or she, would be working for the SSA for life.

      Stupid realist, getting in the way of my career dreams.

      I walked to the appropriate door and knocked.

      “Enter.”

      So I did. This was a classroom? Where was all the soul-crushing fluorescent lighting? Where were all the decade-old desks with graffiti that commemorated generations of bored children? How could I know “who was here” if all the desks were shiny warm wood with chairs that didn’t look like torture devices welded to plastic?

      There were even banks of large flatscreen computers with spinning logos that matched my blazer emblem dancing on the screens.

      It smelled nice.

      “Are you okay?” Mr. Clancy asked. He was at his desk in the far corner.

      “I guess.” I walked around a cluster of desks, not in rows but positioned to be in groups of four.

      “Ryan?” Mr. Clancy asked.

      “Yes, sir.” I sir’d him. Is that what we do here?

      “Have a seat.” He pointed at the chair right by his desk. “Are you sure you’re okay? You look a little pasty.”  Mr. Clancy was one to talk. He would get a sunburn walking under a heat lamp. He was physically fit, and the goatee was probably an English teacher regulation thing.

      “Rough night, a day before a new school and all.” I didn’t exactly lie, just misled.

      That seemed to cover it. “I have your schedule.”

      He passed me a paper.

      “And a map of the building.”

      Another paper.

      That went on until I had a book of stuff.  Some stuff I didn’t need, other stuff I did need. The stuff I did need I had to do something with, so something else wouldn’t happen to other stuff. I think.

      “Listen, I’ve seen your grades,” he finally said. “You’re going to find this a very challenging year. Do you plan on graduating from Hellington?”

      “I plan on it, sir.” I was still sir-ing, not sure how to stop now. I was in a sir-ing death spiral.

      “You have already missed a week of my class, so I’ll tell you what I’ll do. I’ll exempt you from all the work you missed and the unit final at the end of the week if you submit a five page paper on Macbeth.”  He turned and plucked a thin paperback from a row of identical paperbacks.

      “Macbeth?” I looked at the cover.

      “Shakespeare's Macbeth.”

      “Ah, okay. But I don’t know anything about Macbeth.” Or Shakespeare.

      “I’ll give you a hint. They’re in kilts, and first you make your choices then your choices make you. Get that to me by the end of the week, and you can consider yourself caught up in my class.”

      I blinked. Five pages! Of paper! With words on it! Words that I needed to provide! About something! I should have run for the sweet, sweet bosom of the architectural sanitation industry when I’d had the chance.
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      I found my locker. It was kind of a letdown. It was just a locker. I thought maybe I would have a locker valet or something. But it was a sturdy metal box with air vent slits and a combination lock. It was a nice sturdy metal box, but nothing special. I deposited all the stuff Mr. Clancy had given me onto the only shelf and shut the door.

      Then I swore under my breath and opened the locker again. Midway through the pile I pulled out my schedule then shut the locker again. Took three steps, swore louder, opened the locker AGAIN and fished out the building map. The pile of papers had been in a kind of order before, with the important stuff on top. Now it was a mess. I swore a little louder and shut the damn locker.

      This sucked. I mean, school always sucked, but this freshman-all-turned-around crap sucked.  I could find my way around the Kages in the dark, jumping from rooftop to rooftop. But Algebra and Statistics might as well have had a cloaking field and be stored in a bunker.

      I tried to orient myself with the crappy glossy full-color map. And my eye caught a bottlebrush brown tail ducking around a corner.

      Was that Feral? The color was right, but I hadn’t seen him in days.

      I turned the corner, did a quick look around, and there was Feral on top of a row of lockers.

      Something in me unclenched. I didn’t really believe that Osprey had killed Feral. Sofia had told me that she’d seen him a couple of times after the fight. But he had disappeared on me.

      “Oh, am I glad to see you.” I got just under him and outstretched my hands. “Come on.”

      He looked at me, stood, and did that total body arch that cats do, then leapt a second before I was ready, like cats do.

      It was good to see him. “Where have you been?”

      He nuzzled my head with his forehead and started purring. I don’t think I’d heard him purr like that since before Cat was killed.

      “Raven!” The female voice scared the ever-loving crap out of me.

      I turned, instinctively keeping the cat covering a little of my face.

      Sofia had turned the corner and was walking right at me. She was in the Hellington female dress code of blazer and skirt, but she made it look good.

      The last time I’d seen Sofia she’d begged me to save her father. I had no idea how I’d done on that. I’d lost track of the Confessor, arch villain wannabe with some mental powers, during the fight.

      “Raven, where have you been?” she asked me.

      I knew Sofia was psychic, but I’d hoped my uniform would have protected my identity. She’d seen me out of uniform once, but I’d disguised my identity by wearing my shirt as a ninja mask.

      Trust me, it made sense at the time.

      “Raven, you had me so worried.” She scolded me in a small voice. Kinda like you would use on a child.

      “Sorry,” I ventured. Her tone didn’t line up with exposing my secret Identity and destroying my life. Sofia put her hands on Feral.

      Oh, that could be bad. Feral could rip a person's throat out if he didn’t know them.

      Feral was a great big pile of butter and purred louder.

      “Raven, you had mommy all frightened,” she said in baby talk to the tomcat.

      “Raven’s the cat?” My stomach did the same flip it does when I get missed by a bullet.

      “Yes, he is.” More baby talk. “Raven’s a pretty kitty.”

      He’s not. He is really not a pretty kitty.

      “I’m surprised he let you hold him.” She hadn’t even looked at me yet. “He can be a bit skittish around strangers.”

      “Sofia.” I might as well find out how much she knew.

      She looked at me and blinked. “You know my name?” Then realization crossed her face. “Of course, I’m sure everyone knows the new girl.”

      I shook my head and held up the glossy map as proof. “New kid here, too.” I gave her a second more. “We met a couple days ago at the Golden View hotel.” That was stupid. Why didn’t I just walk away? I didn’t need to connect her thinking of me with the hotel where a loon in underoos got his ass kicked.

      She looked at me confused, then with recognition. She reached out and pushed me right on my chest. “You’re Ryan.”

      I didn’t see the contact coming, something I needed to avoid from a psychic. “Um, yeah.”

      “Oh, my gosh. You look so different.”

      I wasn’t in the wrinkled button-up and jeans anymore.  “I clean up good.”

      “That's not what I meant.” But that's what she meant.

      “So was today bring your cat to school day?” I asked. “I’m going to feel silly if I’m the only one without a cat.”

      Her attention went back to the fifteen pounds of purring in her hands. “Oh, no. I don’t know how he does it. He always gets out and follows me around.”

      Same old Feral. I reached in and gave his head a rubbing. “I had a cat like that once.” There was a little more sadness in my voice than I’d thought there would be.

      “He certainly likes you. He can be very protective of me.” She smiled at how easy Feral was under my hand.

      “Have you had him long?” I asked.

      “Just a week or so.” She seemed to be considering how much to tell me. “I was having a pretty tough week. I was scared and sad. And Raven showed up to help me. He’s been my protector ever since.” She buried her face in his fur.

      “Raven’s a good name.” What else was I going to say? Start yelling about gimmick infringement?

      She went a little pink at that. “Um, thanks. It just seemed right.”

      “You better get him out of here. I can’t imagine they have a pet policy.” I took in the school with a tap on the blazer.

      “You’re right,” she said with a smile. “It was nice seeing you again.” She gave a furtive look both ways.

      I held up my hand to make sure she stopped and took a couple steps back. The coast was clear. “You’re good, go.”

      She gave a little giggle and rushed around the corner.

      I caught Feral's eye as he bumped along. I can’t explain it, but I knew that a piece of Feral that had broken when Cat died, wasn’t healed exactly, but was mending.

      “Feral, you lucky bastard,” I whispered. He got the girl and my name. “Simply no justice in this world.”

      And now I was covered in cat hair. Even for Feral, a shedding machine, this was a crazy amount of cat hair.

      “Thanks, Raven.” I put an emphasis on MY name, to no one.

      Down the way was a bathroom. Might as well try to get some of this off me. I was going to miss first period.

      I opened the bathroom door.

      I recognized two of the kids instantly, guys Tor had lost his bet to. The other kid I did not know, but he was holding out a small zip-locked bag of glowing green rocks and Tor’s friend was holding out a roll of a few twenties.

      Aw hell, at least in the hood we had the decency to post a lookout or just put the stuff in a paper bag. “Sorry, I’ll try a different john.” I turned around to exit.

      But another member of the group was standing behind the door and moved in front of me.  For a second I thought maybe he really had to use the bathroom, but then it dawned on me -- he was being intimidating.

      Aw, hell.

      In the bathroom mirrors I saw two of the other kids come up behind me. If this had happened on the street, both those twerps would have been on the ground calling for their mommies’ lawyers. But I wasn’t on the job. I didn’t want a reputation as a fighter, not in normal life. I certainly didn’t want to do it with Sofia in the same student body. The less I had to do with violence in her mind was the less she would connect me to Raven. Not cat Raven, but me Raven.

      “Guys, it’s cool. I don’t want any trouble.” I let them drag me away from the door. “Seriously, whatever you guys are into is your business.” I’d never seen it before, but glowing green rocks had to be Stardust.

      “You’re damn right it’s our business,” the kid with the bag of rocks told me. He finished his transaction. “Beat it.”

      The kid who’d paid the money didn’t have to be told twice. Maybe he was off to get help, but probably not.

      “What am I going to do with the nosy new kid?” The guy was obviously in charge. He counted the money and put it in his pocket.

      “Why would you need to sell drugs?” That question just came out. I mean, his hair product allowance alone exceeded what he could turn for some rocks.

      “You have a lot of questions.” He took a small pipe the length of a roll and a half of quarters out of his pocket.

      I didn’t know how you even used Stardust, but that seemed to be a really strange delivery system.

      He made a fist around the pipe.

      Oh, it was a roll of quarters in the PayPal generation.

      He punched my stomach.

      That didn’t feel good, but let's just say I’ve had better. A second later I realized that this would go on a lot longer if I didn’t play along. “Ah,” I yelled.

      He did it again.

      This time my yell of pain was better timed.  That’s when I saw it in his eyes. He liked it. He liked the power of inflicting pain. That was why he was selling drugs, not for the money. He did it to get off on the power. He got to be the big scary fish in a homogenized placid pond. I’d seen that look on much scarier people, but I also knew that the breaks were off on this kid. He wasn’t going to stop until someone stopped him. Maybe not here in the school bathroom, but there was going to be a time when he thought “I could get away with it” and he would do it.

      I rolled with the next strike a little, but made a louder yell.

      “Do you understand who’s in charge here?” he asked.

      “Yes.” I tried for a whimper. I’ve read about whimpers, but you don’t really know if you’re doing it right without feedback.

      “Who’s in charge?”

      And another shot to the gut.

      “You are.”

      And another shot to the gut. “That is damn right.” He grabbed my hair. “Now, if you go whine to a teacher, I will know, and they might give me a stern talking to. Daddy might even take my car for the weekend. But you are going to be coming to school in a wheelchair. Do you understand?”

      The bathroom door opened.

      Really people, set a lookout. It can’t be that hard.

      I could see the newcomer in the reflection of the mirror. Tor. First he looked confused, then pissed. “Brian, what the hell?”

      “Stay out of this Thurston.” Brian pronounced Thurston like an insult.

      “Let him go.” Tor pulled at one of the guys holding me and my arm was free.

      The other guy let my arm go. I tried to look like I was flailing around, got a foot out, and tripped the duffus who had held me. Tor pushed him and they all ended up in a heap in front of the sinks.

      I looked back at Brian. His vein was popping out of his neck and his hand was tight on the quarter pipe.  I thought he was going to swing for it, but instead he said, “I’m done here. I think I’ve made my point clear.”

      I had to bite my tongue. I did not want to egg this guy on. It would be my word against his. I was a problem kid from the Kages and Brian was a fine upstanding rich sociopath. It hurt, but I didn’t say anything. I mean, I said,  “I don’t want any trouble.” But I didn’t say what I wanted to say. I’m growing as a person.

      He pushed past me, bumping me into the sink as he passed. His two minions had managed to get up. “You watch yourself, Thurston. All your friends graduated or got scared off by Clancy. You must be pretty lonely right now.”

      Tor didn’t say anything, and he didn’t back down.

      “I’ll be seeing you around.” Brian walked out of the bathroom without looking back.

      The other two walked out backwards, again with that constipated intimidation look they’d given me earlier.

      “You all right?” Tor asked.

      I looked in the mirror and straighten up a bit. “Yeah, you stepped in before they got going,” I exaggerated. “I thought they were your boys.” I ran my hand through my hair. Nothing really to be done.

      “Let's just say I was trying.” He straightened his own shirt and blazer. “Brian wasn’t wrong. All my friends were part of the great Clancy Exodus. My dad wanted to pull me, too, but my girlfriend is the headmaster’s daughter.”

      “Well, that’s romantic.”

      “And I like Clancy. It was a big deal about nothing.”

      “Parahumans don’t freak you out?” I was still coated in cat hair.

      “Of course they freak me out. I’m not an idiot. Some of those guys are scary as hell. But it's not all of them.” He shrugged.

      We were both convinced that we’d repaired what we could and left the bathroom. To be fair, I waited for Tor to use the toilet. That’s why he went in there in the first place. For me, a lot of the cat hair had been rubbed off on Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dumb, so win-win.

      Tor directed me to my second period class and the rest of the morning went on without incident.

      I mean, I was totally lost in Biology, and American history was pretty confusing. And this is why I hadn’t applied myself. It was just too hard.

      As promised, Tor found me outside the cafeteria. And holy crap the rich have a better cafeteria. The pudding looked like pudding. And the fries were the thick cut ones with some kind of seasoning sprinkled on them -- amazing!

      We picked a table, an actual table with chairs and not a long foldable thing with attached benches. I was so engrossed by the content of the tray I didn’t realize a person had approached.

      “Ah, Ryan, I would like to introduce you to my girlfriend.” Tor was all smiles now, looking at whoever was walking up behind me.

      I turned.

      She stood out, not just because she was two percent of the brown kids I’d seen that day, but because she was beautiful. And East Asian. I remembered the picture of the little girl in Dr. Paris’s office. I could kind of see the resemblance.

      But I’m burying the lead here. I knew her. I knew her well. I’d only seen her face once, but I would never forget it.

      I was staring at Flare.
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      Tor stood up, but I was too stunned. Maybe that’s what you’re supposed to do on the rich side of the river. My etiquette class wasn’t this semester.

      The last time I’d seen her outside of her uniform she’d been drugged unconscious with a piece of technology called a cuff. It was the most-used device to subdue parahumans. Basically, a really potent drug to knock you out and a device to monitor the dosage to ensure the super didn’t wake up or die.

      I rescued her from the clutches of Clockwork. Well, technically it went down on my stats as an assist. I rescued Peregrine and Peregrine rescued Flare. Then Peregrine turned around and rescued me.

      Just like last night.

      I did not want to think about last night.

      Tor went in for a kiss, but Flare pulled away. “We’re in the school cafeteria!” she scolded him, but it was playful.

      He didn’t try harder for the kiss and sat down, making room for her tray by moving his. “Ryan, I would like you to meet Jasmin.”

      Jasmin looked at me and hit me with a smile. Wow.

      “Hi, Ryan.” That was a trip, hearing her voice, her actual voice. I’d never heard that. It was sweet and a little high. Not the robotic distortion that I was accustomed to.  I had to give it to Raptor. If I hadn't seen her, I would have no idea that it was her. Just like she would have no idea that it was me.

      “Nice to meet you, Jasmin.” I kind of stammered over Jasmin. I almost blew everything and called her Flare. I had to live a double life with my parents, but I wasn’t ready to do it here, too.

      Flare had never seen my face or heard my real voice. Would she see through my disguise? Did I care? Should I just tell her?

      “Are you okay?”  Tor asked.

      I’d let the thread of the conversation go by me. “Sorry, what? It’s already been a long day.”

      “I asked if you need a tutor? Jasmin’s the best in the biz.” Tor easily put his arm on the back of her chair.

      She did not pull away from that.

      “Oh?” That wouldn’t be weird or anything.

      “Yeah, she helps out kids in the Kages and everything,” Tor said.

      She looked a little uncomfortable at that. Smelled like a cover story to me. She probably “tutored” while she was on patrol or had been working with her mentor, Orion.

      “Well, I’m quitting that,” she said.

      Yeah, that was her cover story alright. She would have a lot more boyfriend time.

      Tor picked up on the possibility as well. A big grin cracked his face. “Really? That means I might actually see you on a weekend or something?”

      She gave him a mischievous look over her shoulder that made my heart skip a beat, and I was just collateral damage. Tor took it full force and was jelly. “I might have a few more minutes here and there.” She winked.

      Tor went in for another kiss, but was met by the palm of her hand as she pushed him away. “So Ryan, how are you liking Hellington?” She turned to me.

      I’ve had a crush on her since we met, even though I didn’t know what she actually looked like. It wasn’t like her uniform gave that much to the imagination. The waist-length blond wig was a nice touch, though. Until I saw her, I wouldn’t have guessed East Asian.

      If you added all the time we took breaks on patrol and just sat and looked at the skyline together, she was the longest female relationship I’d had in the past year.  Now, I had to act like I didn’t know her. If she had known it was me, she wouldn’t have been happy and swooned into my arms. Our relationship had gone frosty since the Guard died. Now every time the team met, we were on opposite sides of every issue.

      There was also the issue of her identity. With villains like the Confessor out there, I could be forced to reveal her name, her dad’s name, and her boyfriend’s, now that I knew them. She would not be happy to know who I am.

      “Ryan?” Well, speaking of the Confessor, his psychic daughter had just walked up to our table.

      “Sofia.” I straightened.

      “Can I…” She pointed at the empty seat right next to me.

      “Of course.” My face said yes. My guts said, “Run, run and don’t look back! Why are you not running? Try running, you might like it.”

      She put down her tray. “I’ll be right back.”

      Tor looked at me, jaw open.

      “What?” Was my inner fear showing?

      “You’ve been here three hours and you’re on a first name basis with the new girl?” He pushed his chair back from the table and elaborately bowed. “Teach me your ways, o master.”

      “Stop it, she’s coming back.” Jasmin slapped him and he stopped.

      Sofia returned with a glass of soda.

      Let's just live in that for a second. Yes, you can just walk up and get a glass of fountain soda and return to your table. Wow.

      I introduced her to Jasmin -- almost called her Flare again -- and Tor.

      And we spent the lunch period just talking. Just talking about school stuff.

      Sofia talked me up in my little part of rescuing her cat. Tor gave me a wink and a big thumbs up.

      There was no debate about our responsibility in a possible city-or-world-changing event. No plans concocted to desperately save someone we cared about before they were killed. We didn’t even talk politics.

      We just talked. I made with the funny and got warm female laughter. That was a very good moment. Even Brian, giving me scowly eyes as he passed us, didn’t ruin it.

      “Tor, paper?” Some kid passed by the table and dropped the already read Darhaven Times on our table at Tor’s nod.

      Tor took the sports section, the piece that had already been read by the other student.

      The front page was underneath it, with a picture of a police officer. A staged, official picture of a young smiling man in a crisp, dark blue and white uniform, light blue background, and an American flag in the corner.

      “Are you okay?” Sofia had noticed something different about me. She didn’t need to be psychic.

      I wanted to say I was fine, but I couldn’t say anything until I could speak.

      It was the cop from last night.

      Fallen Hero read the big bold black letters. I’d read the article, when I could think again. That would be a good idea.

      

      My nest, a kind of secret base away from a secret base, was originally an offsite locker room and study carrel, but with the destruction of the Clubhouse -- sorry, Gamma Base -- it was also my total base.

      Raptor had set it up for me when I first started my training. It was in an abandoned factory but had power and the Internet. I’d even been playing with the idea of just living here when Mom kicked me out. It had everything a growing boy needs: a cot, shower, toilet, washing machine, computer. But eventually someone would ask to see where I was living or talk to these “friends” I was staying with. Or I would need food.

      It was the food thing that got me to take Dad up on his offer.

      I finished patching the gambeson and checked my work. I don’t know if it really was a gambeson, but it was what Raptor had called it. I guess a gambeson was supposed to provide some added protection to medieval knights. This thing absorbed the buckets of sweat when I was in uniform. I had five and washed them after each use.  But sometimes they ripped. All my gear needed little maintenance stuff. I had two helmets and three uniforms. And each of them had nicks and scrapes I had to patch. One uniform had a big burn on the chest because Flare had shot me. How much longer could I patch and not need new material?

      Raptor hadn’t shared his supplier with us. With him gone I was eventually going to run out of gear. This time next year I would be running around in a biker jacket and ski helmet. Ridiculous.

      I folded the gambeson and placed it on top of the five duplicates with sharp military corners. I learned that from Raptor, but with my power I only had to do it once and my fingers remembered how to do it.

      I looked at them, piles of glorified underwear waiting for an inspection that would never come.

      My eyes went to my backpack.

      I had the burn marks to buff out and I needed to see if I could replace the chest piece. Flare had done a number on it.

      My eyes went back to my backpack.

      When was the last time I’d cleaned the toilet? It had been a busy week.

      My eyes went back to my backpack.

      I didn’t choose to pick my backpack up off the cot, I stopped choosing not to. I didn’t want to remove the paper, but I did.

      His name was Damon Wilson. The cop I’d let die. Did it make it better or worse knowing his name? He was married with one child. Of course he was. Shit doesn’t happen to assholes who no one loves.

      I suddenly found my nicely folded full body underwear just too offensive for words. I knocked all of them off the shelf. Screw it. Screw all of this. I was done. I watched a man get killed. And not only did I not do enough to stop it, if I hadn’t been there, he wouldn’t be dead.  Osprey would have done the world and the Wilson family a hell of a favor.  Slicer would be dead. Couldn’t happen to a nicer guy. Officer Wilson would be home with his son right now!

      I pulled back my hand to knock something else over, but I didn’t.

      What was the point? What was the point of any of it?

      I was out. I wasn’t gonna risk my life or anyone else's life for some stupid quest that Raptor didn’t even give me. The others were right, this stupid note wasn’t anything other than a stupid note. I had to make things up to Mom, not flunk out of school again, and not disappoint Dad. Well to be fair, I didn’t care much if I disappointed Dad. He was still in the dog house as far as my Christmas card list was concerned.

      I picked up one of the gambesons and started to pull it on. There wouldn’t be any more Damon Wilsons. There just wouldn’t be. I should have just locked the door and walked away, but I felt like I owed an explanation to Jackal.

      Funny, right? I didn’t think I owed anything to my dad but a convicted killer and ex-gang boss, him I owed an explanation. Last time I’d disappeared on him, he’d gotten a few people to fake an armed robbery until I came to the “rescue.”

      If anything, I could spare the actors an evening of their time.

      I was geared up and out the door in minutes. And running along the edge of the rooftops.

      I would miss this. I don’t think I felt any more free than when doing a run I’d memorized. I barely had to think about it as I ran, leapt, landed and rolled to where I’d hidden the statue.

      “Jackal.”

      This time the statue glowed yellow and burst into life right away. “Raven?” He seemed surprised to hear from me. “I’m surprised to hear from you.”

      See?

      “I’m just here to say goodbye. After last night… let’s just say I learned my lesson.”

      “Did you? What lesson did you learn?”

      “That I can’t do this. Whatever the Legacy is, whether it’s coming or not, the world would be better off if I let someone else deal with it.”

      “And this is because of that police officer.” Jackal didn’t ask.

      “His name was Damon Wilson.”

      The glow died down to just a glimmer around the statue of Anubis.

      “I just didn’t want you to think something happened to me or that I was out there somewhere and you needed to find me,” I said. “Thanks for your help. I don’t know why you did it, but you got me farther than I could have gotten alone.”  That was hard to say.

      “I don’t know what to say, kid. Part of me thinks you should walk. And if this Legacy is coming, well get away from Darhaven. Pack your bags and leave and don’t look back.” The statue flared a little more.

      I couldn’t leave like that, I had family in this town. I’d never even left this town. I’d never been south of the Flat Stones district.  “Yeah, maybe I will.”

      “I mean, you don’t owe this city anything,” Jackal continued. “You already stopped Simon from killing half of the SSA, never mind what you did to stop Red Knight and the Confessor.”

      “Not sure I really did much to stop Red Knight.” He was one step ahead of me until Osprey blew him up.

      “You already did enough. More than your share. You don’t owe that Raptor guy anything.” Jackal was getting a good head of steam. “I mean, if he wanted you to actually be effective he would have made you partners, not dependents. If this Legacy comes and people get killed, it wouldn’t be on you. You did all you could.”

      Well, I guess.

      “If this Legacy is bad enough to unite both Ceasar and Raptor, then it must be super deadly. I mean, people are going to get killed when this thing pops, and Raptor doesn’t bother to give you enough tools to do anything about it? You should let this city burn. It will all be on Raptor. I mean, I spent all day tracking down this Zed guy, but I don’t even want you to talk to him now. Serves this city right.”

      There was a weight I hadn’t been really able to kick off, but I’d felt it lightening. Now it dropped back on me with an extra fifty pounds.

      “I see what you did there. You’re not even pretending anymore with that reverse psychology crap,” I said.

      “No, not really.”

      “The guy’s name was Damon Wilson. He’s dead now because of what I did.” Images of the man jerking as orange disks cut into him danced in my head.

      “No, kid, he’s dead because Slicer is a psycho and a rookie cop thought he was a superhero. The only thing you did was the next right thing. That’s what you signed on for. That’s why you aren’t done. That’s why you’re going to track Zed down and see if you can get an angle on Legacy before it’s too late.” The statue light almost went out. “I’m glad I’m not you. Seems exhausting.”

      “Yeah, it's exhausting.” I picked up the statue and slipped it in the pouch at my belt. This close to me he could talk directly into my head -- so awesome! “Where’s Zed?”
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      The second you walk into the Kages district in Darhaven you’ve walked into a rough part of town. I mean, different districts have their issues. Flat Stones has its Fish street, a great place to pick up anything illegal or a knife to your back. And Corbyn's 9th Ring is a place you go if you’re sick of all your stuff and living. But all the Kages is a rough area. The part of the Kages I was now in is even rough for the Kages.

      If I didn’t have superpowers, and was using the sidewalk, I wouldn't be walking around here at night. There wasn’t a lot of crime for me to fight because everyone knew not to actually go into this area after dark. Don’t get me wrong, there was plenty of crime. But nothing for me to get involved with.

      On the plus side, it was a great spot for a parkour run, plenty of places to jump and climb, so it had that.

      Jackal brought me to the back alley behind some restaurant, a greasy spoon diner on the first floor, but part of a seven-story building. The alley was covered in graffiti, illuminated by a lonely bulb over the restaurant’s back door stoop, and boxed in by a three-story apartment building that I stood on top of.

      “How solid is your intel?” I asked Jackal.

      “Not very,” Jackal allowed. “I’m in prison, you know that, right? I have to ask people on the inside who talk to people on the outside. It’s like a game of telephone. A violent game of telephone.”

      So there was that.  The place didn’t have action. “Is this some kind of underground bar like Handsome Jack’s?”

      “No, this is just one of his fallback hangouts.”

      “So how long do I wait? Do I need to break in?” Not sure I was really on board to do that.

      “Zed smokes, so at the most you got two hours,” Jackal said.

      “Really? A very seasoned killer’s smoke break is what we got? He kills people. You think he might just smoke inside?”

      “No, this is his mom’s place.” Jackal was not concerned.

      “So I wait up here until a nic fit.” This did not seem so much like a plan as hanging out and boredom. “I should be writing a paper,” I complained and instantly regretted it. I didn’t need Jackal knowing anything about me. He must have known I’m young enough to still be in school, but I didn’t need to confirm it.

      He probably didn’t care, but he didn’t mention it. “So did you hear my new trial is set for early October?” he asked.

      Yeah, I knew about that. He’d manipulated me and my team earlier this month. That was almost the first thing he’d done. He’d tricked us into releasing proof that the judge on his case had been blackmailed. “Got a good lawyer?”

      “I do, thank you for asking.”

      “There’s no way you’re getting out of prison. There’s not a jury in Darhaven that would let you walk.”

      “I think you’re right,” he agreed. “That’s why we’re moving the trial upstate.”

      Whatever. “Well, good luck.” I said it but I didn’t mean it.

      “Thank you.” He wasn’t trying to rub my face in it. “You know, a character reference would go a long way. Maybe send an open letter in the Darhaven Times.”

      The back door opened and a mountain of a biker guy walked out, letting the door slam.  He bumped out a cigarette and lit it with a lighter.

      “We have a bite,” I told Jackal. And ignored the character reference thing.

      “Is he almost seven feet tall, black hair that goes all the way down to his butt, and a grey beard that goes to his belly?”

      “Too dark. I don’t know what his hair color is, but the rest fits.” The one pathetic bulb that lit his smoking area was just enough to glare my infrared.

      “Time to go talk. Don’t try to intimidate this guy. Just ask nicely.”

      “Is that going to work?” Why would that work?

      “No, but then we’ll see what happens.” Jackal seemed pleased with his clever plan.

      I dropped the three stories and came up from my roll with my hands exposed.

      Zed, assuming this was Zed and not someone with the same barber and smoking habit, had a gun out and leveled at me before I hit the ground.

      I didn’t even see his hand move. He was fast.

      “You come for me?” He was keeping one eye on me, but was looking up, too.

      “What are you talking about?” Coming for him? “I’m with the Guard.”

      “Yeah, I heard you guys have gone capital V now. Offing us poor middle management types.”

      “No. Not here to kill anyone.” I kept my hands open and walked a little closer.

      With his non-gun hand he took another puff on his cigarette. This guy was cold. He would pop me in a second.  He might just shoot me if he couldn’t think of anything better to do.

      “You got until I finish my smoke,” Zed finally said. “If you want to talk. If you want to fight, we can go now.”

      “I just came to talk.” It was nice to work with professionals.

      “I don’t know where Caesar is.” He must have gotten asked that a lot. “I haven’t been part of his inner circle for years. But the Caesar I knew would need to be dead to let what happened happen.”

      “I’m not here to talk about Caesar. Not exactly, anyway.”

      He took another drag, but his eyebrow raised. “Then why would a Guard,” he pointed to me with his cigarette, “want to talk to a has-been like me?”

      “It's about when you worked for him. When you were part of the inner circle.”

      “Usually I get drinks to talk about the bad old days.” Another long puff.

      “I want to know about the Legacy.” Why be coy?

      He put his gun away and leaned against the wall. At the speed he pulled his weapon, that wasn’t much of a good will gesture. “What do you know about those Euro-trash pieces of crap?”

      “They’re from Europe?” I ventured.

      He laughed. “Well, everything I know Raptor should know. People don’t believe me, but Raptor and Caesar worked hand in hand to get rid of them.”

      Whoa, this was dangerous. “Raptor doesn’t know I’m here.” Which was true.

      He grunted a laugh. “What? You think tangling with the Legacy will prove you’re ready for the big leagues?”

      I didn’t even know what that sentence meant. “Maybe.”

      “Well, I’ll give you some ancient history, but you need to give me some current events.” He took another puff from his cigarette.

      I couldn’t let this guy know that the Guard were dead. I didn’t have any other current information. “What do you want to know?”

      “Stardust.”

      I know a guy who could hook you up after third period. “What about it?”

      “I work for Midas now, and he’s pissed. Someone’s peddling this new drug and not giving him a cut. It’s my job to hunt down the source.”

      “It originated in the Kages.” If Osprey could be believed. “Now it's on the Island.”

      “You sure it’s on the Island?” Zed’s shoulders drooped a little.

      “I’m sure.”

      “That’s just great. Midas is going to crap a toaster.” He pulled a drag and looked at the burning orange of his cigarette. “Do you know who’s distributing it?”

      I shook my head. “We’re looking into it.” And by we, I mean Osprey, but whatever.

      “Well, if you find out, maybe we can cut a deal,” he offered.

      “You tell me everything about the Legacy and I’ll tell you anything I learn about Stardust.” It was an empty promise.

      He seemed to know it was an empty promise, but either the information Stardust was on the Island was valuable to him or he just liked talking about being a big shot. “Like I said, Raptor would know more. They showed up about fifteen, no seventeen years ago.  Somehow they flipped one of Caesar's inner circle. The guy was a Para 2 who could make bone spikes and impale people.  Out of nowhere he flips out and tries to run Ceaser through.”

