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THE GREATEST HEROES have already fallen... Now it’s up to Claire and her ragtag crew of Zeroes to save the city.

Low-ranked hero contractors Claire, Elise, Norah, and Piper dream of making it to the top twenty with the Stewards of Light, but their weird RPG powers have them trapped near the bottom instead. Balancing college, part-time jobs, and family matters leaves the girls without much time to fight crime and grind out the experience they need to climb the ranks.

When an unusual threat emerges, the gamer girls are left standing in a city turned upside down with no hero to save them. The underclassmen are outclassed, but they're also the only ones who can stop the spread of chaos. Claire and her friends will have to unravel the mess with clever teamwork and determination and find the top-rank heroes in themselves to save the city before it falls into darkness.

From J.D. Astra, author of the Viridian Gate Online: Firebrand series, comes a new universe of heroes and monsters. If you hunger for anime like One Punch Man and My Hero Academia with a healthy serving of RPG elements, Zero.Hero: Neon Dark is for you!
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WANT TO KEEP UP WITH all of our great books? Then visit Shadow Alley Press and subscribe to our mailing list!
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Prologue
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RED AND GOLD STREAKED across the night sky in a shallow arc, fading into a soft glimmer at the edge of the pale yellow horizon. The lights of Denver set the hovering clouds aglow, but out on Norah’s farm, we could see the meteor shower without obstruction.

Another golden sparkle raced across the dome above and Elise gasped. “Did you see it? I think it’s starting!”

I turned back to the wide-open cellar door and shouted down to the others, “It’s starting!”

The clamor of girls and grownups scrambling to get their binoculars and jackets replied. I looked up to the twinkling stars and sucked in a breath of cool November air. Frost crept along the edges of our nerdy enclave, but as soon as it formed, the heat from the patio firepit burned it away. I rubbed my hands together and blew into them as my gaze hunted across the blackness above.

“I think I can see Jupiter, too!” I pointed to a twinkling celestial body.

“Pfft, we see Jupiter all the time, Claire,” my friend Piper said with a hint of dismissal. Known for her habit of piping up, Piper had sleek brown hair and buck teeth that made her look younger than she was. She was tiny, too—so short she barely reached my shoulders. She passed me on her way to the telescope, zipping up her oversized black hoodie. “We won’t get to see a Leonid meteor shower like this for ninety years!” She raised her hands and leaned back, opening herself to the sky.

Norah’s mother and father, Beth and Zack, emerged from the cellar, steaming cups of liquor-laced apple cider in hand, with a blanket wrapped around their shoulders. “Did we miss anything exciting?” Zack asked as he positioned himself next to the firepit, dragging Beth along with him under the blanket.

Zack and Beth were minor-league astrophysicists. They were both excited about this meteor shower, with all the recent random activity going on in space. The fact that we would be chaperoned, and hanging out in a furnished cellar, was just about the only reason all our parents had let us come out to Norah’s farm, given the warnings that had been all over the news.

Many reports from the President’s press secretary had stated there was no reason to be overly concerned, and everything going on was well under our control. But it was laughable to think we could control space, and the scientific community was on fire with theories, curiosity, and some caution.

Justified caution in Zack and Beth’s opinions. Amalthea, one of Jupiter’s moons, disappeared from its orbit only to reappear five days later, following its normal path, as if nothing had happened. Telescopes all over the world had confirmed its absence, while skeptics declared there had been some obstruction or an issue with the instruments.

Next was Mars. The planet’s atmosphere developed new elements in a matter of days. Storms raged and covered the hemispheres in black clouds that bode ill for little Earth. Some people even went so far as to say it was the signs of Armageddon some biblical event that would end human life on Earth.

Still, the scientific community was more curious than fearful, and so with the blessing of the television’s “safety report,” we were allowed to participate in the data gathering Zack and Beth were doing. Machines measuring all sorts of things like atmospheric pressure and a bunch of other stuff Beth said that I didn’t understand were sitting out in the field of culled corn where they had the most unobstructed view of the sky.

“Another one!” Norah pointed, dimples flashing as she smiled with excitement. She pushed her straw-colored hair back and pinned it under a purple hat with a blue puffball on top.

Elise beckoned me with a wave, and I plopped down on the warm stone next to her and the fire. She looped her arm through mine and gave me a warm smile that lit up her dark skin. She motioned for Piper and Norah to join us.

A bright light flashed behind us, and I turned to look back. The signature cha-chlick of a phone snapping a picture sounded, and when the blinding light faded, Beth was smiling. “You girls are just too cute. I’m so glad your parents let you come over tonight. Meteor showers are magical, beautiful, and life changing.” Her eyes sparkled as she looked up at the sky.

“Seems like that cider is pretty magical, too,” Norah said with a snicker, and we giggled.

Beth waved her off. “Cider or no, space is the greatest unknown with the greatest potential for the most wonderful things. You girls will never forget this night.”

With that, we fell quiet and tipped our heads back to watch the show. The night breezed by at the same pace as the meteors we watched, arms linked and wonder building. Was anything unusual going to happen?

Beth yawned, long and loud, for the tenth time, and we realized it was well past a 5th grader’s bedtime, not that it mattered. School was canceled until scientists could confirm no calamity ensued from the possible anomaly passing us by.

“Well, looks to be about over for tonight.” Zack checked something on his laptop, then sighed with defeat. “No anomalous data, so we’ll head back up to the house and leave the dungeon to your sleepover. You girls don’t stay up too late.”

“We won’t,” we chimed together in our innocent voice.

Nothing had happened, except the amazing Leonid meteor shower. I’d tried to drink it all in, enjoying the first and last time I’d ever see it this vibrantly in my life, but I was more excited about the game.

Terra’s Heroes.

I’d gotten it the weekend before. My mom always took me to The Dragon’s Horde after she’d done something she felt guilty for. This time, it was forgetting to get me from school. Not like I was upset; I just went to Elise’s house, and we played Halo. But the reward for her forgetfulness was a brand-new RPG game. Elise was more into the FPS, but she indulged me with my tabletop needs, especially when it was something new and shiny.

We retreated to the cellar after extinguishing the fire with a bucket of dirt and dragged the telescope down with us to the depths. My greedy hands went straight for my ruddy gamer backpack. I pushed past bags of dice, play mats, and full notebooks to pull free the new, cellophane wrapped box. I hadn’t wanted to let the smell of fresh cardboard and paint out until I could share it with my closest friends.

The four of us gathered around the old wood table at the center of the burgundy carpeted concrete dungeon. There were shelves of canned goods around us, Norah’s parents being avid preservers. They were prepared for anything, it seemed. There were two bunk beds at the other end of the room, farthest from the stairs, which were divided by a cloth privacy curtain we would pull back before we tucked in. They weren’t the most comfortable mattresses, but they were the most convenient for sleepovers.

Elise clicked the tiny space heater to life, then joined us at the game table. I slid my fingernail between the box and the lid, cutting the thin clear wrapping and ripping it off. My fingers traced the art on the front of the box. It was stunning. 

The characters’ backstories were all amazing, too. At the forefront was the character I wanted to play: Raven Gressahla. 

She was a half-demon Skro, with horns that snaked down to her cheeks, decorated in gems, metal cuffs, and the teeth of her defeated enemies. She could see into the minds of others and wielded the truth of all things. She was the spiritual leader of a village destroyed by the war of two neighboring cities. Her people, the Skro, were destined to lead nomadic lives, unwelcome in either kingdom.

Behind Raven was Groff, the giant Tree Ogre. He was cursed to live a dual life, one of light and the other of darkness, paying for the crimes of all those who came before him. Tree Ogres were long-lived creatures who developed deep anger for the spreading races, Humans, Foxians, Skro and Sky Elves, for what the Tree Ogres perceived as mistreatment of the land. Groff was the sole survivor of his tribe when they assaulted a heavily defended Human city at the base of their mountains.