      “You stopped him?”

      “No, Caesar ripped the guy’s throat out before I realized what was going on.” He shivered a little at that. “This black goop spilled out of the wound and his head.”

      Black goop. Clockwork’s mask had been filled with black goop right before he’d killed himself.

      “Never seen a parahuman ability like it, they could influence what people did with this black goo stuff.  You could punch them in the gut or deliver any sudden pain and they’d get free of it for a second or two. But they always turned on you in the end.” He shrugged like he didn’t regret killing them.

      “What did they want?” This was about a billion percent more than I’d had on the Legacy five minutes ago.

      “Take over the city, I suppose.” He shrugged again. “Really wanted Caesar dead. They tried again and again. Eventually Raptor found where they were operating out of, and we hit the place. Man, there were tough guys. Never seen anything like it.”

      “They had supers?”

      “Yeah, but it was weird. They were all the same type of supers. Strong, moving fast, seeing in the dark. Didn’t bleed nearly enough when you shot them. There were three of them and a couple of these big dogs.” He shook his head.  “And a bunch of humans with the Legacy’s seven-sided emblem branded on their foreheads. They kept throwing themselves in the way of the bullets to save the supers.”  He flicked the butt of his smoke into a pool of darkness. “I’ve been in worse fights, but that one was bad, and just weird.”

      Okay, a couple different levels there. One, he’d just admitted to gunning people down as he was trying to kill someone else. Two, killing a bunch of people was just “weird.” Three, big dogs, really?

      “That was the last I saw of them. We had to burn the place down. They must have had dozens of bodies frozen down there. Weird, weird guys.”

      Do I tell this guy that they’re back? Sure, why not? “They’re back.”

      His eyebrow rose then lowered. “Let me guess, you think they’re back but Raptor thinks you're making things up. Listen, we destroyed them. Every one of the seven-sided tattooed freaks were dusted. They aren’t coming back. That is one monster not under your bed.”

      Well, at least he hadn’t assumed that Raptor was dead, and I was on a fool’s mission to do something that Caesar's top assassins had to do last time.

      “What else do you--” Then everything got complicated.

      A guy about half of Zed’s size came out the back door, already with a cig hanging from his lips but not lit. “Zed, these kids are all saying the same thing. They don’t know who was under the hood.” Then he realized Zed wasn’t alone.

      So not great, but not the problem. The problem was right behind him. From the alley I could see into the restaurant.  The door opened into a storage facility. Suspended from the roof, rotating slightly, were four boys, maybe older than me but probably not. They were shirtless and bleeding, covered in cuts and yellow marks that would be purple in a matter of hours.

      One dangled and slowly spun. I recognized him. Isaiah.

      I’d grown up with him. He lived in an apartment building down the road from my mom’s place.  I hadn’t seen him around school lately, but we’d grown apart. I was spending all my time with the Guard, and he was getting more and more into drugs.  Even if he hadn’t been battered and bloodied, he still would have looked like crap. He’d always been a rail but now he looked emaciated.

      Zed collided with me before I realized we were fighting. He’d done the math faster than I had. Of course we were going to fight. I was with the Guard, I wasn’t going to let that stand. That’s how Zed was still in the business after all this time.

      “I would have let you just walk away, but you self-righteous types aren’t going to let that go.” He kicked me far enough away that he could have a gun on me, but I wasn’t close enough to him to land a punch.

      “Ah, is everything okay?” Jackal asked in my head.

      I let the gunshot answer that question and rolled out of the direct path behind a dumpster.

      “Is that Raptor?” the new guy asked. He pulled his weapon, too.

      “No.” Zed’s tone said “moron.”  He was moving to get an angle on me with his gun, but still too far for me to touch him.

      I kicked the dumpster where I thought the new guy was and was rewarded with a nice collision. I used the moving dumpster as a barrier between me and Zed. He pumped shots into the dumpster and I have a clear memory of a bullet hole opening up between my fingers.

      I couldn’t see Zed, and he couldn’t see me, as I wheeled the dumpster between the two of us.

      The new guy started to get to his feet. I hopped over and mule kicked him in the head then returned to the relative safety of the dumpster.

      Zed didn’t let a good distraction go to waste. He leapt over the dumpster. At the crest of his jump he started shooting at me.

      I rolled away to a standing position and jumped backward from where he was going to land.

      He stuck the landing, and would have killed me if he’d had any more bullets, but I collided with him as I heard the gun click on empty.

      Wow, that’s a wonderful sound. I landed a shot to his chin, but he rolled with it and turned the movement into a kick. I landed on my butt, and he pulled another gun.

      My hand closed around a bottle and I tossed it at him.

      He dodged the bottle, and that gave me enough time to close and start delivering some physical beat down. He was fast and tough. He was able to roll with a lot of my punches and even swerved out of the way of some, but I had him on the ropes. He wasn’t keeping up, and I knocked him solid twice.

      Then the door opened again.

      Three more thugs were outlined in the light from their interrogation room. One was blue with scales, the other two had guns.

      Assuming the blue guy’s power was more than turning blue, I was in deep trouble. I was in deep, deep trouble. I had to get out of there, but if I did, Isaiah was dead. Same with the other kids.

      I got another shot into Zed and bent him around with a hold, using him as a meat shield between me and the three new gunmen.

      “Zed, what’s going on?” Mr. Blue asked.

      “Guard,” Zed grunted.

      They all looked up for some reason. Okay, I can’t blame them. I would look up, too, if I thought the Guard were here for me.

      “He here to kill you, boss?” Mr. Blue asked.

      “What’s that all about? The Guard doesn’t kill.” I found that slander offensive.

      “That isn’t what I heard,” Mr. Blue said.

      And then Zed did this crazy double-jointed Judo crap, and I was in the air. I landed on my feet, but I did not have anything between me and bullets.

      “Shoot him!” Zed yelled.
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      And then there was this crazy, crazy bright light. Flare can do something like that, which is why I have special protection in my helmet against blinding attacks.

      My first thought was they were trying to blind me to make me an easy shot. But no, they were all blind and screaming in pain as they covered their eyes from the glare.

      Not sure how that happened, but I moved. I jumped at the middle guy because he was close and blue.  As a rule I go for the known supers first.

      An elbow to Mr. Blue’s collarbone dropped him like a sack of flour. I jumped on him,  then to the door.

      “What are you doing?” a woman’s voice cried out.

      She blended so well into the dark that I didn’t see her right away. And she was flying.

      “Who are you?” and “What are you doing?” I shot back.

      “I’m saving your life! Let's get out of here.” She waved toward the entrance to  the alley.

      “I can’t! There are people in there.” I pulled open the door and slipped through.

      She followed and pulled the door shut behind us, slamming the dead bolt. “You can’t save anyone if you’re dead!”

      A boot hit the door with a thud.

      I used my utility blade to hack at the ropes of the first person I came to. I wanted to run to Isaiah, but didn’t dare. Whoever this woman was, I didn’t want to tip my hand.

      I got the first one down and moved to the second.

      “What are you doing?” she yelled over the thudding from the door.

      Like I had a clue. I was making this up as I went along.

      “I would like an answer, too,” Jackal said in my head.

      “I’m getting these kids out of here.” There were four. How was I going to get four kids out of here?

      “I’ll check up front,” the super said.

      “What can you do?” I got the second one down faster.

      “I can’t fly you or them out of here.” She rolled her eyes. “Fine. I can do light tricks. The flash thing was as offensive as I get. I’m just a spy.”

      She started walking through the kitchen.

      “Who are you?” Third one down.

      “Pixel,” she said after a hesitation.

      “What are you doing here?” I got Isaiah down.

      “Spying.” She peeked out the door. “It’s clear. We’ve got to go before that guy gets through the door.”

      A self-professed spy spying seemed logical. “Why these guys? Why were you spying on Zed?”

      I didn’t think Pixel was going to answer, but she came back and helped one of the kids stand. The kid could barely keep upright and put a lot of his weight on her. “Everyone wants to know where this Stardust is coming from. Everyone wants a piece. I knew Zed was looking into it. Thought I’d find out what he knew.”

      Didn’t seem like Zed had known anything about Stardust.

      “How many people are trying to break the door down?” Jackal asked.

      He was making a hell of a racket, but it couldn’t have been more than one. “Just one.”

      “They’re coming around the corner. You need to duck out the back.” Jackal was urgent.

      “Are you sure?” I asked.

      “Sure of what?” Pixel asked. “I know for a fact that Zed is working for Midas.”

      “Positive. Or they’d have that door open by now,” Jackal said.

      I looked at the door. “It looks pretty solid.”

      “They have a key, this is their place.” Jackal had a knack for strategy.

      It was possible that every one of them had forgotten their back door key. Or in all the excitement they hadn’t thought of it. Or they were waiting around the corner to gun us down the second we left through the front door.

      “We’re going out the back,” I told Pixel. Jackal could be wrong, or he could finally see a way just to kill me. Both were a possibility.

      “But the men with the shooty things are out there.” She had started towards the front door.

      “They’re trying to flush us out like grose.”

      “Do you mean grouse?” Pixel asked, but started moving her guy toward the back door.

      “I might. Is that the bird thing?” I put my hand on the doorknob. “I thought it was grose.”

      “It's grouse,” Pixel said.

      “Huh.” I twisted the doorknob and the guy kicking the door fell in when the door was no longer there to resist his kicking.

      He wasn’t Zed or the Blue one so I punched him. He was off his footing and an easy hit.

      The guy behind him raised his gun.

      A bright flash bulb popped right in front of him. He jerked in pain and covered his eyes.

      Easy money.

      The back alley was empty except for the van.

      “They’ll realize we doubled back,” Pixel said.

      “Can you hotwire that van?” Might as well ask. If she was a “spy” maybe she had some spy skills.

      She chuckled. “I haven’t boosted a car since I learned how to fly.” She leaned the guy she was helping against the wall. “How hard can it be?” A slight distortion field went around her and she flew to the van. The door was open.

      I didn’t wait to see what else she did. I threw Isaiah over one shoulder and hauled him over to the van. This was probably the vehicle used to get the four boys here in the first place. It was empty except for a jerry rigged bench seat.

      I went back for the others.

      The one conscious kid thought he would be better off on his own and made a run for it for three steps, then he collapsed.  He didn’t move again.

      I got the runner and everyone else in the van and slammed the door.

      “They’re back here!” someone shouted.

      “They figured it out!” I told Pixel from the back. “We need to go now!”

      “I’ve almost got it.” Her head was underneath the steering wheel and muffled. “I haven’t done this for a while.”

      People were running, boots slapping asphalt as they abandoned their ambush.  If the van wasn’t going to happen, I was going to have to fight. If I had a chance, which I did not, I had to get up close and personal.

      “Almost,” she said. The engine sprang to life. “Here we go!”

      The van ripped backwards and I lost my footing. I dropped on the cluster of people I was trying to rescue. Then we were all jolted to the back of the van in a pile as she gassed it. I felt another jar as she turned out of the alley way too fast.

      I risked a look out the rear door window.  Zed was running around the corner, but slowing. He wasn’t going to catch us and we were already too far for a pot shot.

      “We’re out!” I said.

      “Good job!” I could almost hear a little golf clap from Jackal’s mental link. “I never doubted you for a minute,” he lied.

      I carefully crawled over Isaiah and his friends and took the passenger seat. “Thanks.”

      She was looking in the rearview and all around, but she was driving the speed limit now. “You’re welcome.”

      “How much did you hear?” I asked, but she didn’t seem to understand what I meant. “My conversation with Zed.”

      “I was there for all of it. From when you flipped that tight little butt of yours into the alley to when you were going to get shot.”

      “Thanks for that again.” I felt a little uncomfortable about the butt comment. I mean, she was in her late twenties, maybe thirty-something. I couldn’t tell with her mask.

      She gave a little shrug. “I should have just stayed invisible, but…” She didn’t give me a reason why she hadn’t stayed invisible.

      “That’s a neat trick, invisibility.”

      “It pays the bills,” she agreed.

      “Did you hear us talking about the Legacy?”

      “I heard that crazy story Zed fed you. A bunch of supers with the same power and scary big dogs with cult followers. That‘s not how para powers work. No one has the exact same kind of power.”

      Not normally. Shale and Landslide had had the same powers and a connection, but they were twins. And Shale had murdered his brother, so there was that.

      “I don’t suppose you know anything about the Legacy?” Couldn’t hurt. She’d already magically appeared and saved my life. Maybe she was my guardian angel.

      She shook her head. “Sorry, hot stuff. Never heard of them. With Ceasar dead or gone, there are so many new groups popping up. I can’t keep track of them all.”

      It was a long shot.

      “Where are we going anyway?” she asked.

      “Mercy General. These guys need medical help.” They were still an awkward mess of bodies in the back, but they’d given the faintest of groans. “I don’t know what those guys did to them.”

      “Zed didn’t do that,” Pixel said. “I mean, he beat the crap out of them, but they’re unconscious because they’re coming off Stardust. And they’re coming off hard.”

      Now that I was thinking drug withdrawal, I recognized the pasty skin and cold sweats.

      “The withdrawal is like heroin,” she said. “It started to show up two weeks ago, and the high is the same every time. That’s the only thing I know about Stardust.” She shrugged.

      “But you’re trying to find out more about it. Why?” It was easy to think of her as walking on the same side of the line as I did -- she had saved my life after all. But she wasn’t trying to stop these people. She was trying to sell information.

      “I told you, everyone wants a piece of this new drug pie. If I can get the dirt first, there are a lot of people that would pay really good money.” She had no shame.

      “I’m going to check on our passengers.” I crawled back and tried to move them apart.  I could see what she meant. They weren’t unconscious the way a beating would make them unconscious. They mumbled and started to shiver when they were moved. “How easy is it to overdose on this stuff?”  I couldn’t check for a pulse very well with my gloves. They were thin enough to let me climb, but too thick to pick up a pulse.

      “Don’t know. No fatalities have been reported yet.  But this stuff is so new that doctors and cops might not even know what they’re looking at and conclude death was caused by heroin.” Pixel obviously had given this a lot of thought.

      “Hurry.” They seemed stable, just miserable, like in a bad dream they couldn’t wake up from.  But for all I knew, they had seconds to live, and I was watching my childhood friend slowly die.

      “About that. We have a problem,” Pixel said. “We’ve picked up some heat.”

      The ra-ta-ta-ta siren of the SSA blared.  Man, that sound sends my belly right out my ears.

      Pixel started swearing.

      “We’ve got to run for it,” I said. The SSA operatives would make sure that Isaiah and the others got to a hospital. But I would be going to jail if they caught me.

      She slowed the van and pulled over.

      “Not running enough!” Through the back window I could see two SSA SUV/tank assault vehicles.  One pulled behind us and the second pulled in front of us at an angle. The van was effectively blocked off.

      I moved for the back door.

      “Don’t. I’ve got this,” Pixel said.

      Screw that.

      “Listen to her, kid. It's your only play,” Jackal said.

      So I didn’t jump out of the van and lead whatever parahuman neutralizing forces had found us on a breakneck chase through our fair city.

      I wanted to, boy did I want to, but what kept me in the van more than Pixel and Jackal was the knowledge of just how screwed I was if I tried that. I’d gone up against the SSA twice last week and barely got away once. The second time, I got caught. Osprey had busted me out on Red Knight’s orders. I doubted the Section 5 story would work this time.

      “Well, do something!” If she “had this” she’d better do something quick. Like a lot quicker than she was doing something now.

      She gave me a wink, and before her eye opened, she shimmered and looked different. No longer in costume, she was blonde and a lot more endowed than she had been just a second ago.

      “Out of the vehicle!” someone shouted.

      I couldn’t see out that door, so I just crouched like a runner at the starting block of a sprint.

      Pixel wound down the window and bent out, exposing her new… endowments to the SSA agents. “What the hell? My friend is going into labor. I need to get to the hospital now!” Her voice had more than a little southern accent. “Now!”

      The same flickering occurred around the passenger seat and a very pregnant woman writhing in pain appeared.

      I only saw it for a second, then another shimmer put me in a wooden box. I could see the interior and I touched the box. My hand passed through it like air. I pulled my arm back.

      I heard someone approach the door. “This your van, ma’am?”

      “No, it’s my jackass boyfriend Zebulon’s. He wanted us to get a cab. Like hell!” Southern belle Pixel said. “Can we go?”

      The agent said something into the radio. “The van is clear, just some crates. The lady driving says she’s borrowing the van. No super activity. Seems like a false report.”

      Zed might have let us go, but instead of losing gracefully, he’d called the SSA on us. What a jerk.

      “Okay, miss.”

      “Can you give me an escort?” I almost could hear her eyelashes flutter.

      “I’m afraid not, miss. Drive the speed limit.” The SSA didn’t ask for her license and registration because they didn’t care. If you couldn’t fart fire balls they did not care in the least.

      In seconds the SSA pulled out and Pixel got the van going again.
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      My heart was still pounding when the boxes disappeared. The southern slut was replaced with Pixel and her pregnant friend wasn’t calling shotgun anymore. “You did it.”

      “I told you I had this,” Pixel said.

      I went from a crouch to an exhausted lump. I couldn’t believe I’d gotten that close to getting caught again. How many times did I want to press my luck? Maybe if the SSA weren’t thick in this town right now it wouldn’t be as stupid to suit up.

      “To summarize,” I whispered to Jackal, “I burnt almost all the karma I had getting out of that and I came no closer to figuring anything out.”

      “I can’t hear you,” Pixel said.

      “So we find other leads. It’ll be fun,” Jackal said.

      “Hey, Pixel. Do you want to  blow off whatever you’re doing and hunt down a possible existential citywide threat?” I asked.

      “How much does it pay?”

      “I got six bucks on me, and there’s six more in like a week.” I thought about it. “Maybe two.”

      “Um, no.”

      “Well, think about it, you don’t have to answer now.” I banged my head against the van. “I’ve got no backup and I’ve got no direction,” I whispered. “This is stupid. If it wasn’t for Pixel just happening by, I would have been shot or arrested.”

      “Still can’t hear you, honey,” Pixel said.

      “Screw this. Screw it all.”

      Jackal didn’t say anything for a second. “Yeah, screw it, kid. You did more with less, time to hang it up. All the problems of this city can’t be yours.”

      “Yeah, all these problems can’t be mine.”

      

      The hospital transfer was easy since I was with someone who could make me look like anyone.  I was her pregnant friend, just not as pregnant. We dropped off the van and disappeared.  Literally. We turned invisible so the cop on duty lost us as we rounded the corner.

      Pixel gave me a peck on the cheek then she vanished.

      I went back to my nest the long way and through all kinds of tunnels and decoy routes.  Pixel was my best lucky charm ever, but if she could turn invisible and sell information to the highest bidder, I wasn’t going to risk her following me home.

      Jackal didn’t say anything as I stashed him. I didn’t say goodbye. I didn’t say anything else, either.

      It took me forever to take the tunnel back to the Island. I had to change trains twice once I got onto the Island, but there was a station right by my dad’s apartment. The doorman let me in -- he didn’t even look disapproving -- and I rode our elevator up to our apartment.

      My dad was waiting for me in one of the overstuffed chairs again. He was looking at some papers, a can of soda on a table beside him and his daughter, my half-sister, asleep on his lap.

      “Ryan.” Dad smiled.

      “I’m sorry I’m so late.”

      “Helen,” Dad whispered. “Ryan’s here.”

      It took a little work, but Helen raised her head, looked at me through blurry eyes, and smiled. Her face explodes in dimples when she smiles. “Ryan.” It sounded more like Rye-in, but close enough.

      “Yeah, Helen?” I feel like I should have a nickname for her. Something that indicates we have more of a relationship than... well, none.

      “Look what I have.” She held up a small brown teddy bear in a skirt and hat. I’m pretty sure the skirt and hat were not part of the original packaging. She crawled out of my dad’s lap and ran over to show me.

      “She wanted to show you her new bear.” Dad smiled indulgently.

      “Wow, that’s pretty great.” I got down on one knee and admired the bear.

      “His name is Pogs.” She held him up like a ventriloquist dummy.

      “Hello, Pods.” I gave the bear an ear rub.

      “Pogs,” she corrected.

      “You’re a nice looking bear, Pogs. I like your hat.” I emphasized the name.

      “Okay, you’ve shown Ryan your bear. Give him a hug and off to bed,” Dad said.

      She took her time about it, but she did pad off to her bedroom.

      “Do you have a second to talk?” Dad asked.

      “It's late.” I did not want another talk.

      “It will just take a second.” He motioned to the chair right across from his, almost as if he’d staged it.

      What do you do, run past him, slam the door, and blare rock music?

      “Yeah, okay.” I dropped my bookbag and took a seat.

      He sat across from me. I don’t think he knew how to start.

      “Listen, if this is the birds and bees thing, we have health class now,” I offered.

      He smiled, but no laugh. “Look, I know I don’t have the right to talk to you as your father. So, I’m not. There’s no threat here, no punishment.”

      I wanted to snap at him. Damn right he had no right to talk to me as a father. But I didn’t. I almost did, though.

      “When I lost…” He started again. “When Mindy died.”

      I stood up like I’d been goosed. “Oh God, I am not up for this conversation.” Not tonight.

      He held out his hand to stop me. “I lost myself. I failed your sister. I couldn’t keep her safe.” His eyes welled up with tears.

      And mine did, too.

      “I couldn’t handle it.” He blinked back the tears and looked away. “No, that isn’t true. I didn’t handle it.”

      “Dad, stop.” I didn’t need to hear some kind of apology. I needed to sleep, that was it. I just needed to sleep.

      “This isn’t an apology. I got into alcohol, then drugs, and it took the pain away. Then it took everything else.”

      I motioned to the huge living room/auditorium we were in. “Seems you did okay.”

      He wiped his face. “What I’m saying is that drugs will kill you, Ryan. It will kill you long before your heart stops beating.”

      What the what? With a side of what?

      “The going out and staying out late? Not telling anyone who your friends are, pulling away from your family? This is all just the start. You don’t have to live like this.”

      I was still standing, and I blinked. “What, you think I’m using drugs?”

      He didn’t say anything, but his face said, “Well, what else could it be?”

      I picked up my bookbag. “No, Dad, it's nothing like that.”

      “Then what is it? What’s twisting you up so much inside?” he asked. “I see it. You try to put on this wise-cracking face, but I can see it.”

      How? How could he see anything? He didn’t know me. A lot had changed since I was nine.

      “Forget about it!” Did I have a way to blare rock music? “If you don’t want me here, I can find a different place to live.”

      Dad didn’t react to my threat, or stand. “Ryan, what is it? What’s going on?”

      “They’re dead! That’s what’s going on!” If he hadn’t brought up Mindy, and abandoning me, and if it wasn’t so late, I would have just soldiered on. “They’re all dead. The guy who didn’t need to die.” I didn’t say cop. “The one person who gave a damn about me died.” Tears were streaming down my face. “And I can’t do it, what he wanted me to do. What he wanted me to do, I can’t do it.”

      Dad was standing now and his arms were around me in a way that they hadn’t been in nine years. He pulled me close and hugged me so that my bones cracked.

      “I have to do everything now, and I can’t. He’s dead and I can’t do it. I’m not strong enough, I’m not fast enough, I’m not smart enough.” I don’t know if he could understand me through my sobs. “It would have been me, not just Isaiah. It would have been me, too.”

      “Isaiah?” Dad knew the name. “Your friend?”

      “He overdosed. I don’t know how bad. He’s in the hospital, got beat up. That could have been me. Should've been me.” But Raptor had saved me. “I couldn’t protect him.”

      “Isaiah?” Dad was floundering for coordinates.

      “No. I tried to do the right thing, what he taught me, but it just got someone else hurt.” I couldn't stop talking, I couldn’t stop crying, but at least I had the presence of mind to say hurt and not killed. The cop twisting under Slicer’s attack, Isaiah gaunt and beaten, Simon blowing his own head off. “It’s too much, it's just too much. I can’t carry it all. I can’t.”

      “You don’t have to. Not tonight.” He hugged me harder. I think he was crying, too.

      “It's just too much. I couldn’t protect him.” I don’t know what I was saying. “I couldn’t protect Mindy.”

      “You were nine,” Dad said.

      “But I covered for her. She snuck out of the house and I helped her.” I was as guilty as Dad.

      “Mindy was going to do what she wanted to do.” Was Dad speaking to me? “We can’t control others. We just get to do the next right thing. That’s all we’ve got, even when we lose everything.”

      “The next right thing,” I repeated and hugged him harder. My head kind of spun. “Somebody just told me that.”

      “It's not all on you. On us.”

      It didn’t stop there. I balled. I cried for Raptor, for the other members of the Guard. For police officer Damon Wilson, for my sister, and for what I couldn’t do. I didn’t even know how to start.
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      School was still bizarre and surreal, but it also grounded me a little after the previous night. The bustle and structure of something to do, something I didn’t have to think about. I just had to do it.

      There was a moment in there when Brian and his gang tried to intimidate me, but nothing that was notable happened. Autopilot carried me halfway through lunch. Tor, Jasmin, and Sofia joined me at the same table we’d had yesterday.

      “Ryan, are you okay?” Sofia finally asked.

      I looked at her, then Jasmin. “I’m just trying to make a choice.” God, I would love to talk about this with Jasmin, with Flare. But I couldn’t drop the responsibility of my identity on her. “I feel like I’m caught between two lives.”

      Jasmin looked uncomfortable and stared at her tray of food.

      “What do you mean?” Sofia looked straight at me.

      “I have this life.” I took in the new school, friends, living in a very, very nice apartment. “But I still have the life that I came from. I feel like I have a responsibility to that, too.”

      Sofia moved her hand to touch mine.

      I acted like I hadn’t noticed and used that hand to pick up a French fry. I don’t know if psychics have an easier or harder time reading your mind when you’re an emotional basket case, but I wasn’t going to test it.

      “I know what you mean,” Sofia said. “I left a whole life when Dad moved here for business.”  She sounded sad at losing some of it.

      “You have to pick one.” Jasmin spoke into her tray. “You have to pick a life. Trying to live two just damages everything and you can’t do both. One will always put the other one in danger. Before you know it, you’re living a lie and don’t even know what you want.” She realized we were all looking at her in a little shocked silence. She pasted on a smile. “That’s why I just have one life.”

      Tor looked like he believed that cover as much as I did, but he let it drop.

      “It’s just, I found out that a friend of mine -- we used to be super close -- is in the hospital.  He got involved with drugs and overdosed or got beat up or something.”

      “You should visit him,” Sofia said faster than I think she was even ready for. It sounded like she was channeling some of her voodoo. “I mean, it would be good for you.” She used her normal voice. “And good for your friend.”  Now it was her turn to put her face into her food tray.

      “It's in the Kages.” I was making an excuse. “It's been years since we hung out. I doubt he’d want me dropping in on him.”

      “Jasmin and I are heading into the Kages tonight. I’ll drive. You can come along,” Tor offered.

      “You should go,” Sofia said again, with a little more urgency.

      “Yeah, I will, but I can ride the bus.” I waved at Tor. “You don’t have to go out of your way for me. Thanks for the offer, though.”

      I felt a hand close around my upper arm. There was a static charge and it was tight. I almost broke the grip and rolled away from the table.

      Sofia’s eyes were a little haunted and wide. “You need to go with them. Things will be worse if you go on your own.”

      The static faded and her eyes went back to normal. At least for a second. Then she looked at me with some confusion.

      Tor and Jasmin were looking at her with their collective eyebrows climbing into their hairlines.

      “Sorry.” She turned pink and realized her hand was on my arm. “Sorry.” She awkwardly pulled her hand from my arm and put it in her lap. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be,” I said.

      “It’s just, I get these feelings sometimes,” she mumbled. “Anyway, I have to get to third period early.” She stood up, not making eye contact. Whatever juice she’d used had disoriented her a little, and she did not stand properly. But she took her tray.

      We all looked at her as she dumped her tray.

      “Okay, that was weird,” Tor said. “You’d better go talk to her.”

      Jasmin gave Tor the same confused look that I did.

      He shrugged. “I’m just saying, whatever happened, she’s embarrassed about it. You let her stew on that…”

      “Why me?” Jasmin could girl talk or something, couldn’t she? Of course, from what I knew about Flare, that might not be such a good idea, either.

      “We’re not the reason she sits with us,” Tor said.

      “What?” Tor wasn’t making a lot of sense.

      “Go talk to her, dude. You can be the hero just once, can’t you?”

      Funny thing, I was trying to give that up.

      “I’ve got your tray. Go!” Tor waved his hand.

      Jasmin just rolled her eyes. Not sure if it was at me for being stupid, at her boyfriend’s matchmaking, or at her disgust with the situation in general.

      I stood up. “Be the hero?”

      Tor gave me the nod of a wise man.

      I moved around a group of freshmen girls that were already lining up to dump their trays, then out past the lunch monitor. I don’t think we were supposed to leave the room before lunch was over, but it just wasn’t that hard to step out when she looked the other way.

      I saw Sofia rounding the corner in the hall, head down, arms tight around her body, and her ears pink. I caught up because she wasn’t running.

      “Sofia.”

      She turned with a jump. “Ryan?”

      Thanks, Tor. Yes, I should talk to her. But what should I say? “Are you okay?”

      “What do you mean?” She looked down and her ears went more pink.

      “It just seemed…” Like you had a parahuman incident. “That you had more you wanted to say.”

      She shook her head. “No, I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry for what?”

      “I just, I just had a weird moment back there.”

      “And you felt embarrassed.” I decided to go with the direct approach. “But there was no reason to be.” Except your voice went a little channeling powers from beyond.

      “Thanks.” I got a little smile out of her. “It’s just, I get these feelings sometimes.”

      She’d told me about them before, but she’d been talking to Raven. Me Raven, not the cat Raven.

      “And you believe these feelings?” I asked as neutrally as I could.

      She nodded. “They might be crazy, but I had one about my dad. And I’m sure he would have ended up dead if I hadn’t got some help for him.”

      “Wow.” And about that. “How is your dad?” How is your dad’s crime lording going? I mean sure, I was the help she was talking about, and I did save his life. But he was in deep to some mystery guys.  Osprey had blown up the thing he had to turn over or die. So how happy could the mystery guys be?

      “Great,” she said, but didn’t sound great.

      “Great? You want to say that once more with feeling?”

      “No. He came home safe and made whatever big deal he was here to make. So now we’re on our way to being rich.” She fluttered her hand.

      “She says rich, but without the happy.”

      “What you were saying about a double life? That’s my dad. I don’t know what kind of work he’s been doing. I thought I did, but now I think he’s been lying to me.”

      Because he has been. “Are you sure?” Because I’m sure. I am totally sure. He’s a D list criminal trying for the B list.

      “No, it's just a feeling.” She shrugged. “He’s busy doing something. Hardly ever home. When he is home, he’s vague about what he’s doing. Raven doesn’t like him,” she added.

      “Raven?” My heart skipped. “Oh, your cat.” That’s probably because he kidnapped and tortured Raptor’s widow. I can’t believe Feral would be down with that. “Cats are funny like that.” I shrugged.

      “So what are you going to do about your double life?” Sure, now she felt okay to look right into my eyes. I was unprepared for the full brunt of those blue eyes. “Well?”

      It had been a few seconds. “I guess Jasmin was right. I have to let the other life go.” That felt right. “There’s no way to sustain trying to be two different people. And I owe it to my mom and dad to grow up.” When did dad get on the list of who I owed?

      She nodded. “That makes sense.”

      I didn’t know what else to say so there was a little awkward silence. “Do you want to come to the Kages? We can see my friend and I can show you around where I grew up. If you haven’t eaten at Pete’s, you’ve never had a burger.”

      She smiled, but shook her head. “I think you’ll be busy. How long have you known Jasmin?”

      Weird question, coming from a psychic. “Just this week.”

      “Really?” She seemed confused. “It seems like you have history.”

      I shook my head with a shrug. “Nope.”

      “Okay.” She was unconvinced.

      “But maybe we can hit up Pete’s this weekend.” Holy, holy, holy crap! Did I just ask her out? How did that happen?

      She smiled. “Maybe.”