Flanking Raven and Groff were two other females: Xebaria Dark-Dancer and Penelope Denetore.

Xebaria sported daggers to the teeth, tight black leathers, and a mask that obscured everything but piercing blue eyes and tall, pointed ears. She was a Sky Elf, dubbed as such for the floating islands on which her people made their home. The legend of Terra says the Sky Elves were one of the oldest creatures on the planet, but when they saw change coming, they retreated by magic means, ripping their cities out of the earth and keeping them out of the reach of those who’d bring them harm. The Sky Elf lore went deep on the internet, and I hadn’t had time for all that... 

Then there was Penelope Denetore, the character I knew Norah would nab. Penelope was decked out in gold and bronze bandoliers, a short skirt exposing orange-tinged legs and a fluffy tail sprouting from her behind. She was a Foxian, and kinda cute, but I thought it was just a cheap ploy to reel in the Manga readers.

But that wasn’t why I thought Norah was going to pick her. I knew Norah had also done her research on Terra’s Heroes, and I could tell that throwing grenades, whacking enemies with lightning rods, and shooting pistols was going to be right up her alley. The Foxians had a cool bit of lore to them. Though they’d been subjugated for a long time under the heels of the more “civilized” species, they’d eventually won their freedom, about four hundred years before the game was set.

The cast went on and on, about six other playable characters with their own story arc and potential resolutions, but those were the highlights. I pulled the lid back with a fthp fthp fthp as the air slipped past the tight seal. At the top was the manual; crisp and pristine. I grabbed it as the other girls went in after the figurines.

Terra’s Heroes: The Master’s Guide.

This was one of the first games that provided a basic guide in the box, and then over six hundred pages of lore and story information online. It allowed us to play together, without a game master, since we’d be using one part chance and two parts internet.

We didn’t need a computer to get started tonight though, so I pulled open the first page to the table of contents with the copyright information on the left side.

Introduction

How To Play

Modified Rules

Characters

Abilities

Spells

Spell Modifications

Resolving Play

Armor & Weapons

Loot

Main Story Quests

Side Quests

Towns

Ascending

Cool... Under the character sheets in the box was the Encounters, Enemies, and Creatures handbook, but I could look at that later.

“I want to be Xebaria Dark-Dancer!” Piper declared as she slammed her game piece down on the table. It was the black-clad Sky Elf. I wasn’t sure a high DPS, low health class was for her, but she was almost eleven now; it was time for her to make her own choices.

“I will be Penelope Denetore,” Norah said as she grabbed the Foxian figurine, and I smirked.

Something, fear maybe, made my hand reach out and snatch up Raven Gressahla and put her out on the table. Elise looked up at me, her mouth slightly open. I couldn’t guess if it was the character she wanted... but I wanted her. She grimaced and grabbed Groff.

“I’ll be the ugly ogre, I guess,” she said, her voice downtrodden.

I put the booklet aside. “There are more girls, you know.”

Elise nodded. “Yeah, I know. But you idiots are always getting in trouble, and you’ll need a character like Groff in your party. He has healing magic and can harden his tree-person skin to be strong as stone, like a tank.”

I couldn’t help but smile. Elise seemed to hate my tabletop fascination, but she’d actually done some research on the game. She knew, the same as I did, that two DPS and a Mentalist hybrid would be doomed without some muscle.

“Thanks, Elise.” I gave her a fist bump.

Norah followed, then Piper, adding, “Way to take one for the team.”

The energy in the room was palpable as Elise smiled, happy to be the martyr this time. We’d all taken turns being “the boy” since so many games didn’t provide enough female characters for an all-girl group to play. There was always Dungeons and Dragons or Vampire the Masquerade, which allowed us to play whatever character we could design, but then one of us had to be the game master. We wanted to take on the challenges together.

I sat and pulled the game booklet closer. “Alright, nerds, lay out the board.”

We got to work setting up the first campaign. There were dungeons and cities and groves, but our main home base would be The Tower of Zewan. There we would train, upgrade our skills, and get quests. We could do all of those things out in the world too, but it was mostly for specialized training, or quests outside of the main campaign.

The board was placed. Markers set. Characters poised for entry.

“Tonight,” I started in my gameteller’s voice.

“This morning,” Elise interjected.

“This morning,” I started again without missing a beat, “we embark on a journey to defeat the Cursed Arborium. Who dares?”

“I dare!” Elise declared loudly in a low-pitched, gravelly voice.

Norah smiled, raising her hand. “I dare!”

“And me!” Piper finished, and we put our fists together over the table.

“Let the game begin!” I threw the two ten-sided dice onto the table to determine where we would begin our journey.

The dice came to a stop on four and eight. Twelve it was, though the dice trembled defiantly as if that was not what they wanted to choose. I grabbed the encounter booklet and looked up twelve in the starting combat spreadsheet: Shapeshifters in the deep. I scanned the highlights, being well versed in guiding our ragtag gang through many RPGs, then set the book aside.

“Outside of Terrasil, on the road to the next great city of Feldaust to begin a trade barter, our great Company is of high spirits. But danger lurks in the shadows of the tall trees, and creatures with poisonous fangs that stab deeper than any sword wait for us in the darkness.”

The dice on the table shook harder, then the picture on the wood paneled wall, and the antenna on the old TV. There was a rumbling coming from overhead. Was it a plane? We looked up to the cellar door as light, first deep red, then orange, then yellow, pushed through the cracks in the wood.

The table bounced from leg to leg, and I slapped my hands down to stop the game board from being upset. My chair trembled and shook my body, causing the nerves in my stomach to tighten. The TV wiggled off the stand, its glass face shattering on the carpet-covered concrete floor. Glass jars from the canning shelves shattered, splattering preserved tomatoes across the wall, and the rumble grew to a roar. The light outside the cellar pierced through the cracks and filled our little space with white.

“What’s happening?” Piper yelled as she reached out for Elise and Norah. Their hands found mine on the table, and my wide-eyed gaze jumped from terrified face to terrified face. It was hard to see them, and my eyes burned from the blinding light.

“Get under the table!” I screamed over the noise and slid down my chair. I remembered the training from school and followed through the motions with fear as my friends crowded around me at the center of the thick wood table. I wrapped my arms around them, putting our heads together.

“It’s going to be okay.” I whispered softly, knowing it wasn’t true, as the white and the sound swallowed us up.
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Chapter 1
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“KILL IT ALREADY,” THE normie bystander shrieked as she pressed herself into a corner of the dank alley.

“What’s it look like we’re doing?” I retorted, loading another bolt into my crossbow.

Dim lights flickered from old lamps overhead, giving the monster a rainbow gleam that belied its foulness. I used Scan on the gelatinous glob of garbage muck, searching for a weakness. The readout of information dotted my vision with a green glow above the monster’s black gelatin body.

[image: image]

GRAY GOOP SHOT TOWARD my head from the formless monster, and I jumped to the side. The “Mud Sling” ability splattered against the brick wall behind me and covered my backside. A shiver shot down my spine as the smell turned my stomach.

“Yuck,” I whimpered softly as I shook the gloop from my horns.

“Raven, anything?” Piper asked, using my hero name in the presence of a civilian.

“Weakness is the Core Fragment; that’s apparently it. Try your rapier, Xebaria,” I replied, using her hero name, too.

I took aim with my crossbow arm as the monster moved closer to the trapped normie. She cried out, swinging her handbag in front of her to ward off the creature. I was shooting in the dark, not being able to see where the fragment was in this pile of muck, but I had to try. I pressed the trigger with that hope.

Twang! 

The bolt zipped toward its target as Norah sidestepped another mud sling. The Refuse Pronicle swallowed up the bolt, its health staying strong at 100%. Elise slammed her fists down through the jelly muck with a crash as the filth-caked concrete below shattered.