      The bell rang, I looked at the bell and looked back. She took a step closer to me and pecked me on the cheek. “You’re sweet. Thanks, Ryan.”

      There were words, but I didn’t have any. Complete blank slate.

      She smiled, twirled, and walked down the hall. Now with a little skip to her step instead of hanging her head.

      Yep, that’s right. I’m the hero.

      And she kissed me!

      

      There was another moment when Brian and his group tried to intimate me, but I think it’s best for all our dignities to just leave it at that. I didn’t push them far enough for them to try to touch me and they didn’t know what they were doing. I was willing to call it a draw.

      After that non-event I caught up with Tor at his locker.

      “Ryan.” He smiled. “Word on the street is you’re little talk with Sofia went well.”

      And I was red as a beet. “Ah.”

      Tor pulled out his backpack and shut the door. “I just want to say.” He backed up and did a bow at the waist. “I bow to the great and wise master.”

      I hit him with a zinger that both saved face and restored order. He might remember it differently, that I just said “Ah…” again, but who are you going to believe?

      “You still on for a trip across the river?” He stopped bowing and nodded to the parking lot.

      “Yeah. Jasmin?”

      “She’s getting her brother. They do this meditation training thing a couple times a week. I drop them off and then pick them up in a couple of hours and we all grab dinner.”

      “Jasmin has a brother?” I hadn’t seen him in the picture in the headmaster’s office. Or hear her ever mention him.

      “Yeah, adopted. Good kid, sullen lately.”

      “So, about dinner. I’ve been craving Pete’s all afternoon,” I said as I followed him out to the parking lot.

      “Pete’s?”

      “What? That blank face seems to indicate you don’t know what I’m talking about.”

      “Never heard of it.”

      “I thought this side of the river was supposed to have culture. Pete’s is the perfect burger of perfect burgers. And the Papa Pete! Imagine two huge patties on a perfectly crisp kaiser roll lathered with a secret sauce.” I needed a moment.

      “What's the secret sauce?” Tor asked.

      “No one knows, it's a secret. His grandmother swore Pete to secrecy. He makes the batch for the day in the morning before he lets anyone else into the building. It’s amazing.”

      Tor shrugged. “I guess.”

      “They have malts bigger than your head.” He was not understanding what I was offering.

      “Okay, I’ll run it by the boss.”

      In a few more steps we found Jasmin already waiting by Tor’s ride, a bright blue Ford Explorer.  Because you never know when you’ll need all wheel drive on the Island. It was brand new. I have milk older than this vehicle.

      “Ryan, this is my brother.” She pointed at a blond kid that I hadn’t noticed amongst all the other blond kids.

      “Hey, David,” Tor said.
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      David. Yes, it was David. That David. The David that was also Ballista, most junior but the highest Para Level of the Guard. That David. In a moment of stress a few days ago, Flare had said her “brother” was kidnapped. I’d thought maybe she’d been talking metaphorically, but she’d been talking legally.

      Just like Flare, I’d seen David out of his costume a couple of weeks ago. He’d almost surged and blown us all up. He still seemed a little pale, but fully recovered. “Hi, Tor.” He looked at me.

      “I’m Ryan,” I said before Jasmin could introduce me.

      “Hey.” David smiled a hello, but it was an act. He wasn’t happy about something. “Oh, the new kid. Welcome to Hellington.” Didn’t have much enthusiasm. “There are worse schools.”

      “I think that was the slogan on the pamphlet,” I agreed.

      He smiled at that, so Ballista was in there somewhere, but boy, did he seem down.

      “Listen, if you guys are going to the hospital, maybe we can go another day,” David said.

      “No, we need to go tonight,” Jasmin said firmly.

      David looked like he was going to fight, but shrugged. “I was just thinking of you. I know how much you hate hospitals.”  He popped the rear door and climbed in.

      By laws and customs far stronger and older than I, Jasmin automatically got shotgun, as the girlfriend. I got in on the passenger side.

      We passed the time in silence for a while. There seemed to be something between David and Jasmin that was just awkward.

      “So, how long have you been family?” Is that a weird question? Felt weird saying it out loud.

      “Dr. Paris adopted me three years ago,” David said. “After I…” He just left whatever he was going to say drop.

      “It’s been great having a brother,” Jasmin said with forced cheerfulness.

      “Just so long as I do what I’m told,” David mumbled.

      Jasmin didn’t say anything.

      Well, that conversation was dead on arrival. I guess I should have known better. Not all adoptions start and end with a happy story.

      “So, Ryan,” David said. “Do you have an older sister that controls everything you do?”

      “David,” Jasmin growled.

      “I wish.” I made a silent pact not to expose my tragedy to everyone. Not now at least. “But it didn’t work out that way.” For fear of more awkward silence, I added, “I have a half-sister, and a half-brother.”

      Didn’t save it. More awkward silence. I looked at Tor. He was flailing around as much as I was. “So David, Ryan grew up in the Kages.”

      David looked at me with new respect. “But now you’re in the Hell school?”

      “My dad caught a break.” Now I wanted that conversation to die.

      “Living in the Kages, did you ever see the Guard?” Tor had no idea the landmine he’d just tap danced onto.

      The temperature in the SUV dropped from frosty to  frozen.  We all looked out the windows, lost in our own thoughts.

      “Guys?” Tor seemed to understand something had happened, but had no way of knowing the Guard were dead and they were our friends and mentors.

      “Um, yeah. Once I saw Raptor. He saved me when I was stupid and got caught by some thugs.”

      That got David’s interest. “Well, it certainly was a good thing that someone with powers used them to help people.”

      It wasn’t like I was confused. I figured David’s issue with Jasmin had something to do with quitting the Guard.

      “Yeah, but it's complicated isn’t it,” I said. “I mean, what kind of life can that be?”

      “What would your life have been like if he didn’t?” David said.

      “Short.” I had to give him that.

      “Well, it isn’t a life for everyone,” Jasmin said. “It’s a very dangerous life.”

      “Life is dangerous,” David snapped. “My mom and dad didn’t have superpowers, but that didn’t protect them. And your mom would still be here if she’d had powers.”

      “David!” Jasmin whipped her head around.

      “Whoa, dude. Not cool,” Tor whispered. Then in an ill-fated attempt at saving the situation... “So do you think we’ll see Raptor flying around if we look?”

      “No,” both brother and sister said at the same time.

      A little more time passed. “I’ll drop you two off first,” Tor said.

      “Yeah, we would hate to have to go to the hospital.” David emphasised the word, then added in a stage whisper to me. “Jazz hates hospitals.”

      “Hospitals are fine,” Jasmin said.

      David continued in the same stage whisper. “You see, everyone in the Kages was too afraid to help her mother. So when no one helps, horrible things happen.”

      “DAVID!” She was pissed. Ordinarily when Flare gets pissed green fire erupts around her. Not this time. I was impressed she was able to control it that well. “Shut up!”

      David realized he’d gone too far, and did shut up, but he kept his chin out and looked at her defiantly.

      It was at that moment I realized that I was sitting in the same car with enough Pissed Off Parahuman to make a crater of this SUV and not even break a sweat.

      “Yeah, I just want to throw this out there. For dinner, let’s do Pete’s,” I said.

      Two of the most powerful supers I know both turned their gazes of anger on me. I knew they weren’t pissed at me, but I also knew they were both loaded guns.

      “Do you like malts? Their malts are amazing,” I bravely continued.

      David looked away from me and out the window.

      “Sounds greasy,” Jasmin said.

      “I could go for a malt,” David said.

      Both Tor and I strategically withdrew with our tails between our legs for the rest of the drive.

      I recognized the location where they were being dropped off. I figured Jasmin’s and David’s nests were in the area, but not that near. I also assumed that they were going to practice Balista’s powers. Flare was obviously not letting him be a hero, but if he didn’t get control, he could still die, go crazy, become physically impaired, or just blow up.

      I traded up to shotgun and gave the two a wave.

      “Okay, that was tense,” I said as Tor pulled into the street.

      “David wasn’t always like that, but he’s gotten really defiant lately. Their uncle died in a car accident a couple of weeks ago, and they haven’t been the same since. David took the loss really hard.”

      “Uncle?” A couple of weeks ago? The timing lined up with when all the Guard were slaughtered.

      “Yeah. I don’t like speaking ill of the dead, but he was a real asshole. Could not leave anything alone and just kept giving you crap for every little thing.”

      “An asshole.” That was the one description a mask couldn’t hide. “Was he the headmaster’s brother?”

      Tor nodded. “Had to be a closed casket. The wreck trashed him. Hit and run.”

      So Orion was actually Jasmin’s and David’s uncle. Well, wow. That explained why Jasmin had taken his death so hard, and why a parahuman level 1.1 archer was the mentor to two of the most powerful parahumans on the team.

      “I mean, first her mom dies in a soup kitchen. Can you believe it? She’s volunteering at a soup kitchen and gets knifed. She lived long enough to say goodbye to Jasmin and her dad, but that’s why Jasmin hates hospitals. And now her uncle. I can’t imagine what that’s doing to her head.”

      “Yeah.” I had nothing else to say. I had no idea that Flare’s mom was murdered.

      “She always said that her mother was what inspired her to tutor kids around here.” He waved a hand, taking in the Kages. “So it's weird that she’s giving it up.”

      Well if you replaced “tutor” with strapping on a figure-flattering jumpsuit and blasting bad guys, then I knew why. It got her uncle killed, and it almost got her adopted brother killed.

      “And David, man, he has changed so much in the last couple of weeks. He used to be funny.”

      And my stomach did a flop.

      “I mean, he would just keep talking and talking. He wouldn’t shut up. Especially about the Guard. How great Raptor was, and Raven.”

      “Raven?”

      “Yeah, I didn’t even know the handle of the guy before David started going on about him.”

      “Huh.”

      “To be honest, I was a little jealous,” Tor said. “I think Jasmin kind of has a thing for Raven, too.”

      Well, how do you like them apples?

      “But recently David is mad at Jasmin all the time and angry at everything. Like a completely different kid.”

      And that’s where the crap meets the fan. I mean, there were all kinds of reasons why Ballista was not his jolly self. One, he’s a teenager. Two, he just lost a member of his adopted family. Three, a few weeks ago he was captured and almost killed. That would dampen anyone's spirits.

      But what if it's not that?  What if it was the surge?  Jackal and I had helped him through a bad one, but maybe we hadn’t been as successful as we’d thought. Surges could fry people's brains, turn them into psychos. That’s what happened with Silhouette. Silhouette had been one of the good guys, a member of the Guard, an apprentice just like me, but he’d surged and went nuts.  Ended up killing Osprey’s family. If Ballista fried and started killing people, he could do a hell of a lot of damage before someone brought him down.

      “You okay? You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Tor said.

      That's an expression people actually use? I guess the rich are different. “I just feel for the kid. Keep an eye on him.”

      Tor accepted the responsibility with a nod. He was planning on it.

      We rode in silence for a while, then Tor turned on the radio.  We talked about music and sports, like men do.
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      I hate hospitals. Not on a deep origin of pain level, but on a normal one. No one really likes hospitals.

      The place was a maze of white tile and flickering fluorescent lights. I got so turned around I walked by the same break room three times.Tor wasn’t any better. He’d insisted on coming with me. But I had to hand it to him. He sweet-talked the nurse on duty into giving us Isaiah’s room number with skill that verged on miraculous. Maybe he was a parahuman, too.

      We got in the elevator and the door shut.

      It was probably because I was thinking how much I hated hospitals, and how Jasmin hated hospitals, but I asked, “Did they ever find out who killed Jasmin's mother?”

      Tor shook his head. “Nope. You know Darhaven. I doubt if the cops even looked.”

      Yeah, that would be Darhaven. “I didn’t know.”

      “Jasmin doesn’t want the school to know. It's not a secret, but she doesn’t want it dragged into the spotlight.” Was he feeling guilty about telling me? “She feels under a microscope enough as the headmaster’s daughter.”

      “I can keep a secret.”

      When we found the room, it was clear a cop was “guarding” the door.  One of Darhaven’s finest was sitting on an office chair he’d gotten from somewhere and reading a magazine while eating an apple.

      “What do you want?” He didn’t look at us as he slurped the juice from the apple.

      “I’m here to see Isaiah.” I wasn’t ready for a police escort.

      He looked up from his magazine. “Who?”

      The door was open. I peeked in. Rows of beds separated from each other by a drawn curtain.  Soft grunting and panting filtered into the hallway. “I was told he was in there.”

      The cop followed my eye. “If your friend’s a dusty, he won't be up to talking. Detoxing off that is a bear.” He gave a little shiver. A little empathy for his charges or his own memory? He didn’t look that empathetic.

      “Could we see?” I asked.

      He warred between his orders and not caring enough to stand up. “Whatever.” He looked back at his magazine and rotated his apple.

      Tor gave me a look of disbelief, but I gave him a shrug. Darhaven cops got worn down by the crap and corruption. Nothing new to me. At least he didn’t seem to be the sadistic type.

      There were more rows of beds than I’d seen from the hall. They lined both walls with a wide aisle through the center.  Every bed was filled with the same situation. The patients were each hooked up to an EKG, so rhythmic beeps played a strange counter beat to the discordant moans. Straps kept the patients in their beds and every “dusty”  looked emaciated. Was that an outcome of the Stardust or the normal demographics of the new drug’s early adopters?

      I looked at the faces of each addict as I walked down the row, searching for Isaiah. Tor came right behind me. I had to be in the right place. One of the guys I’d rescued yesterday was strapped to a gurney.

      One man, maybe in his thirties, but looking closer to eighty, suddenly flared as I passed. “Let me go!” He pulled at his restraint, the EKG started to beep wildly, then he collapsed onto the gurney and stopped moving. His breathing evened out again.

      “Ryan?” I recognized Isaiah's voice through slurred speech.

      I turned around and saw Isaiah on his gurney, strapped down like the rest, but his cot was slightly elevated. His face was purple and bruised, his cut sewn shut with tight stitches. It looked like his wounds had been cared for.

      “Hey man, I heard you were here. I thought I’d come for a visit.” What else do you say? Seriously, what else do you say? I want to know. That sounded lame.

      He blinked at Tor as we approached. It was clear he didn’t recognize Tor and refocused on me. “Ryan, do me a solid. Get me out of these.” He looked at his restraints. “I have got to get out of here. There is so, so much money to be made, I’m telling you. Another month and I’ll be set.”

      Okay, that was awkward. I did not loosen his restraints.

      “Come on!” He realized I wouldn’t help. “Damn it, Ryan. I’ve got to get back out there. If I’m not selling, he’ll move on to someone else and all that money will disappear. This is my break, I finally got some luck.”

      “You were selling Stardust?” I couldn’t believe it. I used to play G.I. Joe with this guy.

      “Sell it? I was living it! Dude, it’s the answer. It’s the answer.” Even through his shakes of withdrawal, a dreamy look went over his face. “You have no idea. It's like being home and loved.” Then he refocused. “You’ve got to get me out of here. I have to find the Man.”

      “Who is the Man?” I asked, pure reflex. What did I care who this “man” was? I wasn’t going to give a tip to narcotics or start a complicated sting operation.

      “That’s what those troglodytes wanted to know.” I’m guessing he was referring to Zed. “They wanted to keep the truth bottled up, but the truth will find a way.”

      Tor grabbed my shoulder and gestured for us to get out of there. Isaiah was starting to get the other patients excited.

      “Let me go, too!” someone begged. “I can pay, I have money.”

      “But they can’t find him because he’s a ghost.” Isaiah continued to answer my question. “No one knows who he is.” He pulled harder on his bindings. “He wears a hood.”

      What kind of morally bankrupt individual conceals his identity in this town? “Okay, fine, calm down.”

      “You only need to tell him the truth and he’ll give you the answers.” Isaiah wasn’t even talking to me anymore.

      I don’t know what I’d expected, but this wasn’t it. “Isaiah, I just stopped by to see if you were okay.” And you are not any shade of okay. I moved to follow Tor. This wasn’t going how I’d hoped.

      “Just one touch, and he makes you tell the truth!” Isaiah let go with a shout, then collapsed.

      My head whipped back to Isaiah. “The Confessor?” It fit the MO.

      “Come on, man.” Tor nodded his head toward the exit of the crazy pool.

      “Yeah, go. That’s what you’re good at,” Isaiah mumbled, seeming more like himself than just a second ago.

      “Isaiah.” I almost posed it as a question, not sure if it was Isaiah or some drugged-out version.

      “What did you come here for?” he said. “See how messed up I am, so you could feel good about yourself?”

      “No.” Again, I don’t know why I came here.

      “Go. Everyone leave me. My mom hasn’t even been here to visit. She gave up on me, why not you?” Isaiah said.

      I couldn’t believe that Isaiah’s mom had given up on him. She thought the sun rose and set on him. “It’s not like that,” I said. “I just got caught up in other things.” Also, it wasn’t like my phone had been ringing off the hook from him. The last time I’d talked to him I’d told him I wasn’t into smoking anymore, and that was it.

      “Hey, I see your other things.” He looked at Tor. “I heard you kissed your daddy’s ass to get into the money. All the crap you used to say about him, but as soon as you could sell out, you did.”

      I think an unfair interpretation of events.

      “So now you’re daddy’s little boy again and going to the money school. You’re finally better than me and came here to prove it! Well, you’re not. I never sold out. I’m still the one in charge of my life making my own choices.”

      I looked at the misshapen, gaunt, and beaten body of my best friend, former best friend. He couldn’t see out of one eye, he could barely hold a coherent conversation, and he was in agony from withdrawl from a drug so new there was still only one street name for it. “Yeah, you’re living by your choices.”

      I wanted to vomit.

      “Get out of here, sellout.” He turned as far away from me as he could in his bindings.

      “Do you need anything?” Dumb question, right? “Does your mom know you’re here? I could call her.”

      “She knows.” There was so much bitterness in that response that I took a step back and bumped the curtain. “I don’t want nothing from you, sellout.”

      Tor pulled on my shoulder again. “Come on, man.”

      I let him lead me away.

      On our way out a nurse, probably in her late forties and ground down by the same forces that had hit the cop, looked at us. “You’re not supposed to be in here.”

      Now a few of Isaiah’s roommates started to get a little loopy and louder.

      “Sorry,” I started.

      “You’re getting them all worked up.” She was upset that I’d just made her job harder, not that her patients would be more “worked up.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      She did not accept my apology as Tor and I went around her.

      The cop wasn’t at the door. Maybe he needed a new magazine. We started to walk back the way we’d come in.

      “Well, I guess that answers one question,” Tor said.

      “What?”

      “Sofia is NOT psychic. I can’t imagine that going any worse at any time you came.”

      “Yeah, he wasn’t always like that.”

      “I know.” Tor put his hand on my shoulder. “He didn’t mean all that stuff he said. He doesn’t know what he’s saying.”

      I didn’t have a response to that. Tor wasn’t wrong. There wasn’t much left of the Isaiah I’d run around with, towels tied around our necks, playing superheroes. I still knew Isaiah. He was calling it exactly like he was seeing it.

      I was about to wax philosophically about stuff, when everything froze in my belly and sweat spiked across my spine and scalp.

      “Ryan?” Tor noticed I’d stopped walking.

      Getting off the elevator was a man that I’d never thought I would see again. I almost didn’t recognize him. He wore a nice suit and leaned on a thick wooden cane. The last time I’d seen him, he’d been dressed as a homeless man and had gotten me arrested by the SSA.

      The Worm walked right past me.
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      “Do you know him?” Tor whispered.

      I shook my head. “I don’t think so.” But I did.

      The Worm was one of a quadruplet, three with different powers and one normal guy. Together they’d formed a hive mind individual named Wraith, who’d been one of the original Guard. Two of the powered brothers of the Wraith were dead. The one without powers had ended up working for Raptor in more of a supporting role. He’d been injured by Osprey and the Confessor, and was probably still in the hospital, but not this one. Caesar and Mindraker had twisted the remaining brother  into the Worm, who’d spent years as Caesar’s private informant.

      If I let on that I recognized him, it would be a small jump to connect me to Raven. A jump a professional information-gatherer and Guard-hater would make.

      But I couldn’t  just walk away, either.  The Worm wasn’t handing out fruit baskets. “Tell you what, Tor. I want to check on…” I didn’t know what, but I wanted to say villainy.

      “Dude, don’t do it. This isn’t your responsibility.” Tor shook his head.

      He was right. I mean, it wasn’t my responsibility. This city didn’t need me running around in body armor trying to save everyone. “I’ll just be a second.”

      I tried to figure out a reason to be walking back the way I’d come, should anyone ask. A bathroom was down the hall. I made that my overt goal.

      Ten feet ahead of me, the Worm turned, passed the empty cop chair, and went into the detox room.

      Okay, that couldn’t be a coincidence. I ran. What was I going to do, arrest him in the name of prep schools? But Isaiah was in there.

      The Worm wanted what Zed and Pixel wanted, their supplier. Zed might not recognize the Confessor from Isaiah’s description, but the Worm would.

      Sofia had mentioned her dad’s business was picking up. He’d gone from a lackey to selling THE hottest, newest designer drug.

      “You can’t be in here.” The nurse hit him with the nasal disdain. “Sir, get away from the patient.”

      I turned the corner.

      The nurse stomped over from the far side of the room, annoyed her tone hadn’t chased away the trespasser.  The Worm stood over a patient who was twisting at his bindings even though he  seemed to be in a fitful sleep.

      “It’s all right.” The Worm’s voice did not seem all right, it seemed joyfully creepy. “I’m here to help.” Again, a big fat, fat lie. He stood straight, no need for the cane.

      He turned the big brass knob at the top.

      Fun fact: the brass knob had a simple symbol on it. At first, I thought it was a pentagon, but no. It had seven sides.

      “Legacy,” I whispered. I swear, I whispered. I didn’t even mean to say it. I hoped, hoped, hoped he hadn’t heard me.

      The Worm glanced up, just realizing he had a bigger audience. But I would have gotten a stronger reaction if he’d heard the “L” word. Instead, he gave me a wink, and twisted the cap.

      Yellow smoke sprayed from the top and bottom of the cane. He made a face at the smell and tossed the cane to the far side of the detox room.

      Job done, he walked right at me.

      “Hey.” I’m just eloquent. I grabbed him.

      Or at least tried. I actually stumbled through him.

      He could desolidify. That had been one of the Wraith’s powers, but I’d assumed the Worm’s power was astral projection. Funny old world.

      Our eyes met. “Hellington. Good school,” he said.

      And that wasn’t horribly, horribly ominous at all.

      The Worm -- and maybe this is how he got his catchy handle -- faded through the floor.

      I thought about chasing him, but the most important thing was getting control of the gas.  I looked for the super spy cane he’d discarded.

      The nurse was coughing, but conscious.

      Let's assume yellow gas is bad. No good gas is yellow. It just doesn’t happen.

      I held my breath as best I could but still sucked in some of it and burned my lungs.

      The cane canister was underneath a bed. I snatched it up and tried to twist the brass knob. It did not move. The yellow haze was thick, blinding me as my eyes watered.  I stumbled toward a trash can I remembered seeing when I’d visited Isaiah. I jammed the walking stick in the can and pulled up the liner.  Only a stream of the stuff was coming out from where I’d tied it off.

      It was then I realized the room had erupted with shrieks.  It didn’t take much to rile up the patients, so I wasn’t surprised.  For a second, I thought it was a good sign. If they were yelling, they weren’t dead.

      Then one of the patients sat up and roared. Hate and anger drove the sound. He didn’t scream or holler. He roared! Veins at the side of his neck bulged.

      Other patients answered with roars of their own.

      Oh, this was bad.

      If the yellow smoke was poison, was I going to go loopy? I looked around the room. None of the patients were sleeping now. They were twisting and pulling at their bindings.

      The nurse was horrified. An addict strained against his restraints and snapped at her with his teeth. She jumped back in surprise.

      “Stop!” I warned her but she got too close.

      The patient behind her broke one hand out of his restraint and grabbed her arm.

      She screamed in pain and collapsed.

      Her anguished cry was more fuel to the addicts own roars and shrieks.

      I gave up holding my breath. If the gas was going to make me a nut bar, I would have felt it by now. I ran to the nurse.

      The addict pulled and twisted the nurse’s arm as he tried to free his other arm by brute force. He made no attempt to unbuckle his restraint with his free hand.

      I popped his grip on the nurse. He was strong, but not Osprey strong.

      The strap’s buckle took too much concentration for most, but not all of the...let’s just call them what they are... zombies.

      I looked at Isaiah. Veins bulged up his neck and tapered off in his cheeks. He had one foot free and was kicking it around with no idea what to do next.

      “What is going on?” Tor coughed and sputtered as he inhaled the gas.

      I helped the nurse up. She was cradling her arm, which looked broken. I moved her to the door, almost carrying her.

      “Tor, get her out of here.”

      He took hold of her and helped her through the door.

      “What did you two idiots do?” The cop walked into the room, too. For a second he focused on the yellow fog in the air and Tor’s blazer. Then he realized the patients weren’t just making noise and his eyes bugged out of his head.

      I ran for the trash bag. I didn’t have time to explain. The yellow gas had inflated the bag so it now looked like a ghetto beach ball.

      One zombie glared at me with pure rage.  His eyes had nothing human.   He grabbed my neck with both hands.

      One way to keep my superhero ID a secret is not busting out all the sweet kung fu when I’m in my civvies. Screw that! This guy wanted to bend my neck like the nurse’s arm.

      I broke his grip, quick spun, kicked his legs out from underneath him, and dive rolled over him to a standing position.

      Tor and the nurse were gone, yay! The cop had not moved, boo!

      “Everyone freeze!” It took a little effort, but he got his gun out.

      Oh, come on! I didn't dare move. The cop was panicked and might just shoot me.  Another zombie jumped me from off his gurney.

      I went spinning onto the floor and the trash bag with the yellow gas and the cane went spinning out of my hands.

      I lost track of the cane as I was busy keeping zombie teeth off my throat.

      All these guys were strong. I’ve fought strong, and normal humans could be this strong. These guys weren’t PL 2 level strong, but they were stronger than their wasted half-skeletons had any right being.

      I flipped the zombie off me but another replaced him. The new zombie took an elbow to the throat.

      Another fun fact when facing off against Yellow Gas Zombies, or YGZ if you’re in the industry. They don’t care about pain. Broken collar bone, not going to impress them.

      I kicked my legs out and spun. The zombie wasn’t ready for it and lost his grip.

      The cop wasn’t interested in pointing his weapon at me anymore. He had it directly on Isaiah, who was slowly walking toward him.

      “Back, on the ground,” the cop ordered.

      “No! He doesn’t understand you!” I had to stiff-arm a short but feisty zombie, do a roll off the remnant of a gurney, and make a flying tackle a second before the shot went off.

      Isaiah and I rolled to the ground. He started scratching at my eyes before we hit the floor.

      I don’t want to speak ill of the undead, but talk about ungrateful. I rolled him on his stomach and planted his face into the antiseptic tile, then flattened myself again as another YGZ did a fly tackle right over me.

      I rolled off Isaiah, stood up, and placed another zombie in an arm bar.  My arm bars normally result in a scream of pain. This guy only howled in frustrated rage and snapped his teeth at me. He pushed with his juiced strength, I didn’t let go, and crack!

      Again, he didn’t care.  He wanted to kill me, but just in a general murderous intent to humanity way. It wasn’t personal.

      I didn’t have the leverage anymore now that the arm was broken, so he lunged at me.

      I tripped him and spun him into another zombie looking to take a bite out of me. This wasn’t working. They would overwhelm me soon. If they’d been coordinated, I would have been their low-carb snack already.

      Two zombies blocked the door. One was standing looking at the wall. The second was walking toward the door.

      I had to keep them in the room. Keep them in the room and hope the Worm wasn’t hitting another ward with his Jamba Juice.

      The zombie staring off into space must have realized if he didn’t induce mayhem he wasn’t getting paid. “Gawwa!” He came right at me.

      I flipped him easily. He spun in the air twice before landing on the floor. I ran for the door, doing a dive roll underneath a zombie and popping up right next to the cop.

      The cop was waving his gun around, with no idea what he was doing. l guess the older generation isn’t trained for zombie survival.

      I knew about a billion ways to get the gun out of his hand, so I used one of them. “Come on.”

      He looked at his weapon, then at me. That’s when I saw the veins bulging around his neck. “MY GUN!”

      Oh, come on!

      The cop was a lot bigger, and I wasn’t ready for it. He launched himself at me. I’m not even sure he remembered what a gun was, just that it was his. He collided with me and drove us to the floor. “Kill them all, kill everything.” The cop was special, he could talk. He jammed his knee into my stomach.

      “Kill them, kill them!” a few chanted.

      Okay, not so special.

      The cop brought his fist up to get a good swing.

      His office chair collided with his face. Tor had returned to save my ass. This time it wasn’t from a bunch of preppy gangster wannabes, but hordes of undead.

      I kicked and got the cop off me.

      Tor pushed a gurney in front of a couple more undead and gave me the space to get out the door. He came right behind me and pulled the door shut. Almost. A zombie got his foot caught in the door.  I hauled off and kicked it and the door slammed shut with a click.

      “Freeze!” A new cop on the scene. The new cop’s eyes went to the gun in my hand. His partner’s gun.

      Oh, come on!

      I dropped the weapon like it was hot and went to my knees.

      Tor did not. “You need to get help. Those people are going crazy.”

      That’s a point. Tor wasn’t nuts, and I wasn’t nuts. “Brains,” I tried. Nope, no interest, I was good.

      “No, officer!” the nurse we’d rescued shouted from fifteen feet down the hall at the nurses’ station.   “You don’t understand. Those boys saved my life.”

      “Tor,” I said out of the side of my mouth. “Get down on the ground.”

      The cop picked up the gun I’d dropped, but still had his weapon pointed at me.

      “Where is Officer Lemur?” the new cop asked.

      “Kill them ALL!” Well, you feed a zombie a straight line, what do you expect? They tried to open the door, but it was locked. I assumed it was something Tor had done, or maybe it was just standard procedure to set doors to lock people in.  Sounded unlikely.

      “It’s not locked,” Tor said. “We should do something.”

      Oh. They were just too far gone to work a knob.

      “Kill them all!” Lemur and his new apocalypse buddies took up the chant.  A few scrabbled at the door.

      “I don’t know what happened,” I said. “But they went crazy.”

      “It’s true.” The nurse walked halfway back to the detox room.

      “Including your partner,” Tor said.

      But not us. I remembered Lemur’s reaction to the Stardust withdrawal comment. He knew detoxing from Stardust from the inside.  “It’s the Stardust,” I said.

      Tor got down on his knees. “What?”

      “Everyone who used Stardust went loopy when they got dosed with the gas.” It was a wild conjecture. It could be blood type or last time they’d had salami.  But it fit. And explained why the entire hospital wasn’t chanting kill them all.

      The cop didn’t look that interested in us anymore and walked past us. His partner and a couple of the other addicts were pressed against the small wired glass window in the door.

      Remember when I was making a good faith effort to get the canister trash bag out of the room? In retrospect, I should have tried harder.

      The brass end with the seven sided polygon -- it has a special name but I don’t remember that part of geometry -- came smashing through the little window.

      The cop sidestepped the canister, backed up, and leveled his weapon again. The canister cane was almost empty, but not empty.

      “Ah, sir. Did you ever use Stardust?” I asked. The new cop was acting a little off.

      “No.” He blinked like he’d forgotten what he was doing. “We took some off a guy a couple of days ago.” Another blink. “Lemur wanted to try just a little,” he murmured.

      Oh, come on!

      Maybe if he did just a little, he would be fine. I was not going to risk it. I kicked up from my knees to standing, closed the distance to the cop and dropped both feet in his face.

      “No, Ryan!” Tor yelled.

      I landed, snatched up both guns the new cop had been holding, and stood. The new cop was stunned, trying to understand what had happened to him.

      “It’s the gas, this is not you.” Tor had his hands up, trying to calm me.

      What? “What?” I said.

      “The gas is making you violent.” Tor enunciated each word like he was talking down a psycho first grader.

      “I’m not violent.” I stood over the cop I’d just drop-kicked in the head. “I mean, I’m not yellow gas violent.”

      The new cop totally succumbed and grabbed my legs. “Kill them all!” Just so long as he was busy chanting he couldn’t be busy biting.