The blob split in two, then wrapped around her arms and started sucking them in. Elise growled as she tugged herself free and splattered goop across the alley and onto the trapped woman. The woman cried out, her voice oscillating between disgust and fear.

“Help, please! Anyone,” she screamed.

“Lady, we’re right here!” Elise whined in her deep yet girly voice. Despite her hero form being a hulking male Tree Ogre, her speech patterns mimicked her human body, sounding comically feminine. It was one of the more hilarious side effects of our hero predicament.

“Hey, you big dumb slop!” Norah taunted, and the monster stopped its slow advance toward the woman cowering in the corner.

“Groff, cover her!” I pointed to the normie as Norah’s foxtail flicked from side to side with excitement.

Norah struck the sparker on her chest and lit the fuse of one of her black powder vials. “Eat this!” She hucked the miniature grenade at the monster, and it swallowed it up greedily.

“Get down!” I yelled and dove behind a pile of trash.

Boom, splat! The once red brick walls of the alley dripped with brownish gray goo, filling the area with an even worse smell than before. I poked my head over the black trash bags as I yawned to pop out my eardrums.

I used Scan again and found Norah, Elise, Piper, the terrified woman, and a red pulsing Core Fragment on the ground, all covered in muck.

“See! We had it under control.” I bounded up and reached for the flashing stone. I examined the report for its exact value, thanks to my passive ability, Determine Worth.
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THE FRAGMENT WAS ONLY 150 XP, and split four ways it was even more pathetic, but it was still something. Fortunately, the monetary payout was a bit nicer: two hundred and fifty Credits.

“Get off me.” The damsel in broken high heels rose on shaky feet and pushed Elise away. She pointed at me. “You are, without a doubt, the most impotent heroes I’ve ever been rescued by!”

“Impotent, sheesh, whipping out the vocabulary on us,” Piper scoffed. She walked up to me to inspect the Core Fragment and scraped goop from her black face mask with one of her many knives.

“This isn’t funny to me! I could’ve died,” the woman wailed.

Elise reached for her shoulder to comfort her. “We’re very sorry it took so long, but you’re okay, don’t worry. The worst it would’ve done is try to suffocate you, but it was so slow, we never would’ve let that happen.”

“Don’t touch me, creep!” The woman pulled away, tripping in her uneven shoes. “It wasn’t the monster I was worried about. You—”she pointed angrily at Norah—“you could’ve blown me up!”

“I measured the powder carefully; it was barely enough to blow that monster apart!” Norah protested, her tall Foxian ears pointing back in annoyance as she snarled.

It was time to intervene. “We never would’ve allowed you to get hurt, I promise. We’re with the Stewards of Light. We’re the good guys.”

The woman laughed. “You’re a disorganized group of buffoons, is what you are.”

Elise grabbed the woman’s purse and held it out to her. “We’d appreciate it if you’d report your successful rescue to the SoL website or mobile app. Every four star or higher rescue gets us closer to our goals of joining the B rank.”

The damsel tutted loudly as she snatched the bag. “Get a job; you suck at this.” She strutted off awkwardly, every other step being lower than the other from the missing heel.

“We have jobs, thank you!” Norah shouted after her, and the woman held up a one finger salute in return.

Piper rolled her eyes and waved away the rude gesture. “Whaddawe got here?” She pointed to the fragment.

“About 40XP a piece.” I held out the object so they could all place their hands on it.

A fuming Norah crossed her arms as Piper and Elise put their hands on mine. “Since I could’ve killed her, I shouldn’t take any XP. Better not help me level up and almost kill more people.” Her fluffy orange and white tail whipped angrily from side to side.

“I think it was a brilliant move,” I said trying to catch her downward pointed gaze.

Her eyes flickered toward me. “You think so?”

“Hell yes,” Piper said with admiration. “I wish I could blow shit up. I mean, my rapier is cool, and I’ve got like a million daggers— 

“And you can disappear into shadows,” Elise added.

“Yeah and that, but your grenades are the tits, my dude.” Piper reached for Norah with her other hand, and the angry Foxian stepped closer.

“Not like it’s much XP. I still need another eight hundred to level up.” She shuffled her feet, kicking at a bit of garbage.

“And every little bit counts! C’mon, we’re not going to absorb it without you.” I jerked my head down at the fragment pulsing with fear in my palm. At least, I imagined it was afraid. We were about to absorb and convert its essence to feed our own hungry fragments.

“Fine, just because I don’t want to spend another minute in this nasty alley.” She slapped her hand down on the others, and I opened my hero menu with a blink.

The green glowing charts, stats, and menu layers projected out in front of me for the other three to see, and I selected the Absorb Fragment: Party ability. The others could absorb essence on their own, but I was the only one who could share it with them because of the Determine Worth ability. I could also divvy it up any way I liked, which made it a lot easier to get everyone near the same level.

I could feel the essence flowing into me through my palm, and at the last second, diverted my portion of the XP up to the others. Smoky gray wrapped up their hands and arms until it flowed into their fragments. Piper’s lay in her chest, just shy of her heart. Elise’s was lodged in her left bicep, and Norah’s was buried somewhere deep in her gut.

They closed their eyes as they processed the essence, converting it into fuel for their fragments. Elise’s arm pulsed a soft yellow that swirled with deep purple, Norah’s exposed midriff emanated orangy-red light, and Piper’s chest turned a cool blue.

I smiled as I felt the used power shard tremble its last, then stuffed the stone into my pocket. We could turn it in at SoL HQ for a few Credits for taking a monster off the streets.

“Wait, what’s this all about?” Norah snapped open her hero menu as she looked at me pointedly. She could’ve looked at it herself, but she wanted everyone else to see; she had an extra 10XP.

I shrugged. “I didn’t really do much in that fight, didn’t feel like I’d earned anything.”

Piper punched my shoulder. “You have to stop doing this, Claire. You’re already two levels behind the rest of us.”

Norah shook me. “Seriously, we want you to be the same as us. It doesn’t matter who did more work, we’re a team.”

Elise smiled kindly. “Plus, you yelled for us to get down. That helped.”

I looked down the alley where the woman had disappeared around a corner. “Yeah, well, more encounters like that one and we’ll be on our way up and out of the C Rank, am I right?”

“That’s the spirit,” Elise said as she clapped me on the back and sent me careening into Norah.

I pulled myself out of Norah’s corset and spit a few times. “Bleh, hair in my mouth.”

“Oh, shut it,” Norah growled. “I do not shed... that bad. Plus, there’s no hair on my chest, so you’re full of shit.”

Elise winced, showing off large lower canines. “Sorry, I still forget how strong I am sometimes.”

“Ugh, let’s get outta this dump,” Piper said as she waved her hand in front of her goo-covered mask.

I grimaced. “Something tells me the smell isn’t entirely the alley.”

“Yeah, the poop goblin nailed all of us with its slime,” Norah grimaced as she scooped some of the gunk off her bandolier.

“Refuse Pronicle,” Elise corrected with a raised finger, and Norah rolled her eyes.

“I call the shower first,” Piper blurted, and we collectively groaned. With only one shower, we had to develop rules around usage... the rule was you call it, you get it, which wasn’t very fair, since obviously Elise, who was absolutely covered in the crap, really needed the shower first.

As we turned for the end of the alley where we’d parked our scooters, Elise paused. “Shall we transform back?”

“I wanted to turn this in,” I said as I held out the emptied fragment.

“But we stiiiiink,” Piper whined.

“Fine, guess we won’t have the budget for Thai food tonight.” I slipped the rock back in my leather dress-vest pocket. I knew Piper was good about delayed gratification, but not when it came to Thai. I looked around at the others as they deliberated, exchanging glances that communicated more than words could. They were sizing up one another’s willingness to go into SoL headquarters smelling like rotten corpses.

I started the return chant. “Monsters slain and evil—”

“Wait.” Piper held up a hand, a hungry gleam in her eyes. “I think we can take a fifteen-minute detour for some Pad Thai.”

I smirked. “That’s what I thought. Elise, piggyback?” I smiled at my oldest friend in her Groff form, and she couldn’t contain her own grin.

“Of course.” She knelt and I moved her long, goop-covered black braids from her shoulder so I could get a better grip on her green, bark-like skin. It was like holding onto a warm, semi-fleshy tree that breathed. It’d been weird at first, but after a thousand or more piggyback rides, her strange skin was just as normal to me as was her huge, masculine appearance.

“Ready?” She asked as she grabbed ahold of my legs.

“Ready. To the victor goes the extra gyoza?” I asked as the others started up the mint and coral scooters.

“Extra gyoza and first shower.” Piper amended the reward.

I locked my hands together at Elise’s collar bone. “Let’s race!”
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Chapter 2
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“FASTER, ELISE, THEY’RE gaining on us!” I urged as my Tree Ogre friend tore up the distance between the last few streets to the Stewards of Light guild tower.

“You didn’t buy a helmet, so I can’t go any faster,” she said between leaps over the decorative boulders in the business park.

“My horns will protect my skull if I fall! Just don’t trip over me and I’ll be fine.” I gripped her bandolier tighter as one of my legs almost jostled out of her grip.

“What about the top of your head or the back? Or your spine? No, Claire, I will not risk splattering your brains on the concrete for a bit more amusement.”

“No fun! What kind of helmet would fit my head anyway?”

We leaned into the turn together, and I kicked off the building, as if it would give Elise a boost. I glanced over my shoulder, Elise’s long dreads whipping me in the face as I searched for Norah or Piper.

There was Norah, her foxtail whipping behind her as the little scooter maxed out at forty-five. The speed limit here was forty, but she’s always been able to charm her way out of the consequences when caught. Human Norah was not as bold, but Foxian Norah knew she was hot and could weasel out of just about anything with a whimper or a wink.

“Come on, Elise! We’ve got this!” I cheered her on.

“The gyoza is mine!” Norah cackled as she zoomed past, her fox fangs glinting in the streetlamps’ light.

“You can have whichever of the two rewards you want, just run!” At my urging, she leaned forward and stepped into the bike lane on the street. Her strides became long and bouncy, like we were running on the moon, but we were catching Norah.

The massive, glowing SoL sign lit up the black asphalt with gold. The sun iconography was really clever, in my opinion, but Norah thought it was a cheap play at the acronym. The lights behind the sign pulsed to give off the illusion of a brazier, making the logo look ten times cooler.

There was a stoplight ahead, but Elise wasn’t slowing down. “Dude, it’s red.”

“Three, two,” she counted as we reached the intersection. Shit, I should've bought a helmet. At what would’ve been one, the light turned green.

We zoomed past Norah as she growled, “Cheaters!”

Elise slowed to a jog, then to a walk, as we reached the Headquarters. “I want the first shower,” she said as she knelt to let me down.

“Deal.” I slipped off her back and adjusted the lace-up vest of my dress that had wiggled up to expose my pants underneath.

Norah puttered up to the building and jumped the scooter onto the sidewalk to park. “Running in the bike lane, cheap shot.”

“Not illegal for heroes with high running speeds, therefore, not cheating.” Elise beamed.

“Where’s Piper?” I looked around at the few cars that passed by, searching for the coral scooter.

Norah sucked her teeth. “She saw a sign for free iced coffee and stopped.”

Elise tsked. “At nine-thirty? I hope she’ll be able to get to sleep.”

“You know Piper.” Norah tilted her head back, eyes closed, as she snored loudly. I couldn’t help but laugh. It was true; Piper could sleep anytime, anywhere. I was surprised it wasn’t listed among her hero abilities.

The coral scooter sputtered into view. Piper’s mask was pulled down under her chin as she sucked creamy coffee through two conjoined straws from the cup stuffed between her thighs. She waved, pointing down at the cup and mouthing “free” exuberantly. Maybe she wasn’t as good at the delayed reward as I’d thought. Or maybe free coffee was worth losing the first shower.

She pulled the scooter up to the side of the road but didn’t park it. “You guys can turn it in without me, right? I want to head back and clean up. I’ll even go get the Thai as penance.”

Norah groaned as she picked at the dried garbage goop in her tail. “I want to go home, too.”

I looked up at Elise, who smiled, showing off the two-inch pointy tusks on the bottom row of her teeth. I nodded to the others. “You guys go on ahead, we’ll collect the payment.”

“Uuuhh mah gawd, you guys are the best,” Norah moaned the words, and we laughed.

Elise pointed a big tree-bark finger at the two of them. “No more speeding, Norah, and Piper, stay on target.”

“Sure thing, mom,” the girls chimed together sickly-sweet as they pulled away into the night toward our apartment just off campus.

Elise grumbled, the sound like a tree bending in the wind. “I hate it when they do that.”

“Call you mom?” I asked as I patted her on the back to guide her toward the building.

She crossed her beefy arms. “No, lie.”

“Oh, they’ll be fine. Let’s get paid.” I grinned and felt her relax a bit with the lessening of pain in my chest.

Elise had an aura ability that activated when she was angry, even just a little bit, called Berserker's Rage. It felt like hot bee stings all over my chest, depending on the severity of her emotions, and gave her a crazy bonus to strength. I know she hated being Groff, but he was so cool.

We walked up the concrete steps to the reflective revolving doors. Elise had to dip her head to get in, shuffling massive feet as we moved around the opening. The wind whooshed with warm, compressed air as we exited the roundabout into the short, blacked out hall. The second door into the building had identity scanning technology built into it, and I could see a faint pinkish aura as the detector scanned us. The door beeped at our approach and swung open.

Elise ducked again to enter into the main hall, where heroes of all ranks hung out. Chatter, loud and quiet, filled up the space around us with infrequent overhead PAs chiming to call specific heroes or asking for certain ranks to respond to a threat. It sounded just like an airport and made me feel at home. 

The main hall resembled the center of a shopping mall. There was a cafe, a sandwich joint, and little shops of different kinds all around the outside that sold healing salves, energy drinks or hero boosting elixirs, weapons, and more. Seating areas with tables, couches, TVs, and holoscreen terminals clustered together in the middle. This gave heroes a place to watch for trouble while enjoying comforts not available on other levels of the Headquarters.

We walked toward the elevators at the back, getting all manner of glares along the way. Embergrace, an A Ranker who was pretty well-known for her firefighting abilities, covered her nose and mouth as we walked by, retching loudly.

“Here comes the scum off my boot,” she taunted, and I fought back a sneer.

“Sorry about this,” Elise said to the others with a wince.

I pressed the button for the elevator and glanced around, trying not to be too self-conscious about the smell. “Maybe we should’ve gone home first,” I whispered to Elise as someone bolted for the toilets, their hand over their mouth.

Elise shrugged. “I don’t think we smell that bad.”

“Yeah, but you’re Groff...”

She glared and the elevator bell dinged as the doors opened. The two people inside wrinkled up their noses as they sped past us, heads down.

“Sorry,” Elise called after them as we stepped into the spacious lift. The doors closed without the previous occupants looking back, and Elise dropped her head in defeat.

I pressed the button for level five: Jobs and Evidence Processing. “Don’t feel bad about it, E. It happens to even the best heroes.”

She was silent as we lifted up into the heart of the Headquarters. There were several layers between the bottom floor and where the actual headquarters began that didn’t have a stop on this elevator, but with my Scan ability, I could see there were definitely rooms of some kind. Scan sounded like a lame ability to the others when I’d elected to take it, but I knew it was going to end up being O.P. based on its flavor text.
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THE ELEVATOR SLOWED and dinged again as it deposited us on the fifth floor. The level was large and fairly open, like the bottom floor, but it was clearly divided into six sections. Recruits, C Rank, B Rank, A Rank, S Rank, and Z Rank.