      Darhaven police are not good peace officers. No one is confused about that. But two for two with cops who’d used drugs? This was crap. If I wasn’t already an illegal vigilante, I’d want to become an illegal vigilante.

      He only got a little of my skin through my pants, but he bit me. So not that busy chanting. My hands both had guns and I didn’t want to risk firing them.

      I wiggled out and spun, running down the hospital hall, still holding the guns. Taken out of context that might look bad.

      The new zombie cop clawed his way to his feet, but he didn’t follow me. “Kill them all.” He didn’t have the total committed zeal of his zombie brothers, but he had enough mental capacity to work a door knob.

      The hallway had filled with people drawn to the confusion. Again, has Hollywood taught us nothing?

      “Go! Go!” I yelled at the spectators.  It must have been the tweed. If I’d been running the halls in my torn jeans and hoodie yelling go with two guns, people would have gone.

      The door opened. Zombies pushed and shoved to get out and get the apocalypse party started. A couple fixated on inanimate objects. One guy vented his anger on Lemur’s magazine laying in the hall. One started biting the wall. But most kept focus on job one. “Kill them all!”

      “Go! Go!” I yelled again. I didn’t have a plan. Unless getting people away was a plan, then I was all about the plan. Yeah, not really a plan.

      My guns flew out of my hands. Okay, not my guns. My point is, one second the guns were behaving very gun-like and not flying away from me, the next they both flew away from me.

      A man in purple and yellow boots rounded the corner with several agents behind him. Oracle and the SSA had arrived.

      On an intellectual level, I know it’s not all about me. But I whispered “They found me,” anyway. That’s where my mind went. The Super Suppression Agency couldn’t be here to stop zombies. No, they were here to take down a kid in a blazer.

      The lead zombie glowed purple and took to the air. The floating zombie banged into other zombies and pushing them back into the detox room. Other zombies glowed and started doing the same.

      “Boys, get down,” Oracle ordered.

      When I’d been fighting him last week, he’d seemed a good sort, and plenty powerful. If he’d been trying to kill me, I’d have gotten seven shades of crap kicked out of me.  He still sported a shiner, spoiling his good looks. Yeah, that was me.

      Tor grabbed me and brought me to the other side of the nurses’ station. “Come on, let the professionals handle this.”

      That sounded like a good plan.
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      The professionals handled it well. The druggies were super-charged, but they didn’t have any hope against a telekinetic of Oracle's caliber.  One of the shield guys was there. He looked a lot like the one I’d fought, but without a broken jaw, so not the guy I’d fought. You couldn’t really tell since they wore grey and blue custom masks and only the lower half of their faces were exposed.

      I think Raptor had the right idea. Why go halfway? If you’re going to wear a mask you’ve already sacrificed some of your peripheral vision. Why not go all in and cover your face?

      Anyway, these guys ran into the same issues I had. Things like pain weren’t that big of a deal to the zombies so the SSA had to use grapple techniques and heavy duty bindings. But these guys took on supers to pay their rent. They had the gear and tactics to get it done.

      The problem with ducking behind the nurses’ station? There wasn’t an easy way out the back. “Come on, we should go now,” I told Tor.

      The complete takedown didn’t last longer than four minutes, but they were rushing around the hallway so much we didn’t dare leave our hideout.  With the last zombie completely restrained, we had an opportunity to slipout.

      “Don’t you think we should stay and give a statement or something?” Tor said.

      “Um.” Of course we should. That’s exactly how they would expect a couple of fine upstanding students from the Island to act. “No, they look busy.” Truth was, this was all my worst nightmares rolled up into one. A zombie apocalypse and the place thick with SSA operatives. If I’d suddenly lost all my clothes and needed to go on stage in five, you would’ve had a clean sweep. “We can come back tomorrow,” I offered.

      “Boys?” Oracle’s deep voice. Boots had seen us break cover. “Did you see what happened here?”

      “No, not really.” I shrugged.

      “Yes, we saw everything,” Tor spoke over me.

      “I mean, as much as anyone,” I agreed.

      Oracle looked at me long and hard. “You were running down the hall with guns.”

      Again, out of context that sounded so bad.

      “He took them from the cops before they went psycho killer. It was amazing,” Tor gushed.

      “Not really. They seemed a bit… out of it. They practically handed them to me. I think they knew something wasn’t right,” I said with a wave. “Really, we owe those fine officers a debt of gratitude.”

      “You totally did a mid-air double kick to that guy’s face,” Tor said. “It was incredible.”

      Fun fact, a similar move gave Oracle that shiner. Hope no one puts that together.

      “I can’t really remember what exactly happened, or who did what.” I am so bad at the undercover crap.

      Oracle looked at both of us, then just at me.

      “What happened to your eye?” Tor asked. “Looks like you really got clocked.”

      “Really? I don’t think it looks that bad,” I said. “I mean, I’d hate to see the other guy. Am I right? I mean, that guy must be lame.” You’re not the only one screaming for me to stop talking. I was doing it, too. I just couldn’t. “Like probably not even worth your time. He probably just ran. I doubt he’s in this county anymore. Am I right?” Somebody please stop me!

      “We need you to give a statement,” Oracle said.

      I think I’ve done enough damage. “Okay.” I’m going to jail. I’m going to jail for a long, long time.

      

      They separated us and put me in the back of their mobile command thing. It wasn’t the cell truck they’d used last time, thank God. If they would have tried that I would have gone all Raven on them. That's right, I’m so badass I’m a verb.

      Instead, this was the unit that I’d snuck into to talk to Dodger a million years ago.  We’d rescued her from Slicer and then she’d turned herself into the feds. She’s a heck of a teleporter, so I doubt the feds are ever going to let her go.

      I hope they let me go.

      I tried the door. It opened. Okay, not a prisoner. I breathed a little easier.

      I’m just going to leave. That sounds reasonable, doesn’t it? It’s not just me. No, that’s totally reasonable.

      I made it out the door and around the corner. A woman's voice brought me up short. “This is worse than the Cutter Grove incident.” She spoke in a low whisper into a phone.

      “The Cutter Grove victims did more destruction, but the vector was a drink. A bunch of bums shared the same vodka bottle. This was airborne, and the transformation was faster.”

      This had happened before? I knew Cutter Grove. A lot of homeless and druggies hang out there. I hadn’t heard of any “incident.”

      “No, it didn’t affect everyone. A nurse and two boys were at ground zero. It’s got to be the Stardust. It prepares the mind and adrenal glands so when the second element is introduced, things fall apart.”

      That’s how I’d called it.

      She listened for a second. “If this is a test, what’s the end game?” More listening. “I don’t know if the cops tested positive for Stardust. We don’t have a test for it yet. They tested positive for pot. I’m about to talk to the second boy now. Oracle gets a weird vibe from him, but anyone would be nervous after what he saw.”

      And that would be my cue to get my butt back to the van. I turned around and ran right into somebody’s waist. “Oh, boy.”

      I looked up, and up, and up into the face of a giant. I’d met this guy before. Two things. One, he’d put his neck out to help me. Without his help, I never could have saved David, Peregrine, and Jasmin. So two out of three.  Another thing is, he can detect supers, just like Raptor could. Or at least something like Raptor could. Raptor’s was more a vision thing. This guy had radar.

      “Have we met?” He smiled and said that ponderously, like being that tall made it hard for all the thoughts to get where they needed to go.

      “Um, I think I would remember.”

      “Jacob.” The woman had finished her phone call and turned the corner.

      The giant looked from me to the woman. “Captain, I was about to escort this civilian to see his mother. She’s at the perimeter.”

      The Captain rolled her eyes. “Okay, I’ll walk him.”

      Jacob saluted. “Perhaps we'll meet again under better circumstances, Ryan Blackwater.”

      “Yeah, that would be…” Horrifying. “Great.”

      I think he winked at me and walked away.

      “Don’t give any mind to Jacob. His last surge twisted and fried. Now he’s a little slow but still a good person.” Captain misinterpreted my apprehension as I looked at the back of the giant.

      “Slow.” In no way was that true. My ID might be burned by this guy. Depended how well his super detection worked. But I knew his secret, too. He wasn’t slow, he was playing these people. Was that good for me, or bad?

      The Captain started walking, and I fell into step. “You were quite the hero out there today.”

      I shook my head.

      “You acted fast and kept your head.”

      “I guess.” I shrugged.

      “You said you saw a super pass through the floor.” She’d heard what I’d told the agent before he’d put me in the trailer.

      “Yeah, like a ghost.” I nodded. “I’ve never seen anything like that.” That much she could have gotten from the nurse.

      “Both your friend and the nurse say you saved a lot of lives today.”

      “It was Tor that did the heavy lifting.” Not me, I’m just a poor defenseless not-super.  I certainly didn’t break any international agreements regarding the use of superpowers.

      “Well, I wanted to talk to you before you left.” We must have been close to the perimeter because she stopped. “You’re the kind of person the SSA are looking for.”

      Oh, no, they found me! They figured it out! “Ah.”

      “Have you ever thought about joining the Superhuman Suppression Agency?” She held up her hand with a card. “This isn’t a guarantee, but I would like to talk to you about signing up.”

      I took the card. It had her name and title, Field Control Captain Susan Brackstan, and her phone and email. “Well, I never thought about joining the SSA.” I’d thought about running from them, how best to fight them, but never joining them.

      “Think about it.”

      I don’t think I will. “I will.” Okay, now or never. I might as well try it. “You know there’s one other thing.”

      She suddenly looked interested. “Yes.”

      “When I first came in on the ghost guy...” I wasn’t even tempted to say Worm. My undercover skills were improving. “He said something. I’m not sure I heard him right, and it didn’t make any sense, but I think he said Legacy.” I looked at her face.

      If it meant anything to her, she didn’t let it show. “I’ll make sure it gets in the report, but it’s probably nothing.”

      “You’re right.” I held up the card. “Thanks. I will think about this.”

      “Ryan!” I recognized that voice.

      “Mom?”

      The Captain gave permission with a nod to the agent at the perimeter, and Mom came running to me. And engulfed me in a total mom hug.

      “Are you okay?” The question was desperate.

      “Your son saved a lot of lives tonight. You should be proud. He’s a real hero,” the Captain said.

      Mom looked from the Captain to me, clearly confused.

      “Your son could have run and saved himself, but he rescued people and kept his head in a pretty scary situation.” She gave me a nod.

      “Wasn’t that big of a deal.” No hero here.

      “Your son is a real hero.” The Captain was not a mother. Because if she was, she would have known that what she’d really just said was, “Your son could have died because of the stupid actions he took, and hey, I’m with the SSA so the stupid actions were with and against super-powered individuals that could bend him into a pretzel.”

      “Hero?” Mom’s eyes were wide with fear.

      The Captain nodded. “Please to meet you. You raised a good man.”

      “He’s a boy,” my mom said, but I don’t think the Captain heard her. She was already striding away with purpose.

      We walked to the other side of the perimeter.

      “What does she mean, hero?” She grabbed my face in her hands like she used to do when I’d gotten caught stealing cookies before dinner.

      “Mom, it wasn’t like that,” I tried to say, but it’s hard to talk with your face squished.

      “You don’t do that anymore.” She let go of my face and gave me a hug. “Let the professionals deal with this stuff.”

      “Yeah, I will.” Only the professionals have no idea what’s going on. They’re chasing their tails on this one. I know who’s selling the Stardust and who’s turning it into a weapon. Somehow the Worm and the Confessor are working together.

      But what if the Captain was right? What if this was just a test? I saw an entire city of Stardust users flipping out and going on killing sprees. The level of chaos that could send through the entire country. That was why Raptor was so frightened of Legacy and willing to work with Ceasar to keep them out of town. They could wipe Darhaven off the map.

      “What are you thinking?” Mom asked.

      “Mom.” God, I was sick of lying to her. “I don’t do drugs.”

      It was a nonsequiteur and it showed on her face. “What? Okay, good.”

      “But I do have to do something.” So vague, it amounted to a lie.

      “Is it dangerous?” I don’t know why she went there automatically.

      “I’m the only one who can do it.” Was that true? Yeah, I think it was.

      “Is it dangerous?” She doubled down on that.

      “I love you.” I gave her a peck on the cheek and returned her hug.

      “Ah, what are you going to do?” She held onto my hand.

      “The next right thing.” I gave her hand a squeeze.
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      I finished suiting up. As my helmet clicked and the heads-up information turned on, my stomach churned with fear and regret.  I’d left my mom, scared and confused, in front of the SSA crime scene perimeter fence. I hadn’t told her anything that wasn’t true, but a lie of omission is still a lie. Restoring her confidence was mission one, and I’d just flushed it down the toilet.

      I rotated my head in a circle, making sure I had full range of motion, and did the same with my shoulders and legs.  Funny how the suit felt more natural than a rich kid blazer. Well, maybe not that funny.

      I didn’t know what to do with the information from the Captain’s card. Last week I’d run around with a letter from Jackal that he’d used to connect with me like he did with the idol. If Jackal could do it, safe to assume the SSA could, too. I’d taken a picture of the card with my phone, left the card on the bus I’d used, then stashed my phone before I got to my nest.

      I felt a little guilty about leaving Tor to deal with the SSA at the hospital, but I hadn’t known where to find him and hadn't wanted to draw more SSA attention to myself by calling him or walking around poking my head into different vans. I’d make it up to him. Maybe treat him to a burger at Pete’s.

      For now, I had a job to do. I knew how to find the Confessor, but not without revealing my identity. I knew the Worm was involved but I didn’t know how that helped me. I needed to get the team together, then find a way to track the Confessor.

      I called the team party line.

      No answer. Funny, I’d just assumed that Butterfly lived on that line. I couldn’t call Flare, even though getting her number would be easy now.   As Ryan, I couldn’t very well ask her to come  out and fight super villains. I knew Peregrine’s home number. He was the only member of the team that knew my real name. And boy, was that a great feeling.

      Okay, time to make my other call.

      I removed Jackal’s idol from its hiding space, and was relieved to see it spring to life at once. “What can I do for you?”

      “Really? No crap about me quitting, or what favor I need to do for you?” This was strange.

      “Sure, we can do that stuff, but if you’re coming to me after you quit, that means the stuff has really hit the fan. So talk to  me. What’s going on?”

      I told him about what had happened at the hospital and the impending zombie apocalypse if they got the yellow gas to enough of the Stardust users.

      “Okay, let me clear my calendar. That just bumped my eight o’clock.” He paused. Maybe he was actually bumping his eight o’clock. “Let's talk next course of action.”

      “We’ve got to find the Confessor.” And I did not want to involve Sofia unless the alternative was a dead city. “Do you have any ideas?”

      “We’ve known each other for a month. Something you should have picked up on by now is that I always have ideas.”

      “Only a month? Seems longer.” It had to be said.

      “That's all the quality time,” Jackal agreed. “Let's say we know the plan. Stage one, get the primer into as many hands as possible.”

      “The primer is Stardust.”

      “Right. Second stage, perfect the activator.”

      “The yellow gas seemed pretty perfect.”

      “And the last phase, gas the primed to induce destruction,” Jackal continued. “Problem we have is we don’t know how they’re delivering the activator. Gas is a good step, but you would need to get a lot everywhere.”

      “The SSA people said it was in a liquid first.” Maybe they were going to dose the water supply.

      “And if we knew the logistics of the plan, we still wouldn’t know the why,” Jackal said. “This is some next level chemistry here. Speaking as a former entrepreneur, that’s not cheap. Why do it?”

      All good questions. “Let’s find the Confessor and ask him.”

      “Love the enthusiasm. We can’t go in through the second and third steps but we can go through the first step.  Stardust is still super new. They haven’t reached the saturation level.  Right now the yellow gas would be a tragedy. Let’s assume they’re shooting for a catastrophe. They need to get Stardust out on the street.”

      “The Confessor is giving it directly to the dealers.” If Isaiah was to be believed.

      “That won't be fast enough, and the Confessor isn’t plugged in to the city. He’ll need to work through some locals. Ordinarily, he would have to go through one of the big bosses, Caesar or Midas. But with Ceasar out of the picture he could go directly to Caesar’s  pipeline.”

      “So how do I find one of these pipeline guys?”

      Jackal took about ten minutes to get the address of the first guy, Jack Sly.

      Jackal knew Sly from his days with Caesar. Sly had staying power, and was up for drug kingpin.

      So how would I start  these conversations? “Hi, you’re a cancer and repulse me, but could you do me a solid?” The direct approach with Zed had yielded colorful results. And we all know how well I do at the undercover crap.

      Speaking of crap, this guy’s headquarters was a hole for it. This crap hole was what happened when a crap hole suffered a severe personal tragedy and let itself go.

      The first floor of the apartment building looked like the zombie apocalypse had already happened. A couple floors of boarded up doors. On the second floor, it looked like a regular apartment.

      “This is weird,” I told Jackal. “It doesn’t look like people could live here.”

      “He doesn’t live here. He has a place in the Haven district. This is where he runs his business,” Jackal said. “He should be here tonight.”

      “So why do you think he’ll tell me what I need to know?” This wasn’t the first time I’d asked him this little nugget.

      “He won’t, but let's see if there’s any Stardust before we worry about that.”

      Fine. The building wasn’t tough to get into. It was so broken down and beaten up they might as well have had a ladder on the outside. I got in through the second floor. The room beyond  was dark and empty.

      “I don’t think anyone’s home.”

      “That’s not right,” Jackal said. “Maybe they had to relocate.”

      If this was a bust, I’d wasted an hour running around after this guy. “Where else would this Jack Sly be?”

      I rounded a corner and stopped. “Oh, this is not good.”

      Two gang members, covered in tattoos, clutching guns, with crushed heads.  It was bloody, violent, and familiar. “Osprey was here.” This was the same MO he’d used last week when he was working for Red Knight.

      “There’s another one!” someone yelled up the stairs.

      And he was talking about me.

      “He killed Jack!” He took a shot at me, but I moved.

      “I didn’t kill them. They were like this when I got here!” I yelled, but I doubt they could hear me over the gunshots, even if that mattered.

      “Wrecker! Get him!” the gunman yelled.

      Wrecker? That didn’t sound safe.

      Part of the ceiling collapsed in a shower of white-blue sparks, concrete, and dust. I’m not sure where the blue sparks came from, but if you’ve been in the industry as long as I have, you get a feel for these things. I’m going to guess Wrecker.

      In the pile of rubble a man stood up. And up.  He wasn’t like the SSA giant. I mean, he was about as tall and wide, but he didn’t seem friendly.

      “Wrecker?” I asked.

      “You killed the boss!” he bellowed.

      “I assume they weren’t the boss?” I pointed to the two gunmen.

      He looked at Jack’s guys and then at me. “You die for that.”

      I don’t like to quibble, but I think his plans for me were already set when he’d dropped down from the ceiling.  You don’t make an entrance like that and then open negotiations or give a strong talking to.

      Wrecker slammed his hands together and a white disk twice the size of my head flashed into existence. Okay, so that's where all the sparks came from. Maybe he’d just keep tunneling down.

      With a flick of his hips he got his whole body into the toss and the disk came right at me, fast.

      I’ve made a career of dodging, so I didn’t even have to think about it.  The next thing I knew I was standing up after a roll.

      More glowing disks came at me. I rolled and flipped and managed not to come up missing a limb. The wall behind me got the hell kicked out of it.  The little ones didn’t do as much damage as the big one, but at some point it didn’t matter.

      I dove through the new hole in the wall, and a few more disks followed me.  I couldn’t really deal with him so far away. I used to carry some explosive ball bearings with me, but I’d used them all up. I needed to figure something else out.

      The new room didn’t offer any inspiration. It was empty of people but looked like a low rent opium den. Crappy couches and mattresses lay all around the room. There was nothing like a weapon.

      “You Guard think you can start killing us now because Caesar isn’t around,” Wrecker yelled. “We are not easy to kill!”

      Okay, let's live in that for a second. “One, the Guard hasn’t killed anyone. It was a vigilante that I’m not a fan of.”

      Wrecker was closer now. “And two?”

      “Your boss, Jack, is dead, so not that difficult to kill.” Yes, I was trying to get him pissed. It wouldn’t make him want me more dead, but pissed he might make a mistake. Also, you see my point, right?  He wasn’t making any sense.

      I caught a break. Wrecker had to pick the left side of the hole or the right side of the hole.  He picked right.

      I picked right under the hole.

      As he blew through the wall with his burning disk of… I’m going to say wreckage….  I spun out my legs and caught him. He tripped and went sprawling on the floor.  The disk he’d used to rip through the wall worked just as well on the floor and he cut through it, lfalling a floor down, then a second floor.

      Okay, can’t take credit for that as my plan, but that works, too.

      The guy who shot at me originally now took a couple more shots.

      “I did not kill these guys!” I yelled. This time I think he heard me.

      “One of your other Guard did.” And he shot at me.  The walls were not structural, so bullet holes appeared ten feet from me.

      “Osprey is the guy you want. I’m here on a completely unrelated matter.”

      “Graww!” Wrecker finally got his stuff under control but he sounded like he was three floors down now.  I had to start going up before he found the stairs.

      “All you Guard are the same.” Another shot.

      Okay, that’s a little hurtful. “I’m just here to talk about Stardust.”

      “What? We don’t have any of that crap.” Another shot.  The hole was closer. That could just be a coincidence, but I’d had enough.

      “Then who does?” I picked up one on the more solid-looking pieces of debris.

      “I don’t know. We’ve been trying to find out where the supply is coming from. Everyone is.” I figured he was going to shoot after his sentence if the pattern held.

      Midway through, I leapt and tossed the piece of debris, catching him in the stomach. I rolled and was up with a chunk of concrete the size of my fist. I wound up and connected with his gun hand. His weapon went spinning.

      I’d knocked the air out of him so I was able to approach him without much effort.

      He looked at me like a fish out of water.

      “Okay, I’m going to say this again. The Guard did not kill anyone. Got that?”

      He nodded.

      “I don’t believe you.”

      He nodded more vigorously.

      “That’s better, thank you. Now, if you had to guess, now that your boss is dead, who would the seller of Stardust go to?”

      “Earl Chadwick,” he spat.

      I heard some tromping up the stairs. “Thank you. This didn’t need to be so hard.” And I punched him out. I mean, he did shoot at me.

      If Wrecker was coming up, then I was not going to go down. I ran up the stairs, making sure they didn’t have any tricks in reserve.

      Wrecker and his pal seemed to be the only ones still alive. There were plenty of others strewn around that Osprey had dealt with.

      I followed the bodies to a very expensive and gaudy-looking office.  And the body of a large man, both powerful and fat. His chest was caved in. Pockmarks and broken glass were everywhere. There had been a fight that had not impressed Osprey at all. He’d exited through a window, though I don’t know why.

      The party line finally rung on. “This is Butterfly.” She was panting a little. “I got your message, Raven. What do you need?”

      “Not a good time, Fly.” My head swam a little. I’d seen some pretty gross and violent stuff this last month. This was certainly one of them.

      “What’s going on?” She was a little concerned now.

      “Tell you in a minute.” I leapt out the window Osprey had.
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      “I was late to a crime scene, that’s all.” I wasn’t too broken up about a drug dealer meeting a quick end.

      “Oh, no. Was anyone hurt?” Butterfly wasn’t dipping into her power at all. She sounded very human.

      “I don’t think Jack Sly felt a thing.”

      “Jack Sly.” She didn’t say that in the tone of voice someone would use if they didn’t know Jack. It was more in the tone of, huh I can’t believe I came across that name twice in the same day, kind of voice.

      “Butterfly, what do you know about Jack Sly?” I stopped climbing down the side of the building and waited to get my answer.

      “Well, Peregrine is running a case and needed to know where all the free agent drug dealers are located,” she said. “Sly was one of the names I gave him.”

      “What case is he working?”

      “He thinks he’s found a serial killer case. I think he’s right. I’ve been running the data, and it fits. There was a break of about five years, which would line up with a prison term if the killer was arrested for a different violent crime.”

      “Serial killer, huh? Wasn’t that what Osprey was going on about?” Jackal asked. But he wasn’t really asking.

      “What’s the link between the serial killer and the drug dealers?” I started down the wall again.

      “The last victim fought back. Tore some clothes and some Stardust got everywhere. The theory is that this was before Stardust got as widely dispersed as it is now, so whoever had that much product that early is directly connected to the source.”

      “And they think that one of the free range drug dealers is the source.”

      “They?” Butterfly did not know who they were.

      “Peregrine and his new wonder twin, Osprey.” Is it still connecting the dots when the dots are jammed that close together?

      “No, Peregrine wouldn’t…” She thought for a second and finished in a more mechanical voice. “It is possible, and would explain where some of his information came from.”

      I got down to a neighboring building and started a quick jog. “So pick one, Butterfly. Where are they going next? Where can I go to head them off? Osprey is killing people I need alive to save the city.”

      

      Now that I knew what I was looking for, I could tell I was already too late. The second location on the list had an Osprey-shaped hole on top and police tape all around the street-level access.

      “I’m going to kill him!” Peregrine was a tool, but he’d crossed a line. He was working with Osprey and helping him kill people. And these were just the guys I knew about.

      Their method was simple enough. Peregrine flies Osprey over the building, Osprey does a ten-ton swan dive, kills the guy, and jumps out a window. Zeroes out his mass and Peregrine flies them away.

      Perfect little bird of prey-themed kill fest.

      “I don’t believe Peregrine would go this far,” Butterfly said.

      “Of course he would go this far. He was just one push from going this far,” I said. “All week I’ve been running into thugs who were saying the Guard were killing people. I guess they were right.  In one week, he’s undone fifteen years of what the Guard stood for.”

      “He wouldn’t,” Butterfly protested.

      “Where do I go to find him?”

      There was a pause.

      “Earl Chadwick. He’s the farthest name on the list. But you don’t move fast enough. You won’t make it in time.”

      “Peregrine better hope not.”

      

      At least I wasn’t walking into Earl Chadwick’s place blind. I knew that area very well. It had been on one of my regular routes back in the day when I was patrolling. And by back in the day, I mean two months ago.

      I was able to make good time on my parkour run because I knew a couple shortcuts, and because I was getting pretty good at this long distance push through the Kages.

      Earl was working out of a warehouse that had been built just after Columbus didn’t find India. But I wasn’t looking for signs of Earl. I was looking for signs of Osprey and his personal chef and valet, Peregrine.

      The place seemed calm. There were guards posing as workers. They weren’t running around getting their heads smashed in, so maybe I’d beaten them here.

      I had not.

      Something heavy landed on my back and crushed all the air from my lungs. Peregrine. We’d sparred enough back in the good old days that I’d recognize that paralysing blow anywhere.

      I tried to get up, but he flew by and kicked me in the head.  Kind of crappy, but with my helmet on, it didn’t hurt me.

      Normally he followed up with a kick to the kidneys. Maybe he was taking it easy on me. Nope, there it was. Oh, that hurt.

      “Why are you here?” Peregrine landed hard enough on my shoulder blade to pin me.  He kept flying down, so he got more thrust from the maneuver than just gravity.

      I hated that maneuver. “I’m trying to stop Osprey from killing people. People you are pointing him at.”

      “We’re trying to catch a killer.” Peregrine pushed me a little harder, just to be a dick. And he flew off.

      “I could save you some time. Where’s Osprey?” I stood up slowly. Not because I had to be slow. Definitely not because I was still wheezing from the first blow. I was just showing him that I wasn’t afraid of him and I didn’t need to be all nimble.  See, it’s a head game. Also, it hurt. It hurt so much.  “What is your problem, anyway?”

      “Osprey was right.”

      “About what? The serial killer?” If Butterfly says that’s legit, I’ll buy it.

      “About the serial killer, about Slicer. If you’d just let Osprey kill him, that cop wouldn’t be dead.”

      And I have nothing to say to that. Nothing at all.

      “I let him do it,” Peregrine said.

      “When?” I didn’t get it.

      “That night. I could have stopped him before you pulled Slicer out. I could have pulled  Slicer. And I didn’t. I just let him do it.”

      “Well, then you should have gotten off your ass and protected that cop!” I yelled. What was he talking about, he could have acted? He blocked my first punch, then my second. “A good man is dead and you’re telling me you were playing dead?” I set him up for a kick to the gut, but he was ready for it.

      He blocked me and started a maneuver that would have ended with me twirling in the air then landing on my head. I did everything I could to break the momentum and managed to get free and start a kick of my own.

      He blocked it and fed kicks back to me, but like he was pedaling a bicycle they were coming at me so fast. I couldn’t block them all. He was on my back again.

      I used the momentum to roll up and tag him in the back as he passed, but I didn’t get any good contact. At least I was on my feet again.  “Everything Raptor taught us! Everything Raptor taught us--”

      “Is a lie,” Osprey said from the other side of the building. He leapt and closed the distance.

      I jumped out of his way. In midair, Peregrine took that opportunity to collide with me and I spun out, landing wrong on my shoulder.

      “You know everything Raptor told you was a lie.” Osprey cut his density power and landed like a cat.

      I got up, tracking both of them. So, I’ve lived through a few fights with Osprey, and I knew that Peregrine had always bested me in our sparring matches.  So I was outclassed in a big way here. Time to talk my way out. I was so screwed. “Really, Peregrine? Is that how you’re justifying your little team-up issue? This is Osprey. Just last week we were working together, stopping him from killing people. Now you’ve signed with the other team.”

      “He was forced to follow Red Knight, just like you were,” Peregrine said.

      “Just like you would have been for the rest of your life if I hadn’t stopped him,” Osprey said.

      “You weren’t doing me a favor. That was all for you.” It was true, though. Red Knight had me cold.

      Osprey didn’t deny his motivations, but his shrug indicated that he didn’t care one way or the other.

      “And now you’re going around killing people.” I pointed at Osprey. “Or is Red Knight making you do this, too?”

      Osprey moved so fast I barely got out of his way as he tried to clothesline me.

      He’d solidified to do that little trick, so I went for his legs and tripped him up.

      But before he fell Peregrine came in and took me out on my knees, landing me on my back. “Get out, Raven. Let us deal with this.”

      “Like you dealt with Sly?”

      “We needed information they had. They gave it to us,” Peregrine said.

      “Then why did you kill them?”

      Peregrine looked at Osprey when I said that, giving me the opening I needed to flip him off and get to my feet.

      It’s a pain in the ass fighting someone who can fly. Usually gravity is my friend, but flipping Peregrine off his feet just helps a little with his takeoff.

      “What do you mean?” Peregrine didn’t press the attack, but flew just out of my reach.

      “Your new buddy.” I pointed at Osprey. At least I would have pointed at Osprey, but he wasn’t where I’d thought he was. He collided with me. This time his clothesline attack worked perfectly.

      I spun in the air and landed on my shoulder blades. I tried to roll, but felt the impact of a kick to my side and spun a few feet.

      I needed to get up. But I just couldn’t get all the limbs to do limb things.

      “It was all part of the plan. Whoever is selling Stardust is the serial killer or knows who it is. We needed to make sure we could control who the killer would talk to.  We don’t have the resources to stake out all four of the drug distributors,” Osprey said.

      “So you killed the other distributors?” Peregrine said. It was tough to tell if he was shocked or just making a note. It was tough because my head was still spinning and Peregrine’s vocal distortion hid his emotions.

      “He did. Crushed their heads just like he did to Yaltin.” I hadn’t seen that crime scene, but Peregrine had.

      “You need to shut up now.” Osprey lowered his fist. I had a helmet, but I doubt it would have saved me.

      What saved me was a sudden familiar green glow between me and Osprey.

      “What‘s going on here?” Flare rose up in a glowing green sphere. Butterfly sat on her knees in the green bubble.  She must have come in tight to the buildings so she wouldn’t be in direct line of sight to the drug distributor building. Osprey’s fist bounced off the shield and Flare dropped it.

      That gave me enough of a breather to roll out of Osprey’s strike zone.

      “Oh good, the entire JV squad is here,” Osprey said.

      “Quick tac update. Peregrine is batting for the other team.” Yeah, I realized how that sounded when I said it. “I mean, he’s working with the enemy.”

      “I’m working with the enemy? You’ve still got Jackal on your shoulder!” Peregrine accused.

      “He’s got a point,” Jackal said. Just to me, at least.

      Flare’s aura winked out as she landed.