Z Rank was reserved for only twenty heroes. They were the best of the best. S had between twenty and forty heroes in it at a given time, all of them clamoring for Z. A was near a hundred heroes, B, two hundred, and C, three hundred. We were all sorted and scored on a weekly schedule based on our rescue reports and how many Core Fragments we turned in. Once a quarter, there were hero tests that would allow someone to graduate from rank to rank, if they’d improved and done well with their weekly scores.

It was all very bureaucratic.

We walked toward the C rank section, earning more repulsed glances. Edgar was standing at the intake station, which reminded me of an old bank teller window. We could drop items into a slotted box at knee height that would perform a worth determining process similar to my own ability, and he had a little desk where he could write up reports.

Edgar didn’t look up as we approached, but flicked a bit of blond hair away from his thin-rimmed glasses. “You two. Again.” He sighed, and he scribbled something on a note, then turned to his glowing holoscreen.

“We’ve got a Core Fragment to turn in!” I dropped the rocky orb into the box, and it booped to signify it recognized the input.

Edgar pushed the glasses up his nose, then cringed, finally turning his gaze to us. “You do know that you stink, right?” He was never one to hold back an honest comment. So young in years, but old in crotchety cynicism.

I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, it was a Refuse Pronicle.”

He blinked slowly. “Ever heard of dodging?”

“Penelope blew it up.” Elise added, her cheeks a bright green.

His lip curled back as the box chimed happily to tell us it had finished its scan. “Lovely. Let’s see what you’ve got here. C Rank, level eight,” he went on, mumbling to himself and typing away on his loud keyboard. He was the only intake engineer I knew who still used a physical keyboard. When I’d asked him why, he said he just liked the noise.

He sucked his teeth. “A hundred and thirty. Deposited into the same account?”

“That’s it?” I grabbed the fragment from the box and focused on it using Determined Worth. The readout reported it at a hundred and forty-two Credits. Shit, I underestimated the value the essence would take away when we absorbed it.

The market for fragment essence was still young, since using it as an energy source was being tested for safety. We all hoped when something was finally released to the public that the fragment values would go up. Then we’d be faced with new problems, like deciding if we needed the money or the XP more.

I looked back to Edgar with a defeated sigh and dropped the fragment into the box. “Yeah, I guess that’s it.”

“Thank you for not throwing a fit.” Edgar turned back to his screen and typed away.

My phone buzzed in the pocket on my thigh, and I whipped it out.

Piper: Whatchu want?

I unlocked the screen and thumbed away a reply.

“Ahem.” Edgar cleared his throat, and I jerked my head up, causing the little teeth and beads decorating my horns to clank together. “Signature, if you would.”

I grimaced and stuffed the phone back in my pocket. “Sorry, Thai food order...”

“Yeah, don’t care.” He slid the pen and tablet across the table. I snatched them up and scribbled a quick, “Raven Gressahla.” I pushed it back toward him, and my phone buzzed again at the transfer of funds to our group hero account.

“Have a good night, Edgar,” Elise said with a smile and gave him a cute little wave.

“Not likely.” He grinned sarcastically and shooed us away.

We wound our way back to the elevators, and I whipped the phone out again. “You should come back later, after a shower and some food, not in Groff form.”

“What?” She asked, horrified. “Why?”

I smirked. “I know you know why.”

Her muscled cheek bones turned a soft emerald. “You think he’d want to talk to me?”

I shrugged. “It’s at least worth a shot. If he says no thanks, you don’t ever have to see him again, in E form, I mean. Just don’t tell him you’re Groff.”

“Yeah, but I don’t think he could like someone like me...” She looked at her feet.

I scowled. “What do you mean? You’re smart, beautiful, kind, loving, you pick up my socks when I leave them lying around... you’re like, perfect.”

She shuffled, her cheeks glowing even brighter. “I have flaws. I spend too much time studying, I’m sort of a downer, I don’t like to do a lot of dangerous stuff— 

“Don’t you lie. You love doing fast piggyback rides.”

She smirked. “Yeah, that’s true. But, Claire, I’m a hero.”

“Why does that matter?” I put my hands on my hips.

She shrugged. “He has to deal with heroes every day. It would be like coming home from work to more work.”

“Heroes are great people. Why would that matter?”

“Because heroes like Megaton exist...”

I sighed, feigning defeat, then patted her on the shoulder. “Yeah, that’s true. You should definitely let the fear of rejection prevent you from possibly having a wonderful couple of months, or years, or hell, maybe a lifetime.”

Her eyes became the size of dinner plates, glistening with the mist of tears. I made a stupid face at her, and she chuckled.

“Don’t be a dummy, Dummy. You’re wonderful, and if he can’t handle the fact that your alter ego is a giant Tree Ogre named Groff, then he’s a freakin’ jerk who doesn’t deserve you.”

Her lips turned up in a tiny smile, and her eyes went distant as we stepped into the elevator. The walk out was as disgraceful as the walk in, but I tried to keep my eyes on my phone as I transferred money to Piper and checked our daily ranking. No change. Well, at least it hadn’t gone down.

Elise ran us both home, slower than before, and stopped a block shy of the apartment building. We stepped into the alley with the chronically burnt out lamp, and I pulled her spare shirt from the pouch at my hip.

“Monsters slain—”

“Turn around!” Elise declared, cutting me off.

I groaned and turned my back. “Monsters slain and evil vanquished, the heroes of Terra slumber victorious.”
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Chapter 3
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THE LIGHT OF MY TATTOOS flashed and flickered, then grew brighter until the alley was washed out in biohazard green. My skull ached as the horns retracted and my blonde hair grew out. I felt my crossbow arm lighten as the equipment faded away. I squished down five inches, my skin returning to its normal pale winter pink, as my jeans and sweater rematerialized on my body.

I was human again.

I smelled myself and recoiled. Unfortunately, the gunk from my hero form didn’t disappear along with the hero.

“Shirt,” Elise ordered in her very feminine, high-pitched human voice, and I hucked the tank over my shoulder at her.

My elbow throbbed, and I looked down to find a pink scrape. Raven had a passive Dampen Pain ability, which was awesome, but also awful when I popped back into Claire and felt everything I hadn’t as my hero. I looked at the ability again, hoping like Scan, that some secondary effect would come to light.
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WHY I COULD USE SOME abilities and passives as a human, but others remained strictly tied to my hero form, I had no idea. It was infuriating. I rubbed at the spot idly as I heard Elise struggle with her clothes.

Because Piper, Norah, and I were all similarly shaped as our heroes, we could safely leave our clothes on for the transformation, but Elise’s upper body grew too rapidly before her hero gear manifested. It only took two ripped shirts for her to start carrying a spare around.

“I’m starving. I hope they’re back.” Elise walked toward the alley exit, adjusting the elastic band of her pleated skirt as she tucked in the tank and shivered. Goosebumps raised on her dark skin and I cursed myself. I should’ve brought her a sweatshirt, too.

“So, you gonna talk to Edgar tonight?” I put my arm over her shoulder to give her some warmth as we walked toward the apartment. The streetlights outside our hideaway alley were bright orange, illuminating the college students as they returned from work or headed out to a party.

“I don’t know. He’s working. It doesn’t seem like a good time.” She chewed her full bottom lip and looked down.

“The present is the only time we have. You gotta make the most of it and seize the things you truly desire.” I didn’t really think Elise, the sweetest, smartest girl I knew, was a very good match for the stuck-up Edgar, but she saw something in him she liked, so who was I to judge?