      Butterfly fumbled to stand as the sphere support she was sitting on disappeared.

      Flare kept walking toward Peregrine.

      “What are you two doing here?” Peregrine asked. He sounded petulant through his vocal distortion.

      “We were worried about you,” Butterfly said.

      “And what you two might do to each other.” Flare’s energy dome was down, but her hand still had a green fire dancing around it, pointed right at Osprey.

      “Worried about me?” Peregrine said. “I’m the only one still doing the Work. You all punked out.”

      Flare’s fire got a little brighter and pointed at Peregrine. “I got out because this crap isn’t going to kill me. I can’t stop you. But teaming up with a killer, both of you.” She took me in with that, too. “That goes against everything the Guard stood for.”

      “What the Guard stood for,” Osprey repeated the words as if talking to a child, “was to make this city better. How did that work out? Fifteen years of Raptor making his rules and training his little fan club, and the city is worse than ever.  What the Guard needs to stand for is protecting people that can’t protect themselves, and stopping these killers.”

      “Not interested in your little pep talk,” Flare said. “Why are you here? To kill some drug dealers?” She was disgusted with the idea.

      “No,” Peregrine said. “We’re trying to catch a serial killer. A serial killer that the cops won’t even admit is real. He just goes about his business. Raven is here to stop us.”

      “Okay, I know that’s how that looked.” I raised a finger to interject. “I’m following a completely different case. Trying to stop a zombie apocalypse.”

      That got everyone's attention.

      “Everything is just one big joke to you,” Peregrine said. “I’m so sick of your crap.”

      “No, seriously. I mean, not zombie zombies, but users of Stardust go crazy when a different gas is given to them.” Hearing that out loud seemed silly.

      “Just keep your mouth shut if you only have jokes,” Flare said.

      “I believe you,” Jackal said.

      “Thanks,” I mumbled. “Fine, whatever. But I need to talk to the Confessor, too.”

      And they all looked at me.

      “What does the Confessor have to do with this?” Peregrine asked.

      “He’s the one selling Stardust.” Am I really reading that far ahead of the rest of the class? “He’s either selling a new drug and making mad bank, or he’s planning to bring the city to its knees with a bunch of homicidal drug addicts. I need to know which one.”

      And if I’d been thinking for half a second, I wouldn’t have said that. Osprey had almost killed me and Sofia when he’d been sent to abduct her to get leverage on the Confessor. It was possible that he didn’t know why he’d been sent to abduct her. Red Knight hadn’t seemed to share that much intel.  But it was also possible Osprey knew exactly who Sofia was, and who her father was.

      My belly did another flip.

      “The Confessor? That guy who was looking for the Phoenix? Now he’s selling drugs? That’s a quick turnaround,” Osprey said. He didn’t sound like he’d put Sofia together with the Confessor.

      “I think Raven’s right,” Butterfly said.

      “Why?” Peregrine did not think I was right.

      “Because he’s right there.” Butterfly pointed at the Confessor.
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      We all looked over the edge of the building.

      It was a long way off, and dark, but a man in hooded robes was getting out of a car. Two people at his side. One was a tall man. The Confessor wasn’t tall, so anyone might look tall compared to him, but this guy was tall and thick and wore a dark suit.  The second was a woman in a white suit.

      “It’s him.” Peregrine’s eyesight was better than anyone I’d ever met. “And that’s Shell.”

      He pointed at  a person exiting from the building. I could only make out a suit and dark glasses. It could be Shell. “That means Slicer and Homunculus are around, too.”

      “A problem I would have solved without your moralizing,” Osprey said.

      “A problem we wouldn’t have if you hadn’t gone around killing his colleagues. Why do you think Chadwick quickly hired a Merc unit?” I shot back. “He’s scared.”

      “Good call, let's argue some more,” Flare said. “This has nothing to do with us.”

      “I’m going to catch the serial killer,” Osprey said.

      “I have to stop the end of civilization,” I added. Still no one believed me. “I need to talk to the Confessor.”

      “Fine, we’ll wait until they leave and jump just one car of supers.” Flare had a good plan there.

      “Won’t work,” Peregrine said.

      “They never come out,” Osprey finished. “Don’t know how they do it, but they go into a building, deliver their product, and then disappear. My guess is a superpower.” He walked back from the edge. “I need to talk to the Confessor, so I’m doing it now.” He got a running start and leapt.

      “Raven?” Butterfly asked.

      “I need to talk to the Confessor before Osprey kills him.” High stakes here.

      Peregrine flew off after his new best buddy. I looked at Flare and Butterfly. “I’m not kidding.” I tried to be earnest, which isn’t easy through vocal distortion. “This drug is no joke. A lot of people are going to get killed if we can’t get to the bottom of this.” I didn’t have time to walk through everything.

      “Fine.” Flare landed her hands on her hips. “But when this is over, you’d better have a good explanation.”

      Butterfly had realized the attention was on her. I could tell she wasn’t using her power. Her body language looked like a teenage girl about to risk her life, not an android about to terminate a human insurrection. But she nodded.

      “Give me a minute, then follow me over.” I couldn’t just leap the dead gap like Osprey had. He could beat me on the vertical. But I already had a route picked out. Like I said, I knew this area.

      I had to run, drop two buildings, jump alleys, cross a street, then climb a wall. And that would take way too long. I could already hear fighting. Screw it. I backed a little farther than Osprey had and ran as hard as I could.

      I’d started a lot higher than where I’d planned to land, but the gap was a little long for me. I tucked in and somersaulted through the air, then stretched out. I hit the wall of Chadwick’s building and scrambled for purchase before I bounced off. My hand closed around the drainage pipe I’d been aiming for, and I used it to climb up the side of the building.

      Flare followed, blowing out a window conveniently located near me. She went in first, Butterfly in her aura.

      I kept an eye out for Shell. That guy had my number. Last time I’d gone up against him, I’d needed Butterfly to save my ass.

      Homunculus was a pain. The longer she had to prepare, the scarier she got. Slicer was a cold-blooded and capable killer. The Confessor didn’t seem to get off on killing people, but I had no doubt he would if it came to that. Who knew what the two strong arms that he’d walked in with could do. When I’d last worked against the Confessor, he’d been using rent-a-thugs from Midas. How had he stepped up to his own people in a week? I guess he’d been busy. Also, Midas’s guys had turned on him, so I didn’t blame him for finding new help.

      “This way.” Butterfly pointed to the left.

      Made as much sense as anything.

      Flare turned on her force wall and we stepped out into the hall. A few guys spotted us, but they took one look and ran the other direction.

      Smart thugs, clever thugs.

      “This is all very exciting, but can I ask a question?” Jackal said to everyone.

      “You brought him?” Flare was pissed about that.

      Yeah, he’s the only one taking my threat seriously. “I’m going to say, yes.”

      “Did you see the Confessor bring anything in with him?” Jackal asked.

      “No,” I answered for everyone shaking their heads.

      “Then what is he selling to the distributor?” Jackal asked.

      I motioned to keep walking. “Maybe they’re just meeting. They can work out the deal later.”

      “Maybe, but I think something more dramatic is happening,” Jackal said.

      How much more drama did we need? I had that thought right before things got all distracting and violent.

      We cleared the hall as it opened up to a second floor overlooking a two-story warehouse space.

      In the center was a blue distortion in a half circle large enough for two lanes of traffic. Standing to the side of the distortion was the woman in white, her arms raised and a similar distortion radiating from the palm of her hands to the larger distortion.

      The Confessor stood next to her, and the tall guy who’d arrived with them was hauling crates, adding a fourth to the three  he’d already brought over.

      I didn’t know Earl Chadwick from Adam, but the nicely dressed guy about as round as he was tall standing next to Slicer had to be the guy.

      “You’re right about the drama,” I said to Jackal. “Flare, close that hole.”

      “On it.” Flare shot down from the balcony and sent a pulse into the woman in white.

      She pulled her punch, but still knocked the woman down. The gate disappeared.

      The tall guy tossed his crate at Flare.

      She dipped and dodged it. The crate landed with an explosion of small baggies, all containing  little glowing green pebbles.

      Slicer was a little more accurate, jetting a river of cresents at Flare. Her shield held, but she spun out onto the floor.

      I rolled off the catwalk onto a set of crates and kept going,  trying to keep something between me and Slicer. If he spotted me,  I’d be dead.

      I didn’t know what Butterfly was doing -- maybe nothing -- too terrified of losing herself to her cold calculating side. She might not risk engaging in the fight. Or if she did turn on her power, her robot self might decide the odds weren’t in her favor and  just leave.

      It wasn’t her fault her powers were a little unreliable and risky.

      I picked up a pry bar someone had left after opening a crate.

      Slicer had not slowed down the pressure, just kept pouring on the laser razor blades. Flare’s shield was holding, but she was effectively pinned.

      I ran toward him and tossed the pry bar. It went end over end, then was plucked out of the air by a blur. The blur tossed it back at me.

      I flipped and dodged the projectile and got to my feet.  Homunculus. She didn’t look the same as last time, but that was kind of her thing. She’d transformed into a monster, her arms too long, the proportion of a spider monkey, her tail a scorpion hook, and her hands ending in claws. Her face was elongated to a muzzle with fangs dripping saliva.

      And she was evolving into something more hideous as I watched. Didn’t change the fact that I had to interrupt Slicer. If I couldn’t get Flare in the fight, this would be a short, short struggle.

      I sprinted for Slicer.

      Homunculus jumped in front of me and landed on a group of ball bearings that had just rolled there. She lost her footing and sprawled. I didn’t have time to look around for Butterfly, but I gave her a mental high five wherever she was.

      I vaulted over Homunculus before she could stand, dive rolled, and landed a kick to Slicer’s knee.

      The spray of slices arched up and a green bolt caught Slicer in the chest, throwing him into some crates.

      Teamwork!

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Osprey arching down, right on my position.

      Oh, come on!

      I rolled away.

      Instead of landing right where my head had been, he struck a little farther. The concrete spider webbed on impact. He positioned himself right in front of Homunculus’ charge.

      She hadn’t been ready for a piece of steel to suddenly appear in front of her and bounced off him in a heap.

      Okay. “Thanks.” I looked around for the actual goal of this escapade.

      The Confessor was helping the woman in white up. She looked out of it but not unconscious. I made a move toward him, but Peregrine dropped on him first. He was less than gentle to the woman, and came away with the Confessor.

      If we could get out of here with the Confessor, that would be the best option, but I wasn’t sure how much “we” was going around. If Peregrine left with the Confessor, would I ever see him again? Would Sofia ever see him again?

      Oh, this sucked.

      Peregrine’s trajectory abruptly changed into a drunken spin and he did a header into the concrete floor, his body twisting at the last minute to protect the Confessor. I saw a blue flash where the Confessor must have made contact with Peregrine.  I had to feel for him. If the Confessor got his hands on you, it was super unpleasant. He could also control your body, and make you answer any of his questions. So, worst in-law ever. You know, should things get serious with Sofia.

      Homunculus recovered and attacked Osprey with renewed vigor.

      So here’s my dilemma. Do I help out Osprey? I mean, he wouldn’t be in this situation if he wasn’t trying to save my life, but on the other hand, the objective was the Confessor and Osprey was a flaming douche bag.

      “Keep on the target.” Osprey grabbed Homunculus’s tail and tossed her to the ground. “I have the twisted.”

      She bounced up and slashed at him with her claws.

      “Okay, if you’re sure.” I didn’t stay to listen if he was sure or not. Does that make me a bad person?

      Not wanting a piece of this, the Confessor ran for cover.

      I risked a look at Flare. She was flying around, dropping thugs by the handful and sending blasts into the tall guy. He had transformed and was now even taller, and his skin color had changed. It tugged at my memory, but I only got a second to look at him before I was around the same corner where the Confessor had disappeared.

      Two of Chadwick’s people had probably been debating what they should do when the Confessor ran around the corner. Now I was there, too. I’d bet if I had been a second later they would have just run. I mean, this is what the boss paid Slicer to deal with.

      But they were there and had guns, so they got a fist full of Raven. I knocked their weapons out of their hands, tripped one, and flipped the other with a turn of my hips.

      That knocked out what little fight was in them to begin with. I made sure they were staying down, then turned to see if I could locate the Confessor.

      And I could. He was a foot behind me.

      Both of his palms hit my neck, like he was trying to choke me, but there was no pressure.  He must have figured the gorget was the piece of my armor that had the least amount of protection between my skin and him.

      Pain coincided with twin white flashes. I dropped to my knees.

      “Ah, Raven.” The Confessor seemed disappointed. “I am disappointed that we keep meeting like this.” See, what did I say? Disappointed.

      I was really disappointed to see him, too. Especially like this. The pain dialed back, but I was paralyzed.

      “Confession time, Raven.” The Confessor seemed to think that turn of phrase was pretty clever. “What is the one thing you don’t want me to know?”

      The pain that was just localized a second ago suddenly surged in my head, like little icy fingers on fire picking through my thoughts.

      At first my real name popped into my head. If any villain figured that out, my entire family would need to run. But his question was not villains in general, it was him specifically, and one thing bubbled up. I had to say something. It was a horrible feeling that I was going to say something. I tried to channel my mind somewhere else. My favorite foods, my least favorite 80’s rock band, anything. “I have a date with your daughter this weekend!” I shouted.

      And my world flipped upside down. He had it, he had everything. One phone call and he had my name, address, when I had Biology. He had it all. If I survived this fight, I would need to get everybody out of town. Could I go to the SSA? I would spend the rest of my life in prison, but maybe they would protect my family. Poor Helen would never get a free life that was hers.

      “Impressive,” the Confessor said. “Few people can fight my confession, nevermind insult me.”

      He didn’t think I was telling the truth? He thought I was fighting him! There was nothing stopping me from talking, so let’s run with that. “What about your wife, C? With you setting up your little criminal empire, she must be lonely.”

      White flash and my jaw slammed shut. I just got my tongue out of the way. When the pain eased, I was able to talk again. “Okay, I crossed a line there,” I admitted.

      “I like you, Raven,” the Confessor said. He was probably referring to the time I’d saved his daughter from Osprey. Or the time I’d saved his life from the treachery of Midas’ mercenaries. Or he liked adversaries with wit and pluck.  “But I still have to know, why are you after me?”

      The spikes cut through me. At least this time I didn’t care if he knew. “You’re my link to Stardust. Stardust is one part of the cocktail that makes people super strong psycho killers. I want to know who’s behind Stardust.”  I kept back any reference to the Worm or Legacy. Not sure if I should have or not. But if he was working with the Worm and I said I’d seen him drop the yellow gas, then my ID would be broken wide open, too.

      “What are you talking about?” the Confessor asked, but the question didn’t come with any compulsion. “Stardust isn’t a problem, it’s a solution to the drug problem.”

      “Huh?”

      “You can’t lethally overdose on Stardust. It’s also difficult to develop an immunity so even heavy users don’t need more and more of the drug,” the Confessor said. “Once Stardust replaces heroin and other opiates, the drug world will be safer.”

      “With you at the center making piles and piles of cash.”

      “This town needs a leader. I will give it that leadership.” The Confessor almost sounded more like he was running for office rather than drug lord of the year.

      “Well, where are you getting your stash, dude? Because you’re being played. If you want to make this city safer, this ain’t going to do it.  You’re just getting people strung out on a new drug that will turn them into monsters.”

      So the interesting thing is, he didn’t call me an idiot. If he didn’t believe his supplier was capable of mind-warping everyone, he would have just blown off what I was saying. Instead, he was serious.

      “Do you have proof?” The compulsion hit me.

      “Nothing I can show you, but it happened at the hospital in the Kages!” The compulsion made me scream everything, even though I was happy to answer him.

      I think he would have hit me with a follow up, but the woman in white ran around the corner, the tall guy right behind her.

      The tall guy’s suit was in shreds. Some of the destruction was from Flare’s burns, but some came from the iron chunks that grew out of his skin.

      Now that I was this close, I recognized him. Iron. He was one of the first supers I’d fought solo. Well, for about half a minute until Flare came by and saved my ass. He was strong and impervious to anything I had in my bag of tricks.

      And he remembered me.

      He saw me and sneered. “You took something from me.”

      I did? Oh yeah, his kitchen knife. He was going to stab the homeless guy with it. “I can get that for you. Just need ten minutes. I’ll be right back.”

      Iron winded up to smash my head like he was playing Tee ball.

      I couldn’t move at all.

      Then the Confessor let me go and I rolled out of the way.

      He stood behind Iron. “We don’t have time for this,” he snapped. “Transcendence, a gate please.”

      The woman in white nodded and a smaller distortion opened right behind the Confessor.  Both Transcendence and the Confessor stepped through the distortion and into the same warehouse that they’d been unloading the crates from when we’d arrived.

      Iron did not look like he was going to cooperate. “We got plenty of time.” He lunged for me, but a gate opened up in front of him and his momentum carried him through it. I heard something clunking into something else, but the sound came from the gate Transcendence and the Confessor were still standing in.

      “I will look into your accusations.” The Confessor removed a flip phone from his pocket and tossed it to me. “I will be in touch.”

      Should I have tried to jump through the gate? I almost did, until I heard a vocally modulated scream over the sounds of a fight. Butterfly or Flare was in trouble.

      I picked the phone out of the air and let the gate close. Let's be real, there was no way I could handle Iron on my own, and I doubt Transcendence or the Confessor would save my bacon while I was crashing their party.  I rounded the corner and dove back into the main show.
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      It was a wreck.

      Homunculus and Osprey were still at it. Osprey had taken some cuts here and there, but Homunculus looked much the worse for wear. She was more twisted and larger, her tail had a scimitar-like spike, and her arms were cords of veiny muscles.  She wasn’t using one of her arms. It looked broken and bent at the wrong angle. Her face no longer looked human, closer to some prehistoric beast.

      All the vanillas had either fled the scene or were no longer moving. Crates of green glowing pebbles were broken and scattered all over the floor.  I hoped just having contact with the stuff wouldn’t make us susceptible when the crazy juice hit.

      Chadwick was laying in a heap with a Flare energy burn on his chest.  I assumed he was still alive. Flare had good control and knew how hard to hit an unprotected normal.

      I scanned the area for Flare or Butterfly, but didn’t see either.

      A stream of slices shot out, and I spotted Peregrine dodging them in the air. He was trying to get close enough to take out Slicer, but was barely able to keep from getting shredded.

      My instinct was to help Peregrine. If I could get close enough to Slicer to distract him, Peregrine could put his lights out in a second.  Nice thing about Slicer, he wasn’t that tough if you could lay a hand on him.

      Then I saw something worse -- a glowing yellow ball very, very small. I recognized Shell’s power from when he’d had me in a ball like that.  The ball was glowing green. Did he have Flare in there?

      Shell was on the other side of the warehouse. I didn’t have any cover between him and me. Running for him would take me right into Slicer’s field of fire. I looked up. The balcony I’d originally come in on went all around the room. I climbed up, flipped myself onto the balcony, and ran the length, trying to keep down.  Now that the gunfire had stopped, the only sounds were Homunculus’ weird cry and Slicer’s energy blast.  Hopefully enough noise to cover my steps.

      I risked a quick peek when I approached Shell’s original location.  He’d moved back a little, now under the ledge. Was he taking  cover from Peregrine, or me? If I didn’t tag him before he saw me, I’d end up in one of those balls.

      I jumped, slid, and popped up right in his face. I connected between his eyes and then just kept the pressure going.

      The yellow ball exploded in green fire. Flare tried to get up, but collapsed onto her back.

      Not good. If Slicer realized she was free but vulnerable, he might risk a cascade of slices in our direction.  I dropped one more crack to Shell’s head, ran the few feet to Flare, grabbed her by the heels, and pulled her around some crates.

      Peregrine and Slicer were keeping each other busy, seemingly unaware of our little fisticuffs yet.

      “Flare?” I shook her.

      “Check to see if she’s breathing,” Jackal told me.

      He was right, I should have done that first. I put my ear as close to her vocal modulator as I could and placed one hand on her chest. I mean, not on her chest chest. Just right above, close to the neck. Oh, forget it. I wasn’t copping a feel.

      “Get your hand off my chest,” she whispered.

      It wasn’t on her chest!

      “Dude, that is not cool,” Jackal told me.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “No, exhausted. Just need a minute.”

      “The rest of your team doesn’t have a minute. You’ve got to get in the fight, Romeo,” Jackal said.

      “I didn’t touch… oh, never mind.” But he was right. Shell was breathing fine, but not moving.  I would have loved to have thrown a bag over his head and tied him up, but I’d already used all the supplies that Raptor had given me to keep in my suit. The supply issues were going to be a bigger and bigger problem if I continued to do this.

      I took a peek over the crates. Peregrine was not getting any closer to Slicer, who was forcing him back behind the concrete post on the second floor.

      I couldn’t take Slicer by myself, not this far away. “I don’t suppose Pixel might be around?”

      “Are you asking me?” Jackal asked. “How would I know?” “Yeah, how?” Her showing up last time to save my bacon had seemed like a little more than a coincidence. I was starting to think Jackal had lined it up for me. But I couldn’t count on it. And if it was true, and he was able to bring in a super at a moment’s notice, that was scary in and of itself.

      I risked another look at Slicer. He was closer to getting an angle on Peregrine’s hiding place.

      “Is anyone on the line?” I tried the party line.

      “Butterfly.” Her voice was timid, not the confidence and detached robot-voice of her power.

      “Peregrine?” I asked.

      He didn’t respond. Moron. “Okay, Fly. Slicer is about to get an angle on Peregrine while he’s catching his breath. We need a distraction or Peregrine is toast. I can’t get to him without getting ripped to shreds. I need Slicer looking the other direction for a five count.”

      “Tell me when.” Butterfly tried to sound less timid.

      “Are you up for this?” As far as I knew, this was the first time she’d been in the field since our fight with Clockwork.

      “Tell me when,” she repeated, but not in a way that made me feel any better.

      “You’ve got to power up.” That’s the only way she’d make it out alive from the full attention of Slicer.

      “Tell me when.” Now she was just getting pissed.

      “On three.” I counted off and hit three when Slicer was as close to me as he was going to get before he had a clear shot at Peregrine.

      An iron ball bearing dropped from the floor and got right under Slicer’s foot as he was running to get into position.

      Two more ball bearings followed, hitting Slicer in the shoulder and knee.

      The parahuman howled in pain and looked where they’d come from.

      I broke cover and sprinted toward him.

      Butterfly was up on the balcony, crouched behind a load-bearing column kitty-corner to us.

      Slicer fired a wide stream of slices.

      If she’d been using her power, she could have avoided every individual spinning razor. Instead, she tried to dodge behind the column. Her movements were very much those of a normal teenage girl, not the robotically efficient movements of a cognit when she’s using her power.

      The razors sliced into her and her body spun, just like the cop’s. My memory transposed the twisting motion of Damon Wilson as he’d dropped behind his squad car. Butterfly did the same thing behind the banister of the balcony.

      Someone was yelling “No!” and I realized it was me.

      I shouldn’t have yelled. I should have just attacked. I’d almost wasted the distraction that had cost Butterfly her life.

      “No!” Now that it didn’t matter.

      “What’s going on?” Jackal asked.

      I didn’t have the bandwidth to answer even if I’d wanted to.

      Slicer realized I’d broken cover and turned to disembowel me, letting the golden circles spring from his fingers.

      I slowed time. Sometimes I try to do that, and sometimes I don’t.  It doesn’t really slow time, it just speeds up my processing speed so I can see what’s happening.  I don’t get to move any faster, but it seems like I have more time to pick my movements.

      I dropped to my knees, then pressed my back to the ground and let my momentum carry me on a slide. The spinning killers passed over me with just inches to spare and my slide got me close enough to Slicer.

      I sprang up and delivered a merciless shot right to his junk. That was the best use of my time slow thing. I got to see his face move from anger and malice, to surprise that he’d missed, to the horror of what was coming, and finally to the realization that what had happened was so much worse than he’d thought.

      “You killed her!” Time went back to normal, but that didn’t save him. As he buckled over from the pain, I caught him with an uppercut to his chin and sent him crashing to the ground as I stood.

      “Raven! What’s going on?” Jackal screamed in my head. Or maybe he talked normally but everything in my head was screaming.

      “He killed her! He killed Butterfly!”

      This would have been a good time to make sure Osprey was actually winning the fight with Homunculus. But I didn’t even think about it. I couldn’t.

      I landed on top of Slicer. I remember how angry his suit made me.  It was perfect. Even with all the fighting it didn’t even have a wrinkle and looked like it was worth more than my mom’s house. How dare he… I don’t know what, but it infuriated me. Like killing the cop and now Butterfly hadn’t even cost him his best-dressed status. I know that’s stupid -- as I’m saying it now it doesn’t make any sense -- but I hit him. I hit him again, and again. Now there was blood on his suit at least.

      “Raven, what are you doing?” Jackal’s voice pounded in my head.

      “He’s a monster. He kills and kills and nobody stops him. He killed the cop, he killed Butterfly, because I didn’t stop him.” I kept hitting him. “I’m going to stop him now.”

      “Say it like it is. You’re going to kill him,” Jackal said.

      For some reason, that froze my fist in midair. “He deserves it.”

      “He does.” That was Osprey. He walked over to me and dropped Homunculus’ limp form right in front of me. “Do it. If you care about Butterfly, just do it.”

      I don’t think Slicer was conscious enough to understand what was happening, but he coughed up blood in a spray that splashed me.

      “And a little water will cleanse you of this deed.” Jackal’s voice didn’t pound anymore.

      “What?” That sounded familiar, like something I’d just read.

      “I said, kill him,” Osprey said. “I’ll do it if you don’t have the balls to give him justice.”

      “Is this justice?” Jackal asked.

      “You’re talking to me about justice?” I yelled at Jackal. “You’re the Jackal. You killed people, people less deserving than this piece of trash!”

      “Who are you talking to?”

      Later, as I played this moment back in my head, I can hear the sudden temperature drop in Osprey’s voice. But at the time, it was all about me and murdering a man in a bloody suit.

      “He’s talking to me.” Jackal went full audible. “Jackal. And I did choose who lived and who died. I killed people. Some had it coming, and some were just in my way.”

      “Like Hawk,” Osprey said through grinding teeth.

      Jackal had told me he hadn’t pulled the trigger, but it was his responsibility. “Like Hawk,” he agreed.

      “Then what do you have to say about Slicer?” I asked.

      “Kill him, don’t kill him. I’m not going to lose sleep over it. If I was where you are now, he’d already be dead,” Jackal said to everyone.

      “Well?” I closed my fist.

      “Do you want to be like me?” Jackal’s question was casual. Do you want cream in your coffee level of casual, but that was the biggest kick to the gut I’d gotten all month.

      I didn’t want to be like Jackal, I didn’t want to be like Osprey. I didn’t even know what it meant to be like Raptor. It seemed everything he’d done had three meanings and four of them were lies. It was time. I had to choose who I wanted to be. What I wanted to be like.

      It wasn’t this.

      I stood. I wasn’t gentle. I got off him and kicked him in the stomach, but not hard. Well, not that hard.

      Homunculus stirred and rolled to one side. The twisted monstrosity had faded quickly into a woman in her early twenties with a tail and deep frown lines.

      “She’s a tough one. I thought I’d already dealt with her.” Osprey raised his foot.

      “Stop!” I yelled, but more importantly, so did Flare. And everything took on a green hue as fire danced around her hand. “One more move and we’re calling you stumpy.”

      Osprey did not make another move. He backed off. “Fine. You idiot white hats. The next widows these people make, you should go to them and explain why you’re feeling good about yourselves was more important than the lives of their husbands and their childrens’ fathers.”

      “We are the Guard,” she said. “That isn’t what we do.”

      Osprey’s body language indicated he wanted to say more, but he didn’t.

      “Help me!” Peregrine yelled.

      We all looked at him. He was on the balcony, kneeling over Butterfly.

      I swear, I’d seen her die, but maybe? My heart climbed in my chest. I ran up the wall and flipped myself over the banister. Flare and Osprey only beat me by a heart beat.

      Peregrine had his hands pressed over deep cuts to slow the bleeding. “We need to get her to a hospital.”

      It was true, but we didn’t like it. If she lived, she would go to prison. SSA would be all over her, and through her, they might be able to find us. She was a cognit. Who knew what she might have uncovered about each of us.

      “No.” Her voice was faint, but insistent.

      “We don’t have a choice,” Flare said. “Peregrine, you’re the fastest.”

      “Hospitals will be a mess,” Jackal said. “Take her to Grandend and 123rd. There’s a guy there. He will be discreet.”

      Grandend and 123rd was a lot closer than a hospital, but a criminal doctor knowing Butterfly’s ID seemed even worse.

      “You’ll need to stay with her and make sure he doesn’t remove her mask, but it’s the best bet,” Jackal said.

      “A patch guy will need money,” Flare said.

      “I’ll meet you with money,” Osprey said.

      “Fly, what do you want?” I asked.

      No response.

      “Fly?”

      She was unconscious.

      I turned to Peregrine.  “Do it!  Go! I’ll be right behind you.”

      He picked her up. He’d already pressed white gauze on the worst of the cuts. The gauze had turned  bloody and moving her body made it worse.

      Flare sent a pulse through a skylight and Peregrine disappeared with Butterfly in his arms.

      Osprey was next out the door and Flare followed.

      It would take me fifteen minutes to reach Grandend and 123rd, so I dropped back to the floor and found the nearest unconscious thug.  I grabbed his phone, and when I was a couple blocks away, I called the SSA hotline, reporting the fight and the presence of Slicer and his crew at that address.

      My voice was distorted, so I assume they realized it was one of the Guard. I tossed the phone on the bed of a passing truck.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Jackal walked me through how to get into the mob hospital. The guy at the door saw me and opened the door to let me in. The hallway was  poorly lit the place looked like a cellar full of crap people didn’t need after a flood had destroyed their dude ranch.

      An old woman was scrubbing the floor. She looked up at me, stopped her scrubbing and pointed to the left, then went back to her work -- mopping up Butterfly’s blood.

      

      I hadn’t even realized the tunnel went that direction. I made sure not to knock over any of the crates of pinball parts and pushed open a door that stuck a little.

      “This is a hospital?” I whispered to Jackal.

      “No, but he’s the best doctor in the area. Plus, he has a few parahuman tricks up his sleeve.” Jackal seemed a little tense. “That being said, he’s not a friend. Not an enemy, but Morries is for himself first.”

      I don’t think he liked bringing us here. Maybe he didn’t want us coming to a dangerous place, or maybe he didn’t want to burn any contacts. But he’d done it anyway. That meant… something.

      The hallway ended in darkness, but I pushed on the wall and it moved easily.  White light poured through from a small operating room.  It actually looked clean, except for some smudges of fresh blood.  The walls were tiled, but also draped in a clear plastic, and a tarp was on the floor.  The beep of medical instruments was faint, and Butterfly was on an operating table.

      “Is she going to be alright?” That was Peregrine. I would recognize his voice modulation anywhere.

      A bag marked O negative was plugged into her vein as well as a clear bag.  She wasn’t moving.

      Flare was looking over the doctor’s shoulder.

      He had a mask on, partly standard issue medical like I’ve seen in all the medical dramas, but also partly identity protection.   He was short, wide, and working quickly.

      There was a nurse in the room as well. She was either a child or a very short adult. Her hair was long and dark, and she wore the same type of mask as the doctor.

      That’s when I noticed all the blood covering the doctor’s smock and Peregrine.

      That couldn’t be good.

      Flare and Peregrine turned to me when the door slapped shut behind me.

      “This is your fault!” Peregrine pointed a finger at me and took the few steps to get right in my face.

      “My fault? We were trying to save your ass!” I didn’t back down in the least. “You’d gotten pinned by Slicer and in a second he would have ended you.”

      “You’re the reason we had to worry about Slicer in the first place,” he shot back.

      “Why? Because I didn’t kill him like you and your new buddy would have? Is that  your plan? Just kill all the people you don’t like? That won’t leave much of the city.”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “First Sly, then the other guy.” Yeah, in the heat of the moment I forgot the other guy’s name. If any of the other guy’s loved ones are reading this, I apologize.

      “What?” He actually seemed confused.