“Yeah, but maybe tomorrow’s present will be a better time. I have some homework to get to tonight.”

I shook my head. “Oh, Elise, your procrastination inspires me.”

“I’m not procrastinating,” she protested, her little voice sounding so comical. There was no bee sting feeling in my chest accompanying her embarrassment, and I was relieved. “Homework is more important than a boyfriend. I’m prioritizing.”

I took the steps up to our building two at a time. “Sure thing, friend.”

“Why don’t you have a boyfriend if they’re so important? It’s been what, three years?” she asked indignantly as I held open the door to the apartment lobby for her.

My cheeks flushed, and my gut tightened at the thought of Augur. It hadn’t felt like three years, more like fifty, and I still missed him. But he was a ghosting asshole.

I blew out my cheeks with disgust. “I didn’t say having a boyfriend was important. I like being single. I don’t have to worry about what some guy is going to think when I show up back home at ten, or midnight, covered in nasty stinking dried goop. More importantly, I get to room with my besties and not worry about him not liking any of you.”

Elise trotted up the stairs to the third floor. “See, you’re just making talking to Edgar even less appealing.”

I stopped her at our apartment, No. 348. “Are you going to wonder “what if” in two years, ten years? I wouldn’t want to wonder.” I scanned my ID to unlock the door, and we took our shoes off before crossing the threshold.

“We’re back!” I yelled and sniffed around. There was no scent of Thai food on the air, only shower steam and soap. I could hear the classic sixteen-bit music from Piper’s favorite handheld game playing from the couch.

“Yo.” Piper’s pale hand appeared above the couch on the other end of the room and gave us a wave. The kitchen was off to the right, a small closet to the left, and farther into the apartment to the left and right were two bedrooms.

“Is the order in?” Elise asked as her stomach growled.

Piper shot up from the couch, her hazel eyes wide. “Shit.” She threw the game aside and her face lit up with the glow of her phone. “Nooo! They closed ten minutes ago!”

“Well, Thai food for another day,” I said as I wrenched my shirt off my head and unzipped my jeans.

“I really wanted it tonight,” Piper grumbled and flopped back.

“Should’ve stayed on target,” Norah chastised as she came into the room in a loose white tee-shirt and boxers, scrubbing her straw-colored hair with a towel.

Though I’d never thought it was weird, one of Norah’s old boyfriends used to make the strangest jokes about us “prancing around in our panties” at the apartment. It was probably one of the many reasons that jerk-wad was kicked to the curb. He’d been a normal college guy, and Norah was enamored with him for reasons none of us could grasp. We all tried to warn her it wouldn’t work out, not just because he was a jerk-wad, but for the glaringly obvious: he was a normie.

Dating normies was pretty much impossible for heroes with secret identities. Norah’s boyfriend had accused her of cheating on the reg, which was probably the main reason he’d got the boot. I personally had resigned myself to crazy-old-cat-ladydom not long after Augur had shunned us.

Piper rolled off the couch and cracked her back. The pops of her spine brought my attention back to the present. She stretched and whined. “The water washed the thoughts out of my brain. I swear, I’m cursed with the short-term memory of a goldfish.”

“Pizza then?” Norah asked as she walked to the fridge for a coupon.

I thought about my funds and the upcoming bills. If we weren’t having Thai, I didn’t want to spend the money. “Nah, I’ll just have something here.”

Elise waved her off, too. “I’m trying to be dairy free for a while.”

Piper made a grunt of disgust. “How could you go without cheese?”

“With great difficulty,” Elise said as she trod toward the bathroom.

I kicked my pants off and tossed them in the laundry bucket near the front door. It was nearly full, and I checked the whiteboard above it. Crap, my turn.

“I’ll be out in ten,” Elise shouted from behind the bathroom door.

I grabbed my laptop from the tiny kitchen table and plopped down next to Piper in the living room. We had some nice commodities for college students, but we were so busy with school, work, and hero business, we hardly ever played our games or watched our forty-inch TV, unless for finding some trouble to dash on the local news.

I popped open the lid to the laptop, but I didn’t really want to do schoolwork. Instead, I opened my character sheet privately, in my own vision rather than sharing it with Piper. I stared off into space, my gaze drifting vaguely over my laptop screen as I scoured my stats.
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THE TERRA’S HEROES character booklet had taught us a lot about what we needed to know, once we actually figured out what our hero powers were. It left a few gaps in our understanding, until we leveled up and started applying our ability points, but after two levels, it was pretty clear what was going on.

Our stats would bank points based on how much we practiced a certain attribute from the Body, Mind, or essence. We would bank skill points in a reserve, shown below our current total, as we worked up to the next level. The banks had a specific depth per level, and once they were full, no additional practice would bank points until we leveled up. Leveling up added the reserve to our active skill point total and made us more badass.

Essence was a wily thing that couldn’t really be nailed down, and was far more important for Norah’s character than it was for Elise’s. One of its categories was literally Chaos, like, what the hell. We came to think of that as random-ass shit happening, sometimes good, sometimes bad, but the more we leveled it up, the more things seemed to happen in our favor. Specifically, Norah’s bombs wouldn’t hurt us as much.

For me, Chaos played a role in Will regeneration, as did Wisdom. It took us a long time to discover Will regen rates were different for each of us. My Will regeneration rate per second was my Chaos value times .5, plus my Wisdom value times .1. It had taken a long time of spell casting and counting the clock while watching my bar regenerate to figure that out. Elise’s Will regeneration seemed to be based on her Strength and Wisdom values, Piper’s was Agility and Wisdom, and Norah’s was Logic and Wisdom.

It was cool to think we were all unique, but also so frustrating trying to figure out what stats to pay attention to most. Worst of all, the others had some amount of control over their other modifiers, while Chaos banked points whenever and however it pleased. It made maxing out hard for me.

Essence also housed the stat Will, the currency we used for casting spells or activating abilities. We sort of equated it to the hero version of human “adulting points.” If we did the dishes, laundry, and our homework, we were out of adulting points for the day, and in Piper’s case, for the week. Will also gave me bonus damage points for my spells and gave Piper’s shadow stalking abilities longer duration. We assumed it would affect us more as we leveled up and earned new abilities, but we couldn’t know for sure.

The Mind bucket was just how it sounded, full of the brainy bits: Logic, Charisma, and Wisdom. Logic came from doing puzzles, working on mathematical problems, and the like. It gave us bonus modifiers to any spell or ability that required us to measure distance, or in Norah’s case, measure black powder. She’d become a master with Logic, maxing it out at almost every level.

Charisma was a stat I lacked in very much, given the fact that my character looked sort of like a demon. My human charisma I’d say was far better than my hero charisma. Likewise, Norah’s charisma was much higher than mine or anyone else’s on the team. She could convince anyone to do just about anything.

Wisdom was a character stat that Norah and I had in spades. It seemed to come directly from reading, research, and experimentation, particularly failure in experimentation. Wisdom affected our success rate in spell modifications or spell combinations and boosted our chances of finding new combinations through experimentation. We’d recently discovered doing our homework in hero form would bank points in our Wisdom stat, and frequently took to doing that when we could.

The Body category was even more simple to understand than Mind. Strength was just that. We could do one hundred push-ups a day until leveling up and a lot of Strength points would be banked... but I frequently forgot to do my push-ups. It gave bonuses to critical strike chance with physical abilities and blunt weapons, as well as increased toughness.

Agility was also clear cut. Running zigzag patterns, sprinting, boxing, all these things banked points. Agility increased ranged attack damage and critical strike chance, which I was heavily dependent on. I used my dagger every once in a while, but really liked the advantage my crossbow gave.

Stamina was easy to grok, too. Doing anything mildly strenuous for a long time would earn banked points. Higher Stamina allowed us to engage in combat for longer without getting tuckered out, kept our heart rates low and steady, and seemed to have an effect on how efficiently we used Will. 