      “And then there’s all the people who worked for him. How well do you vet your mass murderers? I mean, is there a level that you decide they need to reach before you kill them, or is it good enough that they’re standing next to someone who you heard from a guy who said he might be bad?”

      “Raven.” Jackal spoke just to me. “Perhaps this isn’t the room to air all our laundry.”

      He was right. “Fine, we can talk about this later.”

      “That would be appreciated,” Morries said. He dropped his tools in a metal tub of water on a tray and stood back.

      “Is she going to be alright?” Flare asked.

      “No, she’s going to die,” Morries said.

      That got us all looking in the same direction.

      “What?” Peregrine asked.

      “She needs something, something expensive. And I have not seen any money yet.” Morries scanned us, looking for who was in charge.

      Peregrine moved forward, but I held him back. “Let’s not hurt or piss off the only person who can save Butterfly.”

      He pushed against my grip, but just to get my hands off him.

      I let him go, but kept an eye on him. “The money is coming.” Probably. If Osprey was legit. “You get nothing if she dies.”

      The doctor nodded. “It may surprise you, but I have done this before. I do jobs on credit, but your credit's no good, especially now. You’re the Guard, but you’ve turned a lot more violent. I will not put myself out there for no chance of reimbursement.”

      “You know the Guard has money.” I didn’t know if he knew anything of the sort.

      “Raptor has money, but I don’t see Raptor here.” Morries looked around.

      “Morries,” Jackal said in surround sound.

      I pulled the idol out.

      “You know my credit’s good.”

      I think he was shocked. I know I was. Jackal had just publicly announced to someone  he did not trust that he was working with us. That could be dangerous to him.

      “Well, well, Jackal.” Morries made a clicking noise.

      “You owe me,” Jackal said. “Do it.”

      Morries spread his arms expansively. “If this is how you want to cash in your chit.”

      “Do it.”

      “Madam K, please.” Morries gestured to his nurse.

      She set down the instruments she’d been cleaning and approached Butterfly. “This will hurt and be dramatic.” Her voice did not sound young and she had an European accent. “If you touch her or me, the process will not work.”

      “Do what she says,” Jackal warned. “We only get one shot at this.”

      Morries nodded.

      Madam K, if that was indeed her name, started to sway and bounce a little on the balls of her feet. Then she slammed both hands on Butterfly’s temples. “She is so weak, we may be too late.”

      Butterfly arched as if electrocuted and Madam K did as well.

      Light started to crackle, first from Madame K’s eyes, then her hands where they touched Butterfly. The light got brighter and brighter, then snaked around Butterfly’s wound. Those lights exploded in light of their own, becoming little fountains.

      Butterfly started to hover over the operating table, only moored by Madame K’s grip, or she would have started floating around the room.

      While the show was going on, Morries removed his operating togs and gloves and dumped them in a plastic dumper like the scene we were witnessing was just another day at the office. After he’d removed his bloody smock, he pulled a couple of energy drinks from a mini-fridge.

      The light went out and Butterfly bounced off the operating table.

      Madam K stumbled back. I think she swore, but in a language I didn’t recognize.

      Morries cracked the safety seal on the energy drink and handed it to Madam K.

      She turned from us, lifted her mask, and downed the contents.

      The marks that Morries had patched up were now pink lines. Even the stitching was gone.

      “Well?” I asked.

      Morries checked Butterfly’s pulse and got out his stethoscope. “She needs rest, and a lot of fluid. But she’ll be fine.” He seemed to be smiling. “I so much prefer giving good news.”

      The flap door opened and Osprey entered. He plopped a duffel bag in front of the doctor.

      The doctor bent and opened the bag. “Well, this is unnecessary. Jackal has already arranged payment.”

      The name Jackal got Osprey’s attention. He spotted the statue in my hand.

      “Keep it,” Osprey said. “For the next time any of us need your services.”

      When did he get to use the term “us”? We are not an us. We are a few of us and definitely them.

      Morries shrugged and picked up the duffel. “Then it is a pleasure doing business.”  He made a shooing motion. “This is not a long-term care. I do need to clean up this place for other clients.”

      Flare, being the only one not covered in blood, helped Butterfly stand.

      Her uniform was in tatters and she wobbled a little.

      Madam K was halfway through the second energy drink, but she retrieved a too large sweater and matching sweatpants. Flare took them and helped Butterfly dress.

      I led the way out the way we’d come and into the back alley.

      “This was a disaster,” Osprey said.

      “Not enough people dead for you?” No one called me a diplomat.

      Osprey whirled on me. “The only reason your friend ended up on the operating table was because of your white hat bull--”

      “No.” Butterfly’s voice was weak, but steady. “The reason that Slicer was there at all was because a lot of Earl Chadwick’s competitors were ending up dead. He was forced to hire more protection.” The effort of talking drained a little juice and she leaned more onto Flare.

      Yeah, what she said.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Flare said. “We need to get you off the street.”

      We didn’t have a base anymore, not really.

      “The Alpha site,” Peregrine said.

      “Sorry, she was talking to we,” I said. “Psycho killers and accomplices need not apply.”

      “Raven!” Flare snapped. “Alpha site it is.”

      “I’ll meet you there.” I had to go hide the direct line to the psycho killer in my pocket. Boy, moral high ground is uneven and shifty.

      Flare nodded. An aura went around her and Butterfly and they rose into the sky.

      Leaving just me with team nut bar.

      “You’re not welcome at the Alpha site,” I said, just to be a dick.

      “So Jackal, can you hear me?” Osprey asked.

      I’d stowed the statue already, hoping a little out-of-sight would also be out-of-mind.

      “I can hear you,” Jackal said at full volume.

      Osprey walked toward me. “You’ve got this white hat all twisted up, working for you.”

      I didn’t back down. There was no way I could out fight both of them, and there was no way I was outrunning Peregrine. So my back was against the wall. I actually started running the numbers. I had to strike first and strike hard. If I handed them the initiative, they would hand me my ass.

      “Do you know what he did? What he has done?” Osprey asked me.

      “Yep.” First I’d have to go for his neck, then for Peregrine. If I could take Peregrine down I could try and outrun Osprey. It wouldn’t be a given, Osprey was fast. But I knew this area like the back of my hand.

      “And you call me a killer.” Osprey’s voice was low and dangerous.

      “At least he’s in prison, where you belong.”

      “Prison,” Osprey repeated. “That won’t keep you safe, Jackal. I have a few things I’m going to take care of, then I’m coming for you.”

      “Oh, my pretty little birdy.” Jackal’s voice was honey. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      Osprey pulled away from me. “Peregrine, we have to salvage something out of tonight.”

      Peregrine didn’t look like he’d been paying attention to the conversation, but he snapped to attention when the boss spoke. He took to the air, and Osprey held up his hand. Peregrine swooped down and grabbed him.

      Now I was alone.

      “I don’t know, do you think we could patch things up?” Jackal asked.

      Okay, not exactly alone.

      I went back to the Alpha base via the place where I hide Jackal’s statue.

      “You know, Raven,” Jackal said when I was slipping the idol into a bag.

      “What?”

      “You did the right thing with Slicer.”

      “I almost didn’t.” There had been murder in my heart. I’d watched Butterfly die right in front of me. It hadn’t even occurred to me that she’d lived through that volly by Slicer.  Maybe he’d been getting tired, or maybe she’d been just out of range, or maybe she’d used enough of her cognit ability to angle her body to survive. “I almost killed him. If it wasn’t for you, I would have killed him.” That was hard to say.

      “You give me too much credit. You didn’t kill him because you’d chosen who you were going to be a long time ago.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that. I didn’t know if he was right. I’d been so close to killing Slicer. It had been a coin flip. “Good night, Jackal.”  I dropped the idol in the bag.
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      I hadn’t been to the Alpha site recently, but I was right. Ballista and Flare had been using it to train.

      Even though it had been abandoned for a week, the place  looked more worn, with a few new holes in the training room floor. Ballista’s energy ball shaped holes.

      Flare came out of the bunk room and shut the door. She seemed surprised to see me and jumped a little, an aura flashing around her arms for just a second.

      I apologized for spooking her. “Is she okay?”

      She shook her head. “She’s pretty shook up. Not just the dying. She takes some responsibility for all those drug dealers being dead, too. She tracked them down for Peregrine.”

      One more reason Peregrine was a tool. “She had no idea what he was going to do with that information.”

      “I don’t think Peregrine did, either.”

      “Then he’s an idiot.” What did he think Osprey would do with that information?

      “No argument here.” She sighed, clearly exhausted. “She doesn’t look it,” she used her thumb over her shoulder to indicate Butterfly, “but she’s heavy. I don’t think I could have carried her much farther.”

      I knew Butterfly would probably tax the limits of Flare’s flight ability. She’d never offered me a ride.

      “So what are we going to do about Peregrine? We need to talk to him before he does something stupid.” Flare leaned against the wall and folded her arms.

      “Really, the moron is so low on my priority list right now he’s going to have to take care of himself. I have an apocalypse to stop.” And just how was I supposed to do that? I would have to find the Worm, but he was far better at hiding than I was at seeking. Jackal had said he’d look into it, but how could he find him from inside prison? Although that’s how I’d found him the first time.

      Flare stood up and put a hand on my shoulder., “Wait, that zombie stuff? You’re telling the truth? You actually think there’s going to be a zombie apocalypse?”

      “I said so, didn’t I?”

      “You say all kinds of stupid stuff.”

      Fair point.

      It kind of surprised me that she didn’t know already. I mean, why hadn’t Tor filled her in? But I couldn’t say that. I couldn’t even say how I knew. “I heard it from some SSA I was spying on.”

      “You spy on SSA?” Her voice sounded like she’d just delivered exhibit one for the “he says stupid stuff, Your Honor” case.

      “Yeah, kinda. It doesn’t matter. At Mercy General today, there was an incident and I’m afraid it’s just the start of many.”

      “Mercy General?” She’d started to put pieces in place. Her boyfriend and the new kid had been at that hospital.

      “It has something to do with Stardust,” I said. “Stardust and a yellow gas.”

      “I... I have to go 511.”

      A five-eleven was the code we used when we had to deal with real life when we were on patrol.

      She looked a little lost. There weren’t a lot of places to go in the Alpha base to have a private conversation.

      I moved so I was no longer blocking the training room.

      She nodded and hurried past me.

      Now I was a little lost. I had to get back out there and find the Worm or the Legacy. But Jackal didn’t have any information for me to use now that our one lead had burned up.

      So I wandered into the main conference room because it had chairs. The room was seventy percent the size of the entire base, but was the same size as the meeting room in the Gamma base. Man, I missed the Clubhouse. Stupid villains and blowing it up and stuff.

      As I entered the room a “ding” sounded. The microwave. Ballista removed a noodle cup and shut the door.

      “Ballista?” I’d almost said David because he wasn’t wearing his mask. But that would have been okay since he’d told me his name the first time I’d seen him without his mask. He just didn’t know what I looked like or my name. Or that we now went to the same school. Oh, this double life stuff was a pain in the ass.

      “Raven.” He was dressed in his uniform, dark purple and light purple. His mask sat on the conference table alongside a lunchbox.  He hadn’t brought a lunchbox with him on the drive to the Kages forever and a day ago, so it must have been here already. He looked guilty, like he was going to lunge for his mask. It was against regs to be in a common space without a mask.

      I held up my hand. “Finish your dinner.” Then I had to pretend that I didn’t know Flare was his adopted sister. “But Flare’s here. Does she know your face?”

      His shoulders sunk a little. “Yeah, she knows. Sorry, man.” He removed his cup of noodles.

      Boy, did that look good. I hadn’t eaten anything since lunch and my stomach grumbled.  But it’s tough to eat in a mask.

      His shoulders deflated a little more. “She's not going to be pumped I’m still here. I was supposed to go home.”  He took a seat at the conference table with his noodles and a can of soda.

      I sat and put my feet up on the table across from him. “Why are you here?”

      “I wanted to practice more.” He slurped up some noodles, then waved a hand in front of his mouth and sucked in air when he realized they were too hot.

      “And what you wanted to practice wasn’t what Flare wanted you to practice?”

      He shrugged. I thought that was all I was going to get out of him, but he continued. “She wants me to control small things and dissipate the energy.”

      “Not blow the hell out of things.”

      “I should know how to do both.” He picked up the argument he’d had with Flare in mid-anger.

      I raised my hands. “I’m on your side here, B.”

      He settled down and tried another spoonful of noodles. “It’s just been worse since we found out what Red Knight was.”

      “It” was probably his relationship with Jasmin.

      “She keeps talking about quitting and hiding our powers.”

      “It isn’t a bad plan.” Isn’t that what I had chosen to do?

      “But we were given these gifts. Shouldn’t we use them to help people?”

      He didn’t sound all fried and psychotic. That was good. That was very good. “It's not that simple.”

      “I just feel every time I choose to hide, to play it safe, I’m becoming someone who hides, instead of someone like you,” he said around another bite.

      “Like me?”

      “Yeah. I mean, you lost your mentor like Flare and me. But you haven’t given up. You’re still out there doing what the Guard should do. Just because things are bad you don’t want to give up.”

      “Oh, Ballista. I want to give up every day. I keep trying to give up.” I didn’t want to say that, but it was the truth.

      “Yeah, right.”

      Fine, I wasn’t going to convince him that I was a cheap imitation of the Guard who’d set up this base. “Okay, show me what you can do.”

      He looked up from his noodles. “What?”

      “You’ve been practicing control. Red Knight was evil, but he seemed like a hell of a coach.” While Red Knight had been pretending to be a good guy, he’d taken an interest in getting Ballista up to speed. Probably in an effort to exploit Ballista’s powers for some horrible endgame, but how much damage could he do in like three days?

      Ballista put down his spoon. “Okay.” He limbered up his shoulders.

      “Mask.” Best to keep in practice. Mask on, power okay, but no mask, no powers. I’m sure that’s why Jasmin doesn’t glow every time she gets pissed.

      Ballista nodded and put his helmet on. “Right.” His vocal distortion kicked in and he sounded more like the Ballista I knew. “Okay.”

      He opened his palms and two spheres appeared in each of them.

      I’d never seen him manifest two at the same time. That was pretty cool. Also, he seemed okay for them to be just sitting there in his hands.  A month ago they would have jetted off and exploded, either into a puff of harmless nothingness or by blowing a Volkswagen-sized hole in concrete. You didn’t know which you were going to get.

      The spheres of energy raised from his hands, but just hovering, like glowing and dangerous soap bubbles.

      I clapped. “Nice.”

      “For my next act.” He was concentrating and focused. The soap bubbles drifted towards each other until they touched and then they became one big bubble.

      “Ah.” Could that end all life as we know it?

      “And for the grand finale.” He twitched his wrists and the bubble split into dozens of pebble-sized bubbles that shot out, popping the second they touched anything solid. It was like a micro firework in the council room.

      None of the small explosions did any damage and the ones that touched me I didn’t even feel.

      “Wow.” That was a huge improvement over just last week. “You’re learning fast.”

      For a second he stood a little taller. Then his shoulders slumped. “I’m learning how to do a light show. It takes a lot of focus and control, but it isn’t really useful.”

      “You think Flare’s light show isn’t useful?” I said. “Her blinding attack has saved my bacon more than once.”

      “Yeah, I suppose.” I think his wheels started spinning. “If I focus a little more on it.” A new sphere appeared, shot up about a foot, and popped in a white light.

      If I hadn’t had my helmet with my eye shields, I would have been seeing spots.

      “Oops.” Ballista waved his hand like he’d picked up something hot. “First I think it, then it just happens.” He didn’t seem very apologetic. He’d just found a tactical use for his parlor trick.

      My work here was done.

      “Could you train me to fight?” Ballista asked.

      “Ah, well.” My powers actually make me the worst teacher. I don’t have to go through the trouble of practicing stuff. If I’m shown a skill a couple times, I’m ready to go. “I’m not a good teacher. But I’ll do what I can.” Not sure how that would happen, or if that would fly with Flare.

      A phone started ringing.

      “That yours?”

      Oh, crap. I’d brought a phone that a villain had given me into our secretish base. You moron. Here I was giving crap to the kid about putting his mask on. At least it looked like  a burner phone.   And it wasn’t like this place was secure, anyway.

      I fished it out of my belt pouch. “Super villain on line one.” I held a finger to where my lips would be if I wasn’t wearing a mask. “Hello?” I always feel like I should have a better way to start these kinds of conversations. Like something cool, but instead I just say hello. I guess it’s better than “What’s up?” or “Yo.”

      “Raven.” It was the Confessor’s voice. “It seems you are correct.” And he was not happy. “I have been used. The person I was able to track down and get a confession out of confirmed what you said. He didn’t know why they were doing it, but Stardust is the first ingredient. It primes part of the brain, then Perdition is added. The Perdition triggers prepared brains. Drives them crazy.”

      Okay, Perdition seemed as good a name for the yellow gas as anything. “Are the effects permanent?” I had no idea what was going on with Isaiah.

      “I don’t think they’ve done too much long term testing.”

      So now what? He believed me. “What are you going to do about it?”

      “Me? Nothing. I’m not the hero type. That’s your job. But I do know where a shipment is coming in. At the docks, tonight, in mere hours.” He rattled off the cargo area. I didn’t know what the numbers meant, but I wrote them down on a pad sitting on the conference table.

      “So tell the SSA.” That’s what my next call would be.

      “Well, that’s an issue. The gentleman I got my confession from was an SSA operative,” the Confessor said. “Very curious. I don’t think you can trust them. Not all of them at least. If another shipment of Stardust hits the city with a large quantity of Perdition… well, it’s a matter of time. Good luck. I like your chances. You seem to have gumption.” The line went dead.

      I ripped out the battery and plopped both parts in the noodle soup.

      “Hey!” Ballista reached out for his soup.

      “Flare!” I yelled. We had to get the band back together. I had no idea what we were going to do, but we were it. The Confessor could be wrong about the SSA, but he could be right, and the stakes were too high.
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      “What is this guy doing here!” It wasn’t really a question, and I yelled it into Osprey’s face.

      We’d all met a little way over from the actual address. It took me the longest to get there, like always. It was a quarter to midnight. God knows where Dad thought I was.

      And where was I? On top of a stack of shipping containers down by the docks in the presence of Flare, Peregrine, and Osprey. I had a question about that. “Seriously, why is this butt nugget here?”

      He didn’t back down. “Why are you here?” he shot back.

      “This is the only lead I have to stop a zombie apocalypse!” Okay, I know there’s some armchair righteous indignationing going on here, but you try pulling that sentence off.

      “You moron.” Osprey shook his head like I was the stupidest person he’d ever seen.

      I think he’s a complete psychotic tool, but I can’t blame him. Again, you try pulling off the apocalypse sentence. “It’s true.”

      “Something happened at the hospital tonight,” Flare said. “They aren’t really zombies.”

      “No kidding,” Osprey and I said simultaneously. But I said it with irony. He was still in “moron” mode.

      “But all the people who’d used Stardust lost their minds and tried to kill everyone else,” I said. “And it happened after the Worm sprayed them with yellow gas.”

      “The Worm?” Now it was Flare’s and Osprey’s turn to do the unison thing.

      “It could have been the Worm.” I shouldn’t know  it was the Worm. “I mean, the description I heard made me think the Worm. I guess I don’t know if it was the Worm.” Crap. This double life thing sucks.

      “The Worm doesn’t make sense,” Peregrine said. “I thought he worked for Caesar. How would he get to the point of controlling a new street drug?”

      Normally Peregrine is the one I’m arguing with, so his calm voice of wisdom threw  me. “How do I know? Who cares? Sorry I mentioned the Worm.” So very, very sorry. “The main point is, why is this psycho killer here? We have to figure out how to stop a load of drugs and gas from hitting the streets, not slaughter a bunch of defenseless vanillas. If that was the case, I’d have him on speed dial.”

      I thought Osprey was going to hit me. “They weren’t defenseless. They all had guns, and they were drug-dealing pimp scum.”

      “You asshole, guns are not a defense against a super who’s bulletproof.” I had to break that down. “And you were not trying to defend--”

      “I was trying to finish what the Guard started,” Osprey cut in. “Making the city safer.”

      “Do you think the criminals of this town will wake up and decide to go into the food service industry instead?” Now who’s the moron? “They’re going to get bigger and badder weapons and supers. You’re not making anyone safe, you’re just speeding up the arms race.”

      “Better than what you did, keep letting them go until your team member winds up dead.” Osprey slashed a thumb in the general direction of the Kages.

      I was about to skewer him with my wit and cunning, but Peregrine saved him.

      “There’s something going on.” Peregrine had the super hearing and vision thing. He turned his head in the direction of address the Confessor had given me.

      “Check it out,” Flare prodded.

      Peregrine took to the air, vanishing into the dark.

      “Keep out of sight,” Flare ordered, taking charge of the situation.

      I lifted my hand  to ask the question again. No one had told me why Osprey was standing in front of me.

      “Because we need his help,” Flare answered before I said anything. “Butterfly is out, and there’s no one else.”

      No one besides a one-person prepubescent demolish and light show. But I didn’t really want to put Ballista in the field. I’d almost lost him once already when Silhouette grabbed him.

      “Peregrine said you had a lead on the Stardust,” Osprey said. “That’s why I’m here. If this brings me back to the Confessor, the Confessor will lead me back to the serial killer.”

      “Serial killer?” Flare asked. There was an edge to her voice that I might not have caught if I wasn’t accustomed to the vocal distortion.

      “He’s been killing blond women in the Kages for a decade.” Osprey was still looking at me, though I wasn’t the dangerous person on the roof.  We both knew I could do little more than survive vs Osprey.  “Orion was hunting him when I was an apprentice.”

      “Orion…” Flare’s voice trailed off. “The guy who killed… Shannon Paris.” I suspect she was about to say “Mom”.

      “That was one of his early victims. Then he disappeared for about five years, and now he’s back at it.”  Osprey was oblivious to the wreckage he’d just caused.

      “Not saying we ignore the serial killer.” I wanted Flare to understand that I was on her side, without revealing that I knew who Shannon Paris was to her. “But we’ve got to stop--”

      “Zombie apoclolypse.” Flare nodded. “That is the mission. Everything else is secondary. If Orion couldn’t find him, and he looked for years, then we aren’t going to do it tonight.”

      Wow, what do you say to that, without being able to say anything to it? She was all about the job, and not even her mother’s killer was going to distract her. It had happened  years ago, but still, I don’t know if I would care about Worm and all the Legacy’s yellow gas if the person who’d killed my sister  was out there.

      “Raven’s intel looks good.” Peregrine’s voice came over the radio. “An SSA truck just pulled up. They’re taking a shipment of something, and a lot of it.”

      “For all we know this is a trap,” Osprey said. “They could be taking a shipment of SSA issue jockey shorts.”

      I didn’t like the fact that Osprey was on the radio frequency. But of course Osprey and Peregrine were now one great big happy blood-bathing family. What other proprietary info did Osprey have? Thanks to Red Knight, he knew my first name, but only Peregrine knew my full name. Would they keep my secret if I opposed their plans to go big V vigilante?

      “They’re transporting pallets of propane tanks,” Peregrine said.

      “There you go,” I said. “That’s the Perdition, the yellow make-you-crazy gas.”

      “Still doesn’t explain why the SSA would have it,” Osprey said. “Where did you get this info?”

      “The Confessor.” I should have lied, but screw it. Maybe he would leave.

      “The Confessor? Did he tell you over a milkshake? You have a way to get in touch with him?”

      Yes, I do. “No, I had a burner phone he gave me at the last fight---”

      “When you let him get away,” Osprey accused.

      “Or managed to not die, however you want to characterize it.” This guy was such a tool. “I told him about the zombie thing and he tracked this down.”

      “Tell him about our theory,” Jackal said into my head. I’d almost forgotten he was along.

      “Jackal thinks this isn’t an SSA operation. There’s probably a person using the SSA resources to get their poison past customs.” Yes, I dropped Jackal’s name on purpose.

      “Jackal.” Osprey swore. “Phone calls from the Confessor, planning sessions with Jackal. Do you even know whose side you’re on anymore?”

      Coming from this guy, that was rich. “Everyone here who’s not a confirmed murderer, raise your hand.” I jammed up my arm. “Flare, let’s get those hands in the air.”

      “Moron,” Osprey spat.

      Again with the moron. I’m not sure he likes me.

      I let my arm drop. “I see you kept your arm down,” I told Osprey. “Thanks for playing my little game, psycho killer.”

      “Man, you really want this guy gone,” Jackal said. “Can’t blame you. He’s kind of Peregrine raised to the next level.”

      Osprey took a step toward, his hands balling into fists. “You have no idea what I’ve done, you little self-righteous white hat.”

      “Enough!” Fire sparked around Flare. She made sure we were listening. “Get into position. I’ll wait here until it’s game time, then fly in.”

      “Okay.” I stood straight. I hadn’t even realized I’d matched Osprey’s combat stance with my own.

      Osprey stood, too, giving Flare a nod.“Go. Don’t be stupid.” She said that like it was inevitable.

      “I’ll make sure he’s fine,” Osprey said.

      “No, you won't. I’ll make sure I’m fine all by myself.” Literally a week ago he’d been trying to kill me. Well, injure me. Injure me really badly.

      “Guys. If we’re going to do something, we need to do something now,” Peregrine said.

      Osprey didn’t bother waiting for me and took off with one of his great big leaps. He landed about sixty feet away without making a sound.

      Well, I didn’t have anything like that, so I started moving. The shipping yard was a great space for me. A lot of regular-shaped containers stacked close together made for a pretty good parkour run. Downside, it was still dark, and I didn’t know the area.

      “They’re finishing some paperwork and loading up the truck,” Peregrine informed us over the radio.

      I landed on a shipping cart stacked one container lower, rolled, stood, and ran the length of the container.

      “What’s the SSA compliment?” Osprey asked, running away from me.

      I jumped the gap between container stacks and kept running.

      “Five Agents, one of those Shield guys, a girl with a pink mohawk, and an officer,” Peregrine reported.

      The Agents had a lot of gear and were pretty tough. I’d fought one of the Shield guys before. I came out the better side of that deal. I’d seen the mohawk punk rocker at a distance at the SSA crime scene in front of the Carlton. I didn’t know what she could do, but she wouldn’t be in the SSA if she wasn’t powerful.

      “The mohawk girl is Spike,” Jackal informed me. “She can manifest these glowing spiky things that hurt and paralyze without leaving a mark.”

      “How do you know?” I asked Jackal.

      “Because I’m looking right at them.” Peregrine’s tone gave me more of the moron thing.

      “Word on the street, a batch of the SSA supers are making a name for themselves,” Jackal said. “And by street, I mean lunch room.”

      Good enough for me. “Mohawk girl is Spike. She can paralyze you with energy spikes.” I put on a little extra speed so I could run up a container wall, get my fingers on the top edge, and pull myself over in a roll.

      I was making good time. I would be in position in just a minute.

      “Now!” Osprey yelled.

      “Ah… what? No, not now!” I wasn’t ready.

      I started running faster.

      “What are you going to do when you get there?” Jackal asked.

      “You ask that now?” I’d muted the radio so no one would think I was crazy. Nope, just a completely sane young man in a vaguely bird-themed one piece running on big metal crates. At night.

      “I’m just saying, I was kind of caught up in all the team building you were doing back there,” Jackal said.

      I had to slow into stealth mode now. I could see the headlights of a semi truck with SSA stamped on the side of it.

      The agents had the full gear, net guns and everything, but they didn’t have their weapons out. “They don’t seem ready for a fight.”

      “That’s good. Unless they’re trying to lure you into a trap,” Jackal said.

      “Trap?”

      “Sure. The Confessor sets you up and the second you strike, dozens of agents and supers pile out of the truck.”

      Nice thought. “Peregrine, are you hearing anything in the truck?” Then I took myself off mute and said the same thing again.

      There was a pause before he responded. “No, there’s nothing.”

      I didn’t know where Osprey or Peregrine were anymore. I hoped Peregrine was seeing everything worth seeing.

      I used my vantage to plot a course. I would have to get on the ground. Walking on the containers was just too loud. This was a shipping dock, so it wasn’t still and silent, but I didn’t want to draw attention.

      I dropped to the ground.

      “Do you really think the Confessor was so angry at whoever hookwinked him that he turned them over to you?” Jackal asked.

      “It seems that way.” I didn’t have any other ideas.

      “Seems like what?” Flare asked.

      “Nothing.” I muted my radio again, dropped to the ground in a roll, and started making my way toward the truck. “What if we just tell the SSA that they’re shipping Perdition for the Legacy?”

      “If you get them to believe you, then they’ll say thanks and arrest you,” Jackal said. “If you need a character reference, I’m your man.”

      “So we steal the truck?” And what?

      “And what?”

      “We destroy the Perdition. Flare should be able to make short work of some canisters.” That was the only plan I had.

      “Assuming Perdition isn’t flammable and explosive. Then we could be talking major explosion here.”

      I unmuted. “Okay, guys, What’s our plan?”

      “Wreck all their stuff and make our escape,” Osprey said.

      “We don’t have any other options,” Flare agreed.

      “Just keep in mind we don’t have any idea how flammable this stuff is.” I might as well try to be safe.

      “Good point. Let's find out. Now!” Osprey yelled.
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      “What? Not now! So not now!” I wasn’t in position. I heard the “Now!” over my radio just as Osprey landed on the truck. He turned up his solid to an eleven and accordioned the engine like he was a cartoon anvil. It sounded like a car crash.

      “Huh, I guess we have ourselves a ballgame.” I could almost hear Jackal chomping popcorn.

      Damn it, I knew it was stupid bringing Osprey.

      I started running. Stealth was no longer needed. I saw Flare’s green zip overhead and beat me to the scene.

      See? We were supposed to wait until we were all ready. That was the plan. Wait until we were all ready. It wasn’t that complicated, we barely did any planning. And we couldn’t even manage that.

      I rounded a corner and spotted an agent in full-on riot gear taking aim at Flare with one of his tripped out rifles.  At least, I assumed he was aiming at Flare. He was pointing up. If could have been at Peregrine, but he was harder to see and in the fight he didn’t stay  above the fray.

      I ran and slid low like I was going into home plate. I cut him off at the knees and his shot spun wide. The discharge was a deafening boom. Blue glittering pellets banged and popped off with metal clings and fizzes as they ricocheted off the metal shipping containers.  I continued the momentum and dropped the guy right on his back.

      Pro tip: The SSA agents were well armored, but they were kind of like turtles if you could knock them over.

      The agent managed to keep hold of his weird space rifle, so I grabbed it and pulled. It was strapped around his shoulder.

      “Behind you!” Jackal shouted into my head.

      I bent backwards and looked behind me. One of the other agents had put a bead on me with a similar sparkle cannon.

      If the shot would have connected, it might have done something to me. I don’t know. Instead, I got the first agent’s weapon in the way and it crackled with electricity all the way down so he twitched like he was being tasered.

      That worked, I guess.

      I turned the momentum of my dodge into a flip and did another flip.  Agent Two took another shot at me, missed, and I covered enough distance to duck behind a conveniently placed shipping container.

      The shot that had missed and another shot hissed and sizzled off a container. I made sure that I was not actually touching the container, just in case the electricity had enough juice to conduct.

      Also, sure hoped there wasn’t anything combustible in the containers. A spark from those joy buzzer guns could start all kinds of drama.

      “How did you know?” I whispered.

      “Raven, get out here!” Osprey was in pain and talking through it.

      “Who knew what?” Peregrine yelled.

      I didn’t have time to follow up with Jackal.  He’d once told me that if he concentrated he could get vague impressions of what was happening around his focuses, in my case, the idol. The problem was, he was full of crap and I’d suspected he was lying. He’d never proven it before, and it wasn’t like this was the worst situation I’d ever been in.

      But more importantly, why wasn’t I hearing all kinds of green death from above? “Flare?”

      “Flare is down!” Osprey said through clenched teeth.

      That was not good, She was our big gun and she’d already dropped.

      “Get out here!” Osprey yelled before he  screamed in rage and pain.

      I listened for the SSA agent, but he wasn’t following. The shipping container I’d ducked behind wasn’t that well placed to provide cover for a  run.

      I did a quick jump and got my fingers around the edge of the container, pulled myself up, rolled, and ran to the other side. I didn’t dare take the time to judge the distance perfectly, but the agent had only moved a little. I was able to clip him with a clothesline as I propelled myself off the container and turned my momentum into a roll and stand with my back to the SSA truck.