Vitality was the strange, almost masochistic stat. It was earned when physical pain was ignored and pushed through. Good for me that one of my abilities was Dampen Pain. I maxed out the banked points on Vitality almost every level. Not that I’d leveled recently...

The worst kick in the pants of all was that, while some abilities and spells could be used in human form, none of our stats would earn levels unless we were transformed. Lounging around the house in our hero forms had led to Elise breaking more than one chair, so it just wasn’t an option for us all the time.

I switched over to my spells and abilities to look around.
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MY FIRST FEW LEVELS I’d thought maybe Raven would be a great ranged attack character. It wasn’t until I’d looked at the others’ spells and abilities sheets that I realized mine was very much tailored towards Mind abilities at higher levels, and the other categories tapered off before the first Ascension.

Ascension was a point of curiosity for all of us. We’d read Terra’s Heroes: The Master Guide, and anything else we could find, front to back many times and never got a straightforward answer on how one would actually Ascend. Whenever we tried to select the button in our sheet, we’d get an error popup that said, “Missing Ingredient: Ascension Core Fragment.” We’d never encountered one before and had no idea what it might come from.

“Done!” Elise called as she pulled open the door to the bathroom.

I closed out of my character menus and hopped to my feet. “Any hot water left?”

Elise grimaced and patted my shoulder as she passed me toward the bedroom. “Best of luck, friend.”

The shower was freezing, but I guess that’s what I got for being last. I pulled on the tangles in my long blond hair as I mashed soap onto the goop. It was weird how my short black hair in my hero form transferred the goop all throughout my long human hair. But whatever. I didn’t want to have to shower in two different forms, anyway.

When I emerged, Piper had gone to bed, and Norah was scarfing down a sandwich. Elise wasn’t anywhere in sight. My stomach grumbled, and I grabbed my phone from the table. My bank account had just under nine hundred Credits, but I knew a hundred or so would disappear in three days for the mom bills, and I’d owe Elise one fifty in ten days for the rent. With term coming up, I’d need to save all I could for that payment, too.

“I’m headed to bed,” I said as I waved to Norah. She gave a non-committal nod and grunt as she worked through something on her holoscreen laptop.

I opened the door to Elise’s and my room slowly, pulling up on the knob so the hinges wouldn’t squeak. She was asleep on her bed, so I tiptoed to the closet and donned my sleeping t-shirt and tossed the towel on the coat hook.

The mirror reflected shadows in the darkness as I braided my wet hair. I looked old for twenty-two. Or at least, the bags under my eyes made me look old. I pulled at the lower lid of my green eye and looked at my reflection, then stuck out my tongue rudely. There were far too many freckles for my liking on my nose, and one big freckle on the right side of my jaw. So many little imperfections added up in the end.

I tiptoed to my twin bed next to the door and looked at the green glowing clock: eleven thirty. Damn. I set my phone to go off at six and prayed I’d get up.
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Chapter 4
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I JUMPED OVER THE SHORT brick wall and took the stairs two at a time as I ran from my 4Data Logic class. Not that I hated 4Data Logic. It was fun to theorize about fourth dimensional data storage, just one of the many things we explored in my Quantum Computing track.

No, I was running because I was about to be late for work.

For the third time...

This week.

I hated being late. It was really rude, but I couldn’t get a full shift in if I didn’t start by one in the afternoon, and 4Data Logic didn’t let out until twelve thirty.

I held my phone up to my mouth as I dashed across the leaf strewn lawn of the campus entrance. “Computer, text Elise; where’s Coral?”

My phone bleated defiantly and said, “I could not find a contact named Elizawers.”

“Idiot!” I charged around the tall gate and down the hill toward the cafe: Black Hole Brewing.

Ever since the dimensional breach, a ton of little sci-fi-esque coffee shops, breweries, sandwich joints, and more had popped up. It was of course more common in Denver since we had one of the largest meteorite strikes of any of the other cities affected on the night of the Leonid meteor shower and also one of the highest populations of “hipsters.”

It was called the Breach, the Rupture, the Event, the Strike, but it had another trendy name that really pissed off the scientific community: the Big Bang.

The Big Bang slammed Earth with hundreds of thousands of meteorites, some of them as large as semis when they struck, others just as small as marbles, but all of them had what many called essence. The very essence we absorbed for XP, but not every hero did that. In fact, there were no other heroes quite like us that we knew of. They trained for weeks and got stronger, but we had to wait for our characters to level up before we earned any of our hard work, because that’s exactly how Terra’s Heroes worked.

“Late again?” Piper asked as she puttered up next to me on Coral, the appropriately named scooter.

I hopped on the back and strapped on the spare helmet. “Not yet I’m not. Off and away, mighty steed!” I pointed down the hill, and Piper revved the tiny electric motor.

“Hold on.” She let out the clutch, and we pulled away from the curb.

We sped past the older buildings that surrounded campus and entered the freshly constructed part of downtown. Fresh because the biggest meteorite, Dracoris, had destroyed fifty square blocks of it eleven years ago. The site of the strike was surrounded by a two-mile-wide memorial park that had been set up to remember the people who’d died there. It was fortunate that the strike had been so late at night with most of the city deserted, but there were still forty-eight caught in the blast. All of their names glowed in an ever-burning brazier at the center of the park. It was really beautiful and sad.

We passed the memorial and I used Scan, one of my few abilities I was able to use in human form. The flames flickered and danced, then gave me the readout of the deceased’s information in my vision. Nothing seemed amiss. And nothing should—not yet, at least.

The world’s brightest theorized the anomaly would return to the planet, based on its trajectory through our solar system. There was still another year or so before the Recurrence; the repeat event predicted by those same scientists who refused to call the first event the Big Bang. No one knew what was going to happen the second time around, and there was only one other planet that might be in its path before it reached us: Venus.

The Recurrence could undo everything the first event had done, make it worse, kill everyone, or turn all trees into pancakes; we didn’t know. That was part of the reason I was on the Quantum Computing track. I wanted to help take apart what had happened, figure out why and how we could protect ourselves from complete calamity.

“Here you are, My Queen,” Piper said with a British accent as she pulled over to the curb at Black Hole Brewing.

I hopped off and unclipped the helmet before strapping it back on the scooter. “Thank you, Alfredo. I shall expect Thai food on the table by nine tonight and not a second later.”

“Go make that dollar!” she taunted as she sped away.

The US dollar had collapsed two years after the Big Bang, but that hadn’t stopped us from calling Credits dollars.

Credits was a UN currency that emerged in the wake of trying to get a handle on our shit. Not only had we been on the brink of wrecking our own planet with pollution, among other things, but then we’d been ravaged by some insane astronomical dimension-breaking event that brought superpowers to people, animals, and sometimes even random inanimate objects. Like a pile of garbage...

The United Nations said it was time to stand, well, united. Fortunately, the U.S. President at the time had felt the same way. We adopted the UN currency, Credits, and many other governing laws that some nations abided by to help improve our wretched situation.

Not all countries allied with the UN and plenty of disagreements still took place. Due to the risk of Hero Warfare destroying all humanity, we’d been able to keep all the disagreements to polite conversation behind closed doors.

Most of the heroes had emerged in the first few years, and many of them were in the eastern hemisphere, but Colorado and the western United States had their fair share. The girls and I had taken a bit longer to get “out there” since we hadn’t even known we had superpowers until three years after the Big Bang. We’d tried to play Terra’s Heroes again, and that was the first death of Elise’s favorite shirt.

Saying the words, “Let the game begin” transformed us into the very characters we’d chosen to play on the night of the Big Bang. Due to shit circumstance and the whole thing where we needed XP to get better, we were really far behind in the pack of emerging heroes and then just sort of stayed there.