      I didn’t knock the guy out cold or anything, but he was struggling to get off his back. I took a second to survey the battlefield.

      Flare was indeed out. She was spread on the pavement face down. A large glowing pink spike stuck out of her head.

      “They killed Flare!”

      “No, she’s just in a lot of pain,” Jackal said. “Spike’s spikes don’t kill, but if she gets a headshot it will put you out.”

      Good to know. And no one had said anything about a headshot. More proof he could see what was going on.

      Spike, the girl with the mohawk and dozens of piercings in her ears, nose, and lip, was facing down Osprey.

      Osprey was solid and heavy. The asphalt bent into little indentations under his feet

      There were a couple of footprints behind him. His chest and arms were pincushioned in glowing pink spikes. He looked like a porcupine in drag.

      Spike, who looked about my age, was sweating and not looking confident, but not giving ground, either.  She kept throwing more spikes into Osprey as he took steps through the pain to get closer to her.

      She flicked her hand as I watched and a small slender spike caught Osprey in the thigh.

      He groaned in pain and staggered. His bulletproof nature didn’t seem to help him with the spikes. Neither did Flare’s force field for that matter.

      Peregrine was finishing off the last agent standing. Another agent was on the floor and not moving. Probably Peregrine’s work. I recognized the brush strokes.

      A few of the dock workers had abandoned the pallets of propane containers on a fork lift and were running away from the fight. Smart dock workers, clever dock workers.

      A man in a SSA uniform but not all kitted up was not running.  A clipboard sat at his feet, and he’d just finished assembling some kind of rifle. He leveled it at Peregrine.

      “Peregrine, your six!” I yelled. I think I kicked the agent before he got on his feet, but that was an automatic muscle memory thing. I don’t really remember it.

      Peregrine used his crazy versatile flight to shoot himself to the left.

      The paperwork rifle guy still took the shot. The bullet fired with a roar and sliced right through the mangled truck’s front end and buried itself into a container.

      Okay, I missed the Buck Rogers fun guns.

      Peregrine didn’t waste the opportunity. He streaked back before the gunman could take another shot, grabbed the gun on his way by, and used it for a headshot on the fourth agent, then spun around to strike Spike.

      Man, I wish I could fly.

      Didn’t Peregrine say something about a Shield guy?

      No sign of him.  Maybe Peregrine or Osprey had already tussled with him before I’d gotten there. Or maybe he’d had a crazy amount of foresight.

      As Peregrine rushed toward Spike, I saw the grey and blue uniform as the Shield bearer jumped from the top of a shipping container.

      Shield and Peregrine collided.

      There must be something funny about those shields, because Peregrine’s impact did not alter the Shield’s momentum at all. Peregrine’s momentum got impacted all over the place.

      They both dropped to the ground, the Shield in a cool three-point landing, his non-shielded arm supporting him, his left arm up, protecting his head.

      Peregrine landed like a heap of overripe melons.

      I took a quick headcount. Just me and Osprey.  And Osprey didn’t look like he had much more in him.  I wasn’t sure if Shield could do anything to him when he was this solid, but Osprey couldn’t keep that up forever. The only way he was enduring the pain of those spikes was maxing out his solidification power. If he pushed his power any more, he wouldn’t be able to move.

      “You have got to take out Spike, now,” Jackal said.

      “It's a pretty target-rich environment,” I pointed out, but I didn’t have a problem with that. Okay, I had a little problem with it. I mean, I didn’t want to beat up a girl. I know I’ve fought female adversaries before, but this close she looked like she was fifteen playing dress up in some tactical gear. Also, she looked terrified. And she wasn’t some thug trying to kill me, she was a government agent risking her life to protect people.“Once she’s done with Osprey, she’s going to cut you up and you’re done,” Jackal warned.

      Great.

      “Or run now,” Jackal added.

      And condemn Flare, Peregrine, and Osprey to prison. I couldn’t do that to Flare. Also, I was no closer to stopping the zombie thing. It wasn’t really a debate. I had to go through Spike. I just felt a little bad about it.

      I jumped, scaled up the semi-truck, and ran along the roof. The paperwork SSA guy spotted me and yelled, “Shield, up on the truck.”

      Before I’d run the length, the Shield ran up the broken cab and onto the trailer.  These guys were a kind of mysterious subsection of the Agents. They all had the same blue and grey uniform. Their faces were covered in a mask except their mouths. Fun fact that the chin revealed, they’re all white guys, every single one of them. You’d think that would be a discrimination problem somewhere. I mean, what’s stopping minorities from carrying around a shield?  Maybe everyone else knows that a gun is better.

      The second he saw me, he didn’t hesitate, just ran right for me.  Man, this guy looked exactly like the last Shield I’d fought. So either this guy healed up fast, or they really stressed the exact same look.

      My objective wasn’t to get in a tussle with a Shield, so I ran at him, too, and did a flying kick at his head.

      He pulled his shield up to block my strike, like you do when you have a shield. Now I had a platform and used it to leapfrog over him and get a little extra air. I somersaulted and brought my legs out to connect right with Spike’s mohawk.

      And it would have worked, too, but Shield tackled me in midair and we both crashed onto the asphalt.

      I was able to see the Spike/Osprey battle of endurance.  Osprey was wracked with pain. I couldn’t see his face but I could hear his grunting and the effort he put into each step. Spike was weaving for air, sweat streaming off her face, the spikes that she made getting smaller and smaller and not glowing as much.

      The Shield did some Greco-Roman crap on me and got me pinned. I couldn’t move.

      Osprey gave a yell and took a step closer. He was now in striking distance. Instead of taking a step back, Spike stepped forward at the same time. A huge, bright, glowing pink spike formed in both hands and she stepped in, jamming it up through Osprey’s chin and out the back of his head.

      He arched and fell backwards.

      That was intrinsically badass. I mean, it couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy. I’d wanted to hear Osprey make that sound since I’d met him. Downside, if I didn’t figure out something quick, I would spend the rest of my life in a parahuman detention facility. But still, good for Spike.

      Even though he had leverage on me, about a year ago Raptor and Cat had run me through wrestling moves for like forty minutes. So, I was probably as good at wrestling as anyone. I’d rather be able to fly, but my power has its perks.

      I twisted and flipped him off me. He recovered and dove back, getting me in another hold. Damn, this guy was quick.

      “Where’s Raptor?” Wow, this Shield had the same voice as the last Shield.

      “Well, I‘ll tell you -- oh wait, you’re a crazy government type that wants to arrest him.” I got my feet underneath me and tossed him off.

      He landed like a cat, and got his shield up to absorb the kicks from my counterattack. “No way would he be okay with the crap you kids are pulling.”

      I blocked his punch, but had to hop back to avoid his shield punch. “That's not true. Raptor would be all about kicking your ass.”

      He followed up the shield punch with the hard press. I had to give more ground.

      “Don’t talk to him, drop him and drop Spike,” Jackal ordered.

      Like it was that easy. This guy was good. I could tell he’d been taught at the same school as the other Shield guy. Even if they weren’t dressed in the same getup and shield, I would have known that this guy fought like the other Shield. “You’re one to talk. Do you even know why you’re here? Or are you just an idiot?”

      “I’m not the one trying to steal sedatives!” he yelled. I think he was getting frustrated. He had the momentum, but couldn’t land a good enough strike to take care of business.

      The Shield tried too hard, and I was able to lock him in an arm bar. “Sedatives?”

      “Bio-Globe is in disarray.” He said that like it was my fault.

      Technically it was Osprey’s fault. He’d killed the second in command guy under Red Knight’s orders. The president of the company, a.k.a. Raptor, had died three weeks ago. And Raptor’s wife was on the lam. I didn’t know who was running things over there.

      “We need to get more cuff sedative. We’re running low.” He twisted -- that must have hurt -- and got out of my arm bar.

      I didn’t let him keep the momentum and timed a shot to his face when he was using his shield to swing at me.

      He staggered, and now I was keeping on the pressure. “This isn’t the sedative you use to keep parahumans drugged, you moron. This is Perdition. The same--” Got a little carried away with exposition there. He swept my legs right out from under me, and followed it up with a shot to my stomach.

      “Who told you that?” He pointed at Osprey. “Him? He‘s using you.”

      “Old news,” I hissed through the pain. I tried to get up, but he stopped me and gave me another good kick to the ribs.

      “You dumb kid. You think killing all those people makes you a hero? Makes you important?” He pulled a pair of industrial strength handcuffs from his belt and rolled me over. “When did the Guard become murderers?”

      “The Guard aren’t murderers.” I struggled, but got nowhere.

      “I got a mountain of bodies with his MO that says otherwise.” Again he was talking about Osprey.

      “He’s not a Guard.” I had to move. If I had a chance, I had to move.

      He grabbed my wrist.

      “Looks like you’re on the same team to me. You should have come to us. We could have trained you. You have some skills and ability, you could have been part of something.”

      “I am part of something.” I spun and took his leg out, then axe kicked him in the face.

      Lucky shot, Shield was stunned.

      I kiped up. “I’m a Guard!”

      “Okay, that was just cool,” Jackal said. “You can’t hear it, but I’m golf clapping.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Not just kidding here, lots of punk points,” Jackal continued. “So how is Spike doing?”

      Good point. I turned to see where she was, and searing pain started in my shoulder.

      “So she’s doing good then,” Jackal noted.

      I dropped to a knee and instinctively clutched at the glowing spike sticking out of my shoulder. And I may have done a lot of swearing.

      “Get on the ground.” She said it so faintly and she was panting so hard I had to ask.

      “What?”

      “Get … On… THE GROUND!” Another spike formed, but this one didn’t glow like the others.

      In fact, the one in me wasn’t glowing that brightly, either. Still stung my hands like crazy when I touched it. It hurt a lot as I stood. “No.”

      She took a couple of steps closer and the spike flew at me.

      I was ready for it and bent away from it. Almost blacked out as I jarred the spike in me, but I didn’t get stuck twice, so in the official tally I’m calling that a win. Mostly a win.

      “You have got to listen to me.” My vocal distortion concealed the pain, I hope. “Those canisters aren’t what you think they are.”

      She didn’t say anything, but she didn’t create festively colored spikes of pain, so I kept talking.

      “You’ve been lied to.” Hopefully you’ve been lied to, and aren’t one of the Legacy people in on the plot.

      “You’re the one who’s been lied to.” She pointed a trembling hand at Osprey. “Do you have any idea what he’s been doing! What your team has been doing?”

      “Okay, fun fact, I hate that guy. He’s a complete tool. He should be locked up. He’s tried to kill me like a bazillion times in the last couple of weeks. He’s not part of the team.”

      “He isn’t Osprey, trained by Raptor, to be a member of the Guard?”

      “Well, no, that’s true.” I had to give her that.

      “You’ve got me convinced,” Jackal said.

      “But that’s not all the truth,” I said.

      “Let's keep on mission: zombie apocalypse,” Jackal said. “Or you could just hit her for the love of all that is holy!”

      With the spike in my shoulder, my range of motion was in the toilet, but my feet still worked. I took a couple steps toward her. “Just open one of those canisters. It's not sedative for your cuffs. It’s the missing ingredient in a great big batch of crazy pie!”

      She followed my finger to the racks of propane containers.

      That’s when I remembered the paperwork guy. He’d been busy. He had one of the unconscious agent’s guns out and leveled it at me.

      “Come on!” I dived, purely on instinct, and dodged another shot of those blue pebble things that zipped over my head.

      And the spike lit my shoulder on fire and my right arm was no longer open for business. It flopped and created more fire. I compensated and got Spike between me and the bureaucrat.

      “Are you the one in on it?” I put my left hand around Spike’s throat and pulled her back against my hip.

      She tried to fight, but she was exhausted. That’s when it clicked for me. She wasn’t just exhausted because she’d made a bunch of spike things. She was out of it because she was still powering each of those spikes. Just the number in Osprey alone would be enough to keep her winded.

      “Surrender or I will fire.” The paperwork guy flipped a switch on his weapon.

      “Captain.” Spike sounded nervous. Not because I had her in a half nelson, but because that switch had gotten flipped. “That level is lethal!”
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      And he fired.

      In that split second I realized who the Legacy mole was.  This guy was totally cool with frying Spike to get to me.

      Yes, of course I got Spike out of the way of the shot. I twisted and flipped both of us to the ground.

      The packet of crackling energy glowed white hot and bright as it streamed past me.

      But as I was flipping Spike to safety, I also flipped her onto Osprey.

      She landed on all of her own spikes. They sizzled right through her body. I’d figured she might be immune to her own power. I was wrong.

      She had a second to scream in pain, then she went limp.

      The spike in my shoulder disappeared, leaving nothing but a slight ache of a memory.

      I thought maybe the rest of the team would be able to get up and at ‘em, but Flare was still unconscious. The same with Osprey.  Spike was on top of Osprey, not moving, so that was good.

      I took in all that in a second, stood, and ran at the Captain in one motion.

      The full power charge must have been all the gun had because he threw it away without even trying for a click and ran at me with a dagger.

      I think this guy actually knew how to use a blade. He slashed at me when we got in range, but he was still a vanilla. On my worst day I was faster. I hopped over his slash and landed a kick to his face.

      He staggered back.

      I took the weapon and slugged him hard in the stomach. “Who are the Legacy?” I yelled.

      “Ah, kid, not so loud,” Jackal warned.

      What was he talking about? The SSA had been shooting off uber stun guns. This was not a stealth operation.

      Paperwork guy looked at me, took a valiant stab at making a fighting stance, then bent over like he was dry heaving. “They are here.” He moaned and spit up a mouth full of black gunk that splattered on the floor. “They are …” He was trying to talk, but couldn’t.

      “Carl?” Shield said right behind me.

      I hadn’t noticed he’d gotten up, but he wasn’t attacking me, so good?

      “Steven,” Carl moaned. “Help me.” He dropped to his knees and a torrent of that goo spilled out.

      Shield -- this one was Steven I guess -- started toward his side.

      “No,” I warned.

      Carl had another knife. He pulled it and stabbed at Steven.

      I don’t know if it was my warning, or if Steven was just badass, but he got the shield up easily, blocked the strike, and took the knife. “What’s going on?” He was more horrified at the sludge that continued to vomit up and pour out of Carl’s eyes like tears of oil than at the attempted murder.

      “He’s controlled,” I said. “Using you, using the SSA to get that stuff in the city.” I pointed at the tanks.

      “Carl?” Shield asked.

      “It’s true. You have to hit me. You have to beat it out of me,” Carl gargled over the goo that dribbled out of his mouth.

      “You’re my friend. I can’t,” Shield said.

      I kicked Carl in the groin then in the stomach again, ending with a right cross. I shrugged at the Shield’s look. “He’s not my friend.”

      Man, I’m a jerk.

      The goop was now streaming out of him, just like Zed had said happened with Caesar's assassin. Just like I’d seen with Clockwork.

      “Go check that tank,” I said. “See for yourself.”

      He looked at his friend, then at me, then at the nearest group of propane tanks. He walked over to the first one and put his hand on the tank release.

      “You haven’t ever used Stardust have you?” I asked.

      He gave me a look.

      “I’m just saying, if you’ve used it, you’ll go a little loopy.” And zombie cops were bad enough.

      At that moment, Peregrine woke up and jetted right for Shield.

      “No, wait!” I yelled.

      Shield didn’t need my warning and got his shield up, but didn’t need to. Peregrine stopped in midair.  Pretty impressive, actually. He killed all his forward momentum in a second and just hung there like a cartoon character about to realize they were over a chasm.

      “We have a truce,” I said.

      “Do you?” Jackal asked.

      “Do we?” Shield asked, but didn’t make any move to prove me wrong. With one eye on both of us, he twisted the canister a quarter turn. A thin yellow mist escaped before he shut it off again.

      “See?” I asked. Come on, you’ve got to see.

      “It looks like the stuff at the hospital.” He looked at his friend. The puddle of goop was drying and flaking like dried blood. “I don’t understand what happened to Carl. But if they infiltrated our people?” He let that hang in the air.

      “They are the Legacy,” I said.

      “So you said.” Shield looked at me. “I need you to tell my people what you know. This could be a threat to the entire country, not just this city.”

      Whoa, hold the phone there, chief. I was not going anywhere with him. “Yea, maybe I could write it down. Mail it.” I backed away.

      “Don’t you see? This isn’t some garden-variety parahuman. This is a complex chemical and biological creation.” He waved at the tanks and what was left of the goop. “We have to warn the SSA. Warn the world.”

      “I think that would be a great thing for YOU to do,” I pointed out.

      “Listen, if you and your friends come in, I can guarantee amnesty.”

      “Even for him?” I pointed at Osprey.

      “Well, maybe not for him. But he will get an opportunity to explain himself,” Shield offered.

      “Nice. Your bribe is due process,” Peregrine said. “Normals already get that.”

      Shield didn’t deny it.

      “As long as we’re dealing,” I said. “Could you arrest him, too?” I pointed at Peregrine.

      Peregrine used dirty words.

      “Do we have a deal? You could come in. No sneaking around. Join the SSA, do what you’re doing without the fear of prison,” Shield offered.

      But what about our families? They would be in protection so fast they wouldn’t have time to pack.

      “I’ll do it,” Peregrine said.

      “Hey, as long as you’re dealing, can you get a reference out of him for me? Might go a long way in my retrial,” Jackal said.

      “Peregrine?” I asked. If he did it, then I might have to. Peregrine knew who I was. If he started waving the SSA flag, would he keep my secret? Would he be able to keep my secret? Red Knight had mentioned a room full of egoists on the SSA payroll.

      “It’s the best offer we’re going to get,” Peregrine said. “You were right, Osprey’s just a murderer. I thought… I thought it wouldn’t be like that.”

      I didn’t know what else to say.

      Peregrine wasn’t looking at me. Was he disgusted? Ashamed? “Where do I sign?”

      It wasn’t like he had any of the information that Shield was bargaining for, but I could give it to him.

      The big question was, why not take the deal? I couldn’t even pass high school. What life did I think I was going to have? Was I really going to college? And then what? The only thing I was good at was not dying when the odds said I should.

      “Are you considering this?” Jackal asked.

      “Why not?” I said out loud.

      “Your family. Are you going to make that choice for them?” Jackal didn’t sound like he was judging either way. He was just putting it out there.

      “What about my family?” I asked.

      “Depends,” Shield said. “If you do your work and your identity is secure?” He shrugged. “They don’t even need to know. But if you get burned, they will be protected.”

      That was more than I had now, way more. If I was burned now, they would be in deep trouble.

      “This group employed people like Red Knight. You want to give them everything?” Jackal added. “That ‘protection’ is a double-edged sword.”

      That was the reason I’d never thought about joining the feds in the past. But Mr. Clancy had demonstrated that they weren’t all Red Knight types. He’d served his time and then been allowed to live whatever life he wanted.

      “You going to make that choice for Flare, too?” Jackal had all the good points.

      “Flare goes free. She’s just here to save the city and because I talked her into it,” I said.

      Shield made a face indicating he wasn’t sure.

      “That is non-negotiable,” Peregrine said. “We go right now if you say no.”

      Nice that he was speaking for me. “She won’t use her powers like this again.” I knew she wanted out, and this would be the excuse she’d been looking for. “Let her go. She’ll disappear and never return.”

      I could feel him judging my word.

      “Something’s wrong.” Jackal spoke with  a tension I’d never felt before.

      “What?” I was looking at Shield, too. If he said no, we would have ourselves a ballgame. Peregrine couldn’t get Flare and me out of here. I would have to deal with Shield on my own while Peregrine got Flare to safety, then hope he would come back for me or I could beat Shield again.

      “You need to get out of there,” Jackal said. “It feels weird.”

      “I need a little more than that,” I whispered. He’d gotten me looking around though. I didn’t see an SSA chopper or hear any attack trucks plowing down the road.

      “I’m giving you all I can,” Shield said. “Flare can go free. But if she illegally uses her powers again, she’s fair game.”

      “It feels like… Caesar.” Jackal wasn’t sure about that, but couldn’t come up with anything closer.

      Caesar was dead.

      Shield held out his hand.

      I looked at Peregrine.

      Peregrine looked at me.

      “Deal,” I said.

      I reached out for his hand and clasped it.

      Shield smiled. “You made the right--”

      “Run!” Jackal screamed into my head.

      I pulled back my hand and looked around.

      Peregrine had a second to ask, “What?” Then he went flying.

      I don’t know the order of things. I have no idea how it happened. I didn’t think anything could move that fast. Putting it together, the man, the member of Legacy? The monster? Moved from behind and clobbered Peregrine.

      Peregrine flew headfirst into the wreckage that was the SSA cab.

      The form dressed in black, which could have been a shadow given life for all I knew at that point, collided with Shield, hands around his neck. I heard, felt, and saw -- in that order  -- Shield’s neck break.

      The thing discarded Shield and turned on me.

      He was tall and muscled like a professional basketball athlete. His skin was pale, almost glowing in the poor streetlights. His hair was thick but combed back, and his eyes were an impossible blue. I don’t know how I could tell they were blue. It was dark, maybe I’m remembering it wrong. But that electric blue seemed to penetrate the shadow and glow into my head.

      He turned his attention on me.

      “Run!” Jackal yelled.

      Man, I wanted to. If I’d been gifted with any kind of super speed, jump, flight, crawl, or hop, I would have done it. I didn’t know what I was looking at, but whatever it was, it outclassed me by so many levels I couldn’t count that high.

      “And boy, am I sick of YOU!” the not-Caesar said. He moved. I mean, I assume he moved. He could have teleported. My eye couldn’t follow him. He slammed into me and sent me to the ground.

      All the air got knocked out of me. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. Jackal was yammering in my head, but I couldn’t hear him.

      “You’re just a kid.” He was right in front of me again. All I could see were glowing eyes. “How are you such a problem?”

      I had to talk my way out of this. “I… huh?” Go silver tongue!

      I’m going to die.

      He picked me up. I thought I was going to get the same neck twisty thing Shield had gotten. “Do you have any idea how much time it takes to make that much voluntatem mortem?  And how expensive it is?”

      I did not. I didn’t even know what he was talking about. He seemed to be looking at Carl in the pool of black goop.

      “It has to be perfectly tailored to the subject.” He put a finger in the goop and tasted it. “Ruined, completely ruined.”

      Enough of my senses came back to me. I should try to do something.

      Before I came up with a plan, he bashed me against a cargo container. Not the closest container. He wanted to build a head of speed.

      Now both Jackal and the not-Caesar were yelling in my ear. I didn’t know what either of them were saying.

      “Answer me!” That made sense as words. The not-Caesar wanted me to answer him.

      “What was the question?” I was so willing to answer.

      Something violent happened, and it happened fast. I have got to be remembering this wrong, but he threw me against the cargo container. As I bounced he clotheslined me, then caught me on my first bounce off the pavement and ran me up to the top of a group of cargo containers stacked four high.

      By the time I was thinking again, I was suspended over the four-story drop at the end of one arm. He didn’t even look like he was struggling to keep me aloft.

      “How have you been dogging me every step of the way?” he screamed.
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      “You’re the Legacy.” I wish I hadn’t said that, it just came out.

      He squeezed my neck harder. “See, you shouldn’t even know that name. If you think the voluntatem mortem is expensive, you have no idea what all that Perdition cost me. I got it all into this city without a bump, then all you… children show up.” He was calm until he said “children” then he spasmed with anger.

      “Sorry.” Might as well try manners, the normal stuff wasn’t doing it.

      “You’re sorry!” Spittle foamed around his lips. “I had a tool that could turn off all you freaks and you stole it.”

      Who are you calling freak, Freak?

      “Then you forced me to... act!” He was horrified at that. “Do you have any idea what the Legacy will do if they realize I had to act personally?”

      There was more of the Legacy, and he was afraid of them? I give up?

      “Ask him why,” Jackal said.

      “Why?” I wasn’t doing what Jackal had asked me to, I was asking Jackal why I should ask why. But  Not-Caesar misunderstood.

      “Why? Why what? Why did I want to kill the SSA freaks?” He was disgusted when he said the word freak.

      I wasn’t tracking, and I knew it. I’d just watched him kill an SSA super with ease. “Freaks?”

      “You superhumans. For centuries we didn’t have to worry about the servus acting up. They went about their little short lives and we controlled everything that needed controlling.”

      Wait, if freaks were parahumans... “You wanted to use the nullifier to kill the SSA agents.” If the Super Suppression Agency had lost all of its heavy hitters in one night, all of America would have been destabilized.  Every half-baked villain with a superpower would have had nothing to fear and cities all over the country would have been buried in super activity. “But why?”

      “Why? Why? We’re at war, that’s why,” he spat.

      “Ask with who?” Jackal said.

      Seriously, I was already there. “With who?”

      His face was twisted in disgust and rage, but for a brief second I saw fear flicker. “We don’t know. Whoever is giving the servus superpowers.”

      “No one is ‘giving’ superpowers.” That was ridiculous. “They’re a natural biological process.” That no one understood and that routinely defied physics.

      “There is nothing natural about them. They will rip apart your little societies eventually. Caesar was supposed to stop them, but he went native. Decided he knew best. That he could use the tool of the enemy against the enemy.” His face turned in a bigger snarl. “And he used the tools, the freaks, against his own people. For what? So he could be king of this sad little hill.” He spun his arms around and took in the entire city.

      He shook me with the gesture, as if I was inconsequential.

      “He turned on his people for this heap of trash!” Legacy Guy was offended.

      “So this guy took control of Simon, and that SSA Captain,” Jackal mused, “in an effort to kill more parahumans. How does the Stardust and Perdition thing support that agenda?”

      Sure, I’d play go between. I mean, I should try and be useful instead of just hanging around. “Why the zombie drugs?” Did I already use that hanging around joke? Seems familiar.

      His face went from full of hate and rage to full of hate and rage and confusion. “Zombies?”

      “Perdition crazies,” I clarified.

      “Because we need to destroy this city.”

      “Why?” I kinda like the city, but I couldn't argue the point, either. The traffic alone makes me want to blow the place up.

      “This is where it comes from,” he hissed.

      “It? It what?” Jackal asked.

      “It--” I started, but my window of opportunity evaporated.

      Not-Caesar brought me to his face. “You're probably wondering why you’re still alive.”

      “I know I was,” Jackal put in.

      “Kinda,” I answered.

      “You were there when that fool Simon killed himself.”

      “I was.” Why lie, especially if it’s keeping me alive.

      “What else did he tell you?”

      “Ah…”

      “He told you about the Legacy and the Perdition. What else did he say?”

      “Ah…” What do I say?

      “Stall, just for a few more minutes,” Jackal said.

      “He said the Legacy was controlling him,” I lied. “That you had a big plan for this city and… he didn’t tell me anything.”

      “Don’t lie to me!”

      “Close your eyes and get ready to control your fall,” Jackal said. “Just a few more seconds.”

      I didn’t have many more seconds. “He told me about Caesar.” Caesar seemed to piss him off, so I threw that name out there.

      “Yes.” His blue eyes sparked. “Where did he say he was?”

      “The body?” Caesar was dead. He had to be.

      “The head!” He was crazed.

      “Ah… uh?” This guy was gross.

      “Now!” Jackal said.

      A bright light. At first I thought it was Flare, but the light wasn’t green. It was a bright flash bulb. The same kind of light that Pixel used.

      “Graw!” The Legacy Guy flinched away from me and covered his eyes on instinct.

      I was in the air and falling. I tucked in and turned it into a roll, but I didn’t have anything to grab. There was just rushing up pavement.

      My momentum halted as two arms went around me. Halted is a bit of an exaggeration. It slowed.

      “Grr!” Peregrine screamed as he tried to stop me.

      I think we both would have survived the impact, but why try? I used Peregrine to twist and redirect my fall, landing on a cargo container. My hands and feet scrambled for purchase. The tips of my toes caught on the lip of a containter’s base. I arrested my momentum and kicked off, somersaulted, and landed in a backwards roll.

      The I-don’t-know-what swung his fist in a blur at nothing. Pixel flew in the air about ten feet above him. Legacy Guy wasn’t aiming at her, but at empty space. He hit something.

      Pixel vanished, an illusion. The real Pixel appeared at the point of impact.

      She had tried some sleight-of-hand, but he’d seen through it. Half-blind, he’d still known exactly where she was.

      “Peregrine.” I pointed at Pixel as she went careening off the cargo containers.

      He had better senses than I did so he was already moving.

      Legacy Guy -- that’s what I’m calling him from now on -- stepped off the container like he was taking a short hop.

      To him it was a short hop. His knees gave a little and shed the momentum of the fall when he landed. “Where were we?” he asked me.

      I was already on the attack.  I could have run, but he was just too fast. I wasn’t going anywhere he didn’t want me to go.

      Right when he landed I went for the leg and swept it. He fell to his back. I think I was more surprised than he was, and then I delivered a couple shots to his genitalia. Assuming whatever it was had genitalia.

      If he did, they were well protected.  He didn’t care that I’d knocked him in the nuts, and stood.

      Now, these last couple of weeks I’ve made it a career to not get hit by people way faster and tougher than me. So I was not where he grabbed as I dodged him again. I slowed down time, hard and as slow as I could push it. He was easier to fight than Silhouette, none of those shadow tendrils. But this guy was faster, so much faster. If he could keep up the speed, there was no way I could win. I was already feeling the burn. I would need like three breaths to recharge. Maybe four. It had been a long day.

      I did a backflip to give myself some more room, but he closed the gap.

      “Lead him back a few more feet,” Jackal said.

      Sounded good to me. I needed to get back farther. I could tell Legacy Guy was getting pissed. He probably had never had to try this hard to lay hands on someone before. I bent back, turned it into a reverse somersault, rolled three times, and stood.

      I realized the plan just a second before she struck. Spike, pink spike in hand, lay in wait behind a container. Legacy Guy turned the corner, and she jammed her spike into his hip, the closest part of him she could reach.

      In the heart beat it took me to realize what was going to happen, I changed my trajectory. Just because my mind was working faster while time really seemed to slow, I couldn’t get any more speed out of my body. And I was screaming to get more speed.

      Legacy Guy’s leg buckled from the spike, but that didn’t stop him. He moved his fist right toward Spike’s head. It was a race. Unless she was tougher than she looked, Legacy Guy was about to splatter her between his fist and the cargo container.

      I knocked her to the ground and rolled.

      Legacy Guy’s fist pounded through metal.

      He screamed in agony. Not sure if it was from frustration, or pain from the spike in his hip.

      Spike probably didn’t know either, but she wasn’t going to wait to find out. Still on her back, she started launching more spikes into Legacy Guy. The first hit his back, the second missed.

      Legacy Guy twisted and dodged, then pulled his fist out of the cargo container with a massive twist.

      “Raven, move!” Flare yelled. She was still on one knee where she’d fallen, but her hands were a furnace of green fire. And she was aiming right through me to Spike.

      “No, no, no!” I lost the zone and time sped up. It happens like that. I waved my hand vigorously.

      Flare had a perfect line of sight on me and Spike, but Legacy Guy was blocked by a shipping container.  Even if she could have seen Legacy Guy, she knew that Spike had just dropped her like a bad habit, and that was not happening again.

      “She’s on our side now. Shoot that!” I pointed at Legacy Guy.

      Flare’s fire sputtered out and she threw up her hands. “I’ve been out of the fight for three minutes, and we’ve switched sides!”

      I started to help Spike up. Screw it!  I threw her over my shoulder fireman style and started to run, crossing  right through Flare’s line of fire, so Legacy Guy would do the same.

      He did.

      “Holy crap, what is that?” Flare asked, but thankfully didn’t need an answer to blast a hole in it.

      I didn’t bother looking. I was running, but I heard Flare’s beam hit something and the something scream.

      “Put me down.” Spike slapped my back.

      This was about as far as I was planning on running anyhow. I had to figure out a way to get back in the fight.

      I put her down. “Thanks.” She smiled. “For saving my life, not…” She took in carrying her away like a sack of potatoes. “That was kinda rude.” A spike formed in her hand. “Down.”

      I got out of her line of fire. She threw another spike into Legacy Guy.

      Flare was keeping a sustained blast on him, but the energy was shearing off in green sparks from some kind of shield Legacy Guy was making. The spike still in his hip had Legacy Guy on one knee and the effort to make the shield was keeping him pinned.

      Spike’s spike added another one to his  back.

      Legacy Guy arched in new pain, but the shield held.

      At that moment, Peregrine returned. He had found a wooden pallet somewhere and used it to clothesline Legacy Guy as he raced by.  Wood planks shattered into splinters and Legacy Guy spun.

      Now his shield was still up, but not facing Flare.

      Flare’s full blast caught him in the side and Legacy Guy spun through the air, leaving a dent in a cargo container.

      I got the Y sound of “Yes!” out before it died on my lips.

      Legacy Guy was already up and moving toward Spike and me. I tried to slow time again, but couldn’t get into the zone. That happens sometimes if I’ve just used it.

      I noticed the dagger in his hands and got my arms in the way of the strike. He hit me with enough power to push me back ten feet. I managed to turn the movement into a flip and landed on my feet.

      But I wasn’t Legacy Guy’s target. Spike dropped to her knees, clutching a wound in her stomach. The pink spike in her hands and the three already in Legacy Guy disappeared.

      “That’s better.” Legacy Guy threw one on his daggers at Flare. It spun in the air like it was a buzz saw blade.

      Flare already had a shield up, and the blade bounced off it, ricocheting sparks from another container.

      Without Spike’s spikes slowing him down, Legacy Guy moved toward Flare as fast as his knife.

      Flare sent streams of green fire, but Legacy just danced around them like he knew where she was going to aim before she did.

      “Flare, get in the air!” I yelled. She couldn’t hit as hard while she was using her power to fly and keep a shield, but she was going to get ripped apart if she didn’t move.

      Her flare brightened, and she went straight up. It would have been too little too late.

      Legacy Guy jumped in the air. His trajectory would have caught her easily, but Peregrine came out of nowhere and clipped him in midair, angling him into a cargo container. Legacy Guy bounced off the corner of the shipping container and slammed onto the pavement.

      Peregrine wasn’t alone.  He was carrying Osprey in his less dense form. Osprey solidified and dropped right on Legacy Guy.
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      I lost interest in the fight at that point and focused on Spike. I applied pressure with my hand to her wound. She was still conscious but scared and cold.

      I pulled out a pressure bandage from my ever-decreasing stock of standard Guard gear, and slapped it over the wound. “Peregrine, medical evac!” I had no idea where the closest hospital was. Hopefully Peregrine knew the area better than I did.

      It would take him out of the fight. It would also take away my way out of the fight. But I was too heavy for him, anyway. And Spike was dying.

      Peregrine landed on Spike’s other side. If he hesitated, or thought I was wrong, he didn’t second-guess me. He picked up Spike as gently as he could -- not very -- and they were airborne.

      “You did your good deed. Now get out of there,” Jackal told me.

      I looked back at the fight. “How’s Pixel?”

      “How should I… Oh, fine. She has a broken rib. She’s not going to be any use in this fight.” Jackal didn’t deny Pixel was working for him, or that he was in contact with her.

      Legacy Guy was stunned and Osprey kept punching him. Each fist left an impact crater of broken bone and blood splatter. But before Osprey’s fist was raised and falling again, the damage had repaired itself.

      “This guy is like Caesar,” Jackal said.

      “How is that possible? That isn’t how parahumans work.” I remembered saying the same thing to Zed.

      “He isn’t a parahuman.” Jackal had some fear in his voice. “I don’t know what he is. But they’re old, older than the first parahuman.”

      Osprey’s arm stopped. Legacy Guy had caught it. In the split second before Osprey went solid enough to resist, he cursed in pain.

      Now Osprey wasn’t moving. Flare had a shot and she took it. But Legacy Guy was ready. The same shield he’d used before materialized six inches above him and sheared off the green light.

      I had to think of something. Maybe I could get one of the loading cranes, figure out how to use it, and drop a cargo pod on him? No, that seemed dumb. Maybe skewer him with a forklift? Not that I had any idea how to weaponize a forklift.

      “You heard him, he’s here for the Perdition,” Jackal said.

      Right, I wasn’t any use in this fight. I still didn’t want him to have the Perdition.

      I sprinted to the wreckage of the truck. There were two carts filled with Perdition tanks not yet loaded.

      “Check the truck,” Jackal warned.

      There were two more in the truck. “How can I get rid of it?” I could open the valves, but Legacy Guy would just come over here, break all my bones in three places, then shut the valves. The one set of pallets was still on the forklift. I could drive that into the harbor, but who knew what that would do. Would the Perdition be destroyed or just get wet?

      One of the SSA agents caught my eye. They were still out. It seemed like I’d fought them a half-hour ago, but really it might have been only five minutes. Each of them, except the one Carl had hijacked, had one of those electric zap guns. Maybe that would do it.

      I didn’t even spare a look for the actual fight. I could hear the sounds of Flare shooting and big strong things punching, so it was still going on.

      I used my multi-tool to cut away the nylon straps, and I had myself a big gun. I had never fired a normal everyday gun, so this sci-fi thing was outside my comfort zone. I looked for the lever that Carl had used to jack the juice.

      The weapon started to hum. Now I had nothing to do but pull the trigger and guess. If I stood too far away I might miss, and it seemed I only had one shot at full power. Ah, hell. For all I knew this wouldn’t do anything.

      I sprinted around to the opening for the  inside of the trailer and fired.

      Kaboom!

      I was knocked off my feet as geysers of yellow gas caught fire and started cooking off the other canisters with smaller bangs.

      “No!” Legacy Guy screamed.

      I think he caught me in midair as I was propelled back by the explosion. My body bent in all kinds of ways it was not supposed to bend. He ripped the gun from my hands and crushed it.

      “You seem upset,” I offered, but maybe not loud enough for him to hear. I was in a lot of pain myself.

      “You have no idea what you cost me, you wretch,” he snarled.

      Flare blasted him in the back. He went spinning and set me free. I landed on my feet and slowed time again.

      Legacy Guy caught himself on a cargo pod and turned around. He easily dodged another beam from Flare and started at her.

      To get extra power to save my life, Flare had landed.

      I slid into him and caught his legs. It was like putting your finger into the spokes of a bike. Boy did that sting.

      Legacy Guy tripped and went sprawling, his momentum sliding him along the asphalt. He howled in frustration.

      “Flare!” I yelled through the pain. “The tanks.” I pointed at the still intact pallet of tanks.

      She was already taking to the air, and launched several green streaks into the pallet.

      This explosion was even more spectacular. As was Legacy Guy’s scream of rage.

      “I don’t think your plan is working,” I told Jackal. “I think we just pissed him off.”

      “If he's anything like Caesar, he will weigh the cost.” Jackal sounded sure, but he wasn’t sure.

      Either way, we’d kept the Perdition from him for today. Maybe someone else would have to take it from here.

      Osprey finally got to the party in one of his jumps. He looked beaten up, and his left arm wasn’t moving right, but he was still in the fight.

      Legacy Guy looked at Flare, Osprey, then me, and I could see him doing the math.  He was still the odds on favorite for coming out of this alive. But it would take time, and it wasn’t a guarantee.  I also remembered him going on about how much he hated having to “act” himself. Maybe now there wasn’t a reason to risk it. He could leave and create anarchy another day.

      “How did you know of this shipment?” he yelled at me.

      Not sure how he knew I was the driving force here, but his question hit me like a wave. If I hadn’t had experience resisting compulsion from the Confessor, maybe I would have answered him. But it wasn’t hard resisting him. Maybe distance had something to do with it, or maybe he just wasn’t that good at it. No one can be good at everything. That’s not a criticism, I’m just saying.

      “Fortune cookies,” I yelled back. “Turns out I will soon be invited to a karaoke party, too.” True story, that was a fortune cookie I got once.

      He bared his teeth, possibly at my taunt, or because I’d resisted his compulsion, or because he hates karaoke. Like I said, this guy is evil.

      His head twitched, and he seemed to sniff the air. “It was the Confessor,” he sneered.

      Could he read my mind? Maybe the compulsion thing wasn’t what was going on. Maybe he was bringing the information to the front of my mind so it was easier to read. I mean, this guy seemed to be able to do a little of everything.

      “While we are here, he is raiding my stores.” He pointed at a building about two hundred feet away and in the general direction the forklifts full of Perdition had come from. “Well played, Confessor.”  He still seemed more pissed at me. Not fair! It was the Confessor who’d screwed him.  “I will get more Perdition, and the Confessor will insure I will have thousands for my army.”  I don’t think he was really thinking out loud. He was probably trying to manipulate us to go deal with the Confessor for him. Spoiler alert: totally works. Kinda. So, not totally. You’ll see. “As for you all, Guard of this cesspool. I condemn you to live long enough to see your city burn.” Then he spat, but before the spit hit the asphalt, he was gone in a blur.

      “You lived through that!” Jackal seemed pleasantly surprised. “Totally another golf clap going on here.”

      “Let’s go!” Osprey said. He may have sounded all ready to take on the next fight, but he looked like hell. He’d fought Spike, and Legacy Guy, all in the last ten minutes. He did not look ready for round three.

      If the Confessor was in the warehouse. A big if. Okay not that big of an if. I mean, using us as a distraction so he could get his hands on a duty free supply of Stardust was totally what was going on. Why else would he tell me about the Perdition? Civic responsibility? But okay, Legacy Guy was telling the truth. That meant at bare minimum, the Confessor had his teleporting chick, Transcendence, and Iron in the warehouse. Three legit supers versus two exhausted legit supers and myself, technically a superpower. I was also tired, but by the time I’d run the couple hundred yards to the warehouse, I’d be good to go.

      “Let’s not go!” I said. “We did what we set out to do, and the SSA can’t be that far away.”  I waved around the disaster zone that was their little convoy and the dead Shield. Hopefully Spike would survive and tell everyone that the Guard didn’t kill him. And my chance of going legit. I know, selfish, but it was there.

      “I set out to find answers about the Kitchen Knife killer. The Confessor has those answers!” Osprey wasn’t going to wait for me. He crouched to jump. “Come or don’t.”

      “Why do you care about the Kitchen Knife killer?” Flare said, before he leapt.

      “You wouldn’t understand. Go back to planning for your prom. I’m going to do the work the Guard were started to do.”

      “I have more reason to want the Kitchen Knife killer caught than you,” Flare snapped. I knew why, but she didn’t know I knew and she didn’t want Osprey to dwell on it, so she added, “Orion was my mentor a long time, and he wanted the killer caught.”

      “What is all this Kitchen Knife stuff?” They’d never used that name before.

      “It was what Orion called him.” Flare didn’t take her eyes from Osprey. “He left a kitchen knife from the same knife set with each victim.”

      “Even the cops in this town couldn’t turn a blind eye to that, but a serial killer draws too much national attention. So they swept that fact under the rug,” Osprey said.

      A kitchen knife? And there was a connection to the sale of Stardust? Oh, crap. It couldn’t be. “How did you know it was the same set?”

      “It doesn’t matter.” Flare obviously didn’t want to think about it. What kind of memories did this stir up? Her green aura lanced up with fire.

      “White pearl handle with a K,” Osprey answered. “There isn’t any confusion.”  He finished his crouch. “Come or don’t.” And he jumped.

      That was the exact knife I had sitting in my nest in a Guard-issue evidence bag. “Flare?” Should I tell her? Yes, absolutely. But now, in the field, with no time to process? That could get her killed.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll make sure he doesn’t kill anyone.” She’d misread me. Her aura ignited, and she shot after him.

      And I was left to hoof it.

      I wish I could fly.

      “You going or not?” Jackal asked.

      “I’m going.” I sprinted the couple hundred yards to the warehouse. The loading door was still open. When Legacy Guy’s loaders had been scared off by our attack, it didn’t look like they’d paused to lock up.  Which slid into the Confessor’s plans perfectly.

      Although Transcendence seemed to be a massively powerful teleporter, she had to have limits. Most teleporters either needed to see where they were going, or had to go to a place they knew really well. That was the theory anyway, and it tracked with what we’d seen. Otherwise they wouldn’t have had to drive anywhere like the last place we’d fought them.  At least I hoped so, or we could just start signing over our taxes to Transcendence now.

      Gunfire sounded, answered by the fri-zap of Flare.

      Two guys, don’t know if they were Legacy Guy’s guards or the Confessor’s people, walked out backwards, their backs to me, firing their handguns up at something.

      That something could be a friend of mine. I launched into them, flipped them on their backs, kicked their weapons out, then sent two swift kicks to the face. I didn’t have time to make sure they were out, but I was sure that they were dazed for a little bit.

      The warehouse had tons of crates still in it, but also had tons of crates moved to the other side of Transcendence’s event horizon.

      About six guys, dressed similarly to the two guys I’d dropped but better armed, were shooting blind and up.  I might have missed one of Flare’s blinding assaults.

      It didn’t seem to have worked against Iron. Or maybe he didn’t need his eyes to choke a guy. He was completely thick with the iron skin that gave him his name and had his arms around Osprey’s neck. Osprey was dense enough so that Iron couldn’t crush his windpipe, but limber enough to pound his fist into Iron’s groin.

      Even covered in iron, he was feeling it, and was forced to release Osprey’s neck to stop the punishment.

      At the wavering arch that connected Legacy Guy’s warehouse to the Confessor’s, Transcendence was rubbing her eyes, another victim of Flare’s blinding. Standing next to her was the Confessor.

      Flare had to deal with the gunmen, so it was up to me to deal with the Confessor and Transcendence before she got her vision back.

      I scaled up some remaining crates and skirted the outside of the conflict.

      I wasn’t being stealthy, but it still surprised me when the Confessor looked right at me as I attacked from the flank.

      I tried to slide into Transcendence, but the Confessor moved her out of the way.

      I sprang up and took another shot at her. If I could drop her, then the Confessor’s exit would be cut off, and maybe then I could capture him and turn him over to the SSA. And my not-girlfriend would have a father in prison and be out of my life.

      Being a superhero sucks.

      The Confessor did the same math, or maybe he just wasn’t an epic douche, and stood in front of his teleporter. Both his hands were glowing. He only needed to touch me to send pain through every part of me. I had been there, done that, and it forced me to reset and adjust.

      Flare pumped a shot into a gunman and the gunman went down. I could tell the other three were able to see at least a glowing blur now. Their guns were tracking Flare, if poorly, as she zipped around the warehouse.

      The Confessor came at me. I dodged him. I could do that all day and finish my paper on Macbeth that I still owed Mr Clancy.

      Note to self, finish that paper for Mr Clancy.

      The Confessor had some skill as a fighter, but come on. He was not up to Shield, or Legacy Guy, or those guys who’d jumped me in the school bathroom. If a  brush of his hand  wasn’t so devastating, this would be over already.

      I spun, took out his knees, and dropped him on his back. I hopped over him, out of his reach, and threw a punch at Transcendence.

      The Confessor had done his job. T had recovered enough to see me coming. My fist passed through a circle in the air and connected with the concrete block of the warehouse wall twenty feet away.

      Ouch!

      Then she made a wave of her hand, and a circle appeared right below my feet. I fell.

      Before I knew it, I was on the other end of the warehouse and all the way up.

      I scrambled, instinct taking over, and got one hand around a girder.

      Transcendence hadn’t needed to drop me where I had a hand hold. So either it was a mistake, or she wasn’t trying to kill me.

      Either way, I was hanging four stories up, by one hand.

      I missed Flare dropping two other gunmen but the last guy was saved as a portal formed right over him, gobbled up Flare’s shot, and came out another portal above Osprey.

      The blast wasn’t tough enough for Osprey to feel, but it made him stagger and Iron took advantage of it with a haymaker to the chin that sent him flying.

      I hand-over-handed it directly above a high stack of crates and dropped, turning the momentum into a roll that sent me off the highest crate to another five feet below. I jumped to another stack. From there it was just a little hop to the floor.

      I had to get back into the fight and draw some attention away from Flare so she could end these guys. And by end, I mean knock them unconscious so they could have their day in court.  And by “in court” I mean to disappear into the back of an SSA truck and never be seen again.

      So there was that.

      I dodged a hole that opened in front of me and a Flare blast that was probably meant for a gunman or Transcendence.

      Flare was moving too fast for the gunman to get a couple of shots to ricochet off her forcefield.  But while he was looking up, I clobbered him from behind.  All the gunmen were down.  Now just the supers.

      I caught a glimpse of Osprey getting a good shot into Iron, but I don’t know if he cared or not.

      Flare dropped closer to where Transcendence and the Confessor were standing. Maybe trying to shorten the range so Transcendence didn’t have time to put up her portal. But as she dropped a portal appeared in her force bubble. The Confessor’s hand came out and touched her for a second on the neck.
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      Flare didn’t even scream, she arched. Her aura went out like someone had blown out a candle. The portal disappeared and she fell to the ground.

      I didn’t give my fears voice. I just ran at Transcendence, right into a portal and hand of my own.

      I could see the portal in front of the Confessor, and his arm poking through it.  Pain shot up my spine as he got a solid grip on the back of my neck.

      Every part of me twisted in agony like I was nailed to my own invisible cross.

      A second later Osprey did the same.

      Pieces of Iron had been knocked off, but with the second reprieve, he started to heal, exposed flesh gaining a sheen that became solid iron again.

      “Well, isn’t this a pickle.” The Confessor was chastising children. “Let's put the kiddies to bed, and the adults will discuss your punishments.”

      Pain drove me to my knees.

      I was aware of Jackal yelling into my mind, trying to get me to think, to move. He was afraid and so was I. But more than afraid, I was in agony.

      “But before we do that, it’s time for confession.” The Confessor’s voice ticked up now that he was getting to play his favorite game. “Raven.”

      Crap.

      “You resisted me before, so let's see how well you do now.”

      Only I hadn’t resisted him, I’d fooled him like… too much pain for similes. I’d just fooled like a fooling thing.

      The Confessor seemed to think for a second. “I know. What is the one thing you don’t want your team to know?”

      My name. That I knew who Flare was. Both rattled around in my head but the one thing that I didn’t want them to know, not right now at least, shouted out of my mouth. “Iron killed…” I avoided saying Jasmin's mother. “Shannon Paris. He’s the Kitchen Knife killer!” The last part  pulled out of me on a scream.

      Maybe the other two wouldn’t hear. Flare had just crashed, and Osprey was in as much pain as I was.

      “What?” The Confessor did not seem happy about this news.

      “He’s the serial killer,” my voice said before I had any thought of stopping it or saying something else. “I just figured it out.”

      Iron was standing now, his fist pulled back, ready to deliver a strike that would kill Osprey if he wasn’t ready for it. And he was not ready for it.

      “What?” Flare said. It was a whisper, and I wouldn’t have heard it except she transmitted over our channel.

      The Confessor pulled his hand off Osprey, who collapsed backwards. “Transcendance, please.”

      “Boss, this is crap,” Iron said.

      A portal appeared right above Iron’s head and the Confessor’s hand dropped on the iron-covered skull. The white light arced.

      “Tell me Iron, have you been killing these women?” Apparently the Confessor knew more about the serial killings than I did. I guess if you want to be a gang leader you need to know what’s going on in the area.  Or maybe the Confessor had a psychosis of his own and needed to know a confession if it was just sitting there.

      “Boss, I…” I knew what it felt like for the compulsion to take hold, and I saw it even on his warped, metal-encrusted face. “I killed them all. I had to. She kept coming back. The things she did to me when I was small. I killed her, but then I would see her again. She kept coming back! I had to kill her, I had to kill them all.”

      “You killed Shannon Paris?” Flare yelled. She was glowing brightly and fire was around her hands.

      “No!” I almost said Jasmin. “Flare, don’t!”

      “Answer the question, Iron,” the Confessor ordered.

      “She gave me the Smile.” Whatever the smile was, it meant a lot to Iron.  “A cup of soup and the Smile. Like I didn’t know what she was thinking. It felt so good to stop that smile. Make her feel what life was really like, just for a second, just at the end!” he shouted. “I wasn’t the one screaming, she was!”

      If I had to guess, I’d say it wasn’t the admission that did it. That was bad enough, so I could be wrong, but it was the look on his face.  His face was stitched-together plates of iron, his expression cast in changing metal.  The memory of inflicting pain, of killing, brought such ecstasy to his face, such awe of a wonderful moment.

      I was horrified. I was disgusted. I was infuriated. But he was not talking about my mother.

      Flare’s aura went out. The green light just stopped. My first thought was that she had lost focus, her grief making her lose her powers. Silly, really. I should have known why her aura dropped. But he was not talking about my mother.

      My visor protected my eyes from the blinding light of a thin, concentrated beam of green energy.  Every scrap of power Flare had at her command was poured through the grief of a child.

      The beam hit Iron in the center of his forehead. The Confessor’s hand and the portal vanished, but he kept smiling his crazed grin, the iron on his face glowing red, until the smile melted into a scream. Before any sound escaped, all his features melted away. His entire head became  a glowing mass of red, then a hole opened up. The beam cut through, and all the molten metal poured in. God, I hope he was already dead.

      The Confessor released me, and I could move. Well, my body was under my control again. But I couldn’t move.

      “Stay out of my way, Raven,” the Confessor warned. “And you’d better run. I think I hear sirens.”

      Transcendence, the Confessor, and a well-stocked warehouse disappeared as Transcendence’s portal vanished.

      “He’s right. SSA are on their way.” Osprey stood up. “Good work, Flare. We gotta go!”

      Her hand had no aura left. She was just staring at Iron. There was no skull or flesh left. It was just nothing, a headless statue, his arms frozen in a swing meant for Osprey that he would never deliver.

      Then parts of the iron started to flake off.

      “You have got to go now,” Jackal told me.

      “She killed him,” I said.

      “And she did the world a favor. Now do yourself one and get the hell out of here!” Jackal ordered.

      A large  fragment sloughed off and dropped to the floor. A chest -- tattooed, muscled, and human -- was exposed.

      “Oh, God,” Flare said.

      Osprey got to her first. “Come on, let's go.”

      “I…”

      “You’ve got to get out of here,” I said into the radio. “What would your family do if you got caught?”

      That snapped her out. “We’ve got to go.” Green flame started to spark then ignite around her.

      “Go!” I yelled.

      She looked at me. I couldn’t see her face, I didn’t know what she was thinking, but it was a long look. Then she was up and through the hole in the skylight she’d used to get in.

      “Good work,” Osprey told me. “You’ll have to tell me how you figured out who he was.” He motioned to the headless corpse.

      “Good work?” Was he serious? “You sick, bloody, son of a bitch!” He wasn’t close enough for me to hit him, and I could barely get my legs under me. “A man is dead, and WE killed him.”

      “A monster won’t kill anyone else, so win-win,” Osprey shot back, rubbing his palms together like he was knocking dust off after a good day’s work.

      I wanted to hit him, I wanted to kick him, I wanted to scream. But I dropped to my knees. So, I must have stood up at some point. “You don’t understand.” He didn’t. He was little better than Iron, both trying to silence screaming children hurt by a monster. “You think you did something today, but you didn’t. You didn’t accomplish anything.”

      “Whatever, white hat. Keep out of my way.” Osprey made a leap and was out the skylight.

      “Raven.” Jackal’s voice was urgent. “You’re out of time. You need to go now.”

      I got my feet underneath me somehow. The post-combat fatigue was starting, which was crap because it wasn’t post-combat yet.

      I sprinted for the door, got out.

      And I was too late.

      Oracle, a platoon of geared out SSA, and a Shield all landed at the combat site.  I could hear the wail of sirens from the main road, and a helicopter with the SSA three-headed dog logo was right overhead. The spotlight went right on me.

      And kept going.

      “Boss said you’d need my help,” Pixel said from behind me.  She was leaning against the side of the building.

      The spotlight kept sweeping. There were no cries, no net-gun fire, or telekinetic grabs by Oracle.

      “They can’t see us?” My belly did a flop and shake.

      “Nope.” Jackal seemed to be letting out a breath. “Thanks, Pixel.” Jackal was saying it into my head, but she gave a two fingered wave like it was no big deal.

      “You have an idol,” I said.

      She nodded.

      “Don’t worry, I wasn’t cheating on you,” Jackal said. “It won't change the thing we have.”

      Whatever. “Let’s go.”  I took a step, but realized Pixel wasn’t following me. Then I really looked at her face. She was in pain.

      “I’m not really going anywhere,” she said through gritted teeth.

      “Legacy Guy did a number on you.”

      “Legacy Guy? Sure, whatever. Saw right through my invisibility as if I had a neon sign.” She stood. Without the wall’s support, she began to sway.

      “You need each other,” Jackal said. “She can keep--”

      “Yeah, I’m already there.” If she could keep us invisible, we could get out of this without incarceration.

      “I have a car that way.” She pointed deeper into the harbor.

      I didn’t like the idea, but I wasn’t going to leap from rooftop to rooftop holding her.

      She sneezed in pain when I picked her up. “I’m fine, go!” She was not fine, but I didn’t know how much time I had before she passed out.

      Stealth was the most important thing, and I kept to the shadows. I didn’t know how well she obscured us and I didn’t know how long she would be able to keep us covered. “Thanks for saving my life again,” I told her.

      She had her hands around my neck and her face pressed into my shoulder, stopping her from yelping in pain. “If I don’t, who will?” she muttered through her pain.

      “It couldn’t have been easy coming back for me.” I didn’t know where Peregrine had dropped her, but it wasn’t at the warehouse door.

      “You’ve got that right,” she agreed.

      “Well, thanks.”

      There was nothing else to say. I got her to her car, she drove, and  I got in the trunk. It sounded like a good idea at the time, but in the confined space I had no way to fight the adrenaline fatigue. I was asleep before the car started moving.
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      I sat down next to Sofia at the lunch table that had become our usual spot. Usual as of two days ago.

      She jumped at the little clang of the tray.

      “Sorry.” I hadn’t meant to startle her.

      “No, I'm sorry.”  She looked horrible. I mean, she looked hot, but also exhausted. She made room for me to sit next to her. “I didn’t sleep well last night.”

      Last night for me had been never-ending nightmares, the side effect of using my time slow power. All I saw was Iron’s headless body. Or whatever Legacy Guy had used to slice Spike’s guts open.  And thanks to the  adrenaline fatigue, I couldn’t stay awake, returning again and again to my nightmares. Dad had literally poured a glass of ice water on me to get me up this morning. I hadn’t even touched base with Peregrine. I didn’t know what he knew, or if Spike had made it to safety. I didn’t dare use the radio, just in case the SSA had figured out our channel or were just scanning for encrypted signals. Paranoid? Maybe I just didn’t want to know. I wanted to think that we’d at least done something.

      “Why not?” I asked after too long a pause.

      “Why?” She’d lost the thread of the conversation.

      “You didn’t sleep?”

      “Oh, it was Raven.”

      My heart skipped a beat before I realized she was talking about Feral, not me. Like I said, exhausted.

      “He totally flipped out around eleven-thirty and I couldn’t calm him down.”

      That was about the time we’d gone head-to-head with the SSA, then Legacy Guy, then the Confessor. I got more worn out just thinking about it.

      “How ‘bout you? You look like you pulled an all-nighter, too,” she said.

      “Paper for Mr. Clancy. It’s due Friday, but I couldn’t sleep, so I just got it done.”

      “That’s great.” Tor sat down across from us. I hadn’t seen him all day. He was sporting an impressive shiner and a newspaper that he put in front of me.

      “What happened to you?” Sofia asked.

      “The same thing that happened to him.” Tor pointed at me.

      As God is my witness, I had no idea what he was talking about.

      “The major freak show that was our hospital visit last night,” Tor said like I was the biggest lamo. “You should have seen this guy.”

      Oh yeah, that hospital thing was last night. It seemed forever ago, and was not the most important thing that had happened last night.

      “I’m just glad you're alright.” Jasmin took her seat beside him. “You must have been terrified.”

      I almost jumped. I wanted to say something. What? Accuse her? Ask her if she was all right? Rage at her for killing someone? What I did was stare at her in shock.

      “Ryan saved my life,” Tor said.

      I blinked and tapped down my flipping stomach. “That isn’t how I remember it,” I said. “I seem to remember you pulling me out of the fire.” That was the truth.

      He pointed at the paper. The hospital incident was on the front page. Not the part about Perdition making people nuts. Just some addicts getting away and going crazy. Luckily, our heroics were just down to a line. “Visitors called the SSA.”

      “Wow, you’re heroes,” Sofia said to both of us.

      “Yes, he is.” Jasmin leaned over and gave a bruise-free portion of Tor’s face a kiss.

      “I’m just glad the SSA showed when they did,” I said. “A lot of those guys were crazy.”

      “Weird there’s no mention of the yellow gas,” Tor said.

      I just shrugged.

      “We’re going out to celebrate,” Jasmin said. “You two should come with us.”

      Sofia got a little uncomfortable. We were not at the double-dating phase.

      “Celebrate?” What was there to celebrate?

      “Our victory.” Tor pointed at the paper.

      Victory? I didn’t feel victorious.

      “I need a fork.” Jasmin gave Tor another peck on the cheek and went to the silverware caddy.

      “She seems…” Sofia watched her walk away. “Lighter.”

      Tor nodded, looking fondly at his girlfriend. “I know. She said last night she did something she’d wanted to do for a long time, and a weight is off her shoulders.”

      “Oh,” I said. That was so much worse.

      Tor stuffed a fork full of pasta in his mouth. “So you got your paper finished. What angle did you take?”

      I kept looking at Jasmin. She selected a fork and returned to our table with a huge smile on her face.

      I hadn’t written a word, but I knew exactly what I was going to say. “Nothing revolutionary. Just went with what Mr. Clancy suggested. First, you make your choices, then your choices make you.”
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      The Worm paced back and forth in the little underground room. The large dog looked at him, tracking him as he paced. Others came and went, their vacant stares unnerving, and not one of them acknowledged his presence.

      One of the others placed a file marked with “Phoenix composition” on the desk.  The Worm asked about it, but was ignored.

      He tried to read it, but it was in a language he couldn’t even recognize. It could have been a code, but it wasn’t even in letters.

      A rush of air and Malice filled the chair.  A squeak of protest as he rocked a little.

      He looked haggard, his clothes ripped and torn.

      “My lord, the truck did not arrive.” The Worm hated not knowing what was happening. He knew he should be silent, but he had to know.

      “I know!” Malice pounded the desk. “The remnants of the Guard destroyed it.” So much hate was tied up in the word Guard. “Why couldn’t they have just been blown up when they were supposed to?”

      The Worm didn’t know when that was, but he didn’t care. “All the Perdition?” This was a disaster.

      “All of it.” Malice nodded.

      “How long will it take to get more?” The Stardust wouldn’t stay in the junkies’ systems forever. They only had a couple of weeks, maybe a month before it lost potency.

      “A while. The good news is, Stardust will continue to be supplied to the streets. It gives us time.”

      “But how long? Can you get more Perdition?”

      “You have no idea the cost.” Malice shook his head. “I will have to go to the Legacy Council, and they are not forgiving.” He picked up the file on his desk and paged through it, out of pure instinct. “But I will accept their punishment, and this city will still burn.” He stood. “Leave me. I need to contact the Council…” Realization flickered over his face and he looked back at the file he’d discarded. He snatched it up and took his chair again. “Oh, my.” The anger vanished in a second. “Oh my, my, my.” He laughed. “Look what you did, you naughty, naughty boys.”

      “Sir?” Sir seemed safe.

      “I think we can go to the Council with much better news,” Malice said.

      “But the city...”

      “Oh, the city will burn. It will take a little more time, but with a much hotter fire.” Malice looked at the Worm with a city ablaze dancing in his eyes. “Also, what is left of the Guard must  die. Especially that Raven child.”

      “I will see to it, sir.” The Worm bowed and left the room.

      

      From the author, Arthur Mayor. 

      I hope you enjoyed my story. Get a FREE SHORT STORY, Origin, when you join my newsletter. Origin tells the story of when Ryan’s powers first manifested, how he met Raptor, and became Raven. The Dark Shadowy Cabal newsletter will also give you updates and new releases from Dark Shadowy Cabal, cover reveals, deep dives into characters, and other “blu-ray” extras. 

      

      Become a member of the Cabal today: https://www.subscribepage.com/b5v7p6

      Continue following Raven’s thrilling adventures in Villains, Superpower Chronicles book 4.
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