I turned the knob, and the bell over the coffee shop door jingled merrily. My shoes immediately schricked on the floor as I stepped through something sticky. Awesome. I schricked my way toward the counter as I rolled my eyes.

The shop was peppered with Big Bang artwork and news clippings, with walls covered in chalkboard paint and a ceiling decorated with dozens of light-up string lanterns. The ambiance was confusing to say the least. Was it a Japanese tea house? A modern art studio? A new-age boardroom? Who knew?

There were two animated students in the corner using the chalkboard wall to talk through some problem, a girl typing furiously on her laptop, and some guy who looked like he really did not need another cup of coffee sitting near the side door to the patio. He was twitching and jittering all over the place, looking around like he was waiting for someone to pop out of the shadows and shank him. He glanced my way and barked a defensive, “What?”

“Nothin’, sheesh,” I said and shrugged off his glare.

“Hey, how was school?” Dennis, my classically good-looking Spaniard coworker, asked as he blew a strand of curly dark hair from his eyes.

I slipped under the counter and dropped my bag in the employee closet. “It was good, lots of logic and data and fourth dimension.”

“Thanks for dumbing it down for me. Think you could mop up? Some kid spilled his triple syrup latte over there, and I did the best I could with a rag, but Tracey didn’t show up, so I’ve been here alone all morning.”

I winked and shot him a finger gun. “You got it.”

Mopping wasn’t so bad, and I had a headphone in one ear spinning me stories about how some of the great super villains of 2022 were just starting to hit their stride. Super villains, those blessed like other heroes with powers but who chose to be jerks about it, were typically not that serious. They were mostly awkward small fries who wore spandex, laughed way too loud, and flicked their boogers on things when they were defeated. That wasn’t all the heroes had to put up with, otherwise there wouldn’t need to be so many organizations designed around training and growing their hero teams. 

Giant monster racoons stomped around cities like fuzzy Godzillas, packs of fire-breathing bearded dragons ate up herds of cows overnight, and there was even viral mold that reverted people to childlike minds. 2016 was a scary year where everyone thought the zombie apocalypse was about to come true. Stewards of Light, along with several other organizations, like Heroes Inc. and 3B, pooled their collective hero resources and distributed a cure en masse over the cities, ending the weird plague that left people randomly dancing or screaming out for sugar water.

The door jingled and I looked up to see the twitchy bugger taking off across the street and meeting up with a similarly unsavory-looking character. The tall newcomer in the dark hoodie passed the jitterbug something in a fashion that seemed too covert for a standard street affair. I used Scan and narrowed my vision on the shady exchange.
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MY EYES WIDENED ON Shady’s alignment. Dark | Order was not something one would see every day, which meant trouble was definitely brewing. It was nice that my mind labeled them with easy names instead of just Human as it often did when I was idly using it. No, I had an objective now, and the target had to be named.

“Claire, hello?” Dennis waved a hand over my face and I blinked away the information hovering around the people across the street. I knew Dennis couldn’t see it, but I always felt like I’d been caught doing something rude.

“Yo, Dennis, what’s up?” I smiled as I looked at him, but couldn’t keep my eyes from drifting back across the street.

“I need your help moving some of the beans from the back.”

The person in the hoodie had walked on, and Jitterbug was heading around the corner into an alleyway when we locked gazes. He turned and lowered his head, speeding down the damp passage.

“Uh huh,” I said as I handed him the mop. “I’ll be right back, I swear. I just need to check something out.”

“Claire, don’t you dare leave me alone in here for an hour like last time. One more time and I’m telling Robert about it!” Dennis yelled after me as I pushed through the door.

“Ten minutes,” I shouted over my shoulder.

I charged across the busy street, putting my hand out as if I could stop traffic, and then apologized as I was honked at. The alley was narrow and smelled of stale pee; such was a fact of the alleys near the nightlife district in downtown. When I was out of view of the coffee shop, I whispered, “Let the game begin.”

Green light enveloped me, and my feet lifted from the ground as horns pushed their way out of my head. My clothes disappeared, replaced by the lace-up dressy-vest and trusty arm crossbow I’d come to depend on. When the final piercing in my eyebrow was in place, my toes touched back down on solid ground and I charged after Jitterbug.

I rounded a corner and came to a stop as I caught sight of the twitchy man. He was at the end of the alley that butted up against a tall concrete building, leaning against the wall with his face turned away. He scratched at his leg, moaning softly at first, but the sound quickly morphed into a wail, then a snarl.

I raised my crossbow arm and activated Take Aim.
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I CLEARED MY THROAT. “Hey, what are you doing?”

Jitterbug dropped to the filthy alley, holding the spot on his leg he’d been scratching. He groaned and his shirt ripped up the back.

I swallowed my fear and dropped to one knee as my arm shook. “I said hey!”

The man growled, long and low like a hungry beast, and turned his orange glowing eyes on me.

Oh, shit.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 5
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“DON’T COME ANY CLOSER, uh, in the name of the law!”

In the name of the law? Idiot!

I sucked a breath through my nose and pushed it out through my mouth as Jitterbug stepped out of the shadow of the tall building behind him. His face was elongated, the skin on his nose and mouth ripped and dripping blood. Huge canines had grown where human teeth had once been, and his long tongue lolled out over drooling lips. He took another step forward and roared as his shoulder bones rearranged under his ripped shirt.

I kept my ujjayi breathing steady, though my heart pounded in my chest like a cement mixer filled with boulders. “I said stop moving, or I’ll shoot. I don’t want to hurt you!”

Jitterbug lunged, moving so fast I barely had time to gasp as my finger pressed the trigger of the crossbow. The bolt sprang out, stabbing into his chest, but he kept coming.

He knocked my arm aside and pushed me to the ground. My head hit the asphalt, and my vision went dark for a second as the sounds around me muffled. Pain lanced through the palm of my crossbow hand, bringing my vision back with it.

The bastard was biting me!

“Get off,” I screamed, trying to kick him. His massive clawed feet stepped down onto my shins as I tried again and again to get a knee up to his chest.

Jitterbug bore down, his teeth stabbing through the muscles in my palm and forcing a cry from my lips. My HP bar flashed into the corner of my vision at seventy-five percent. My heart hammered as I reached for the dagger at my hip and wrapped my legs around his. If he wanted to be this close, I wouldn’t let him get away.

The blade came free of the sheath, and I stabbed it up into his stomach. Jitterbug yowled, his teeth ripping from my hand. His claws sliced down toward my face and I turned my head, blocking with a horn.

The madman-turned-monster snarled and howled as he tried to escape my grip. He slashed again and I yelped as the strike ripped the skin between the leather straps of my crossbow arm.

My legs went slack and Jitterbug took off down the alley, screaming like a banshee. I rolled to the side and pushed up to my feet as blood trickled down my arm.

“Oh no you don’t,” I muttered and urged my legs to run. I skidded around the corner to see Jitterbug was already halfway up the street, headed toward Memorial Park.

My gaze hunted for anything that could help me and landed on the bike, unattended and unlocked, outside the cafe. “Shit,” I growled as I jogged across the street.

The girl inside on her laptop looked up as I pulled the bike away from the pole it leaned against. She stood, an objection on her lips and anger in her eyes.

“I’ll bring it right back!” I yelled as I mounted the bike, wincing as I grabbed the handlebars.

The hill was steep, but I stood on the bike and pumped my legs hard. I could hear the girl yell after me, but the rushing in my ears and the whoosh of cars drowned her out. Jitterbug was getting closer and closer. I focused on the sound of his ragged snarls as he dodged cars and other cyclists.

“Stop, monster!” I called and he glanced over his shoulder. He raised a glowing orange hand and— 

Honk! 

The car swerved but not fast enough, clipping Jitterbug and sending him cartwheeling into the air. I skidded to a stop as he came down, landing on all fours.

“What the hell?” The driver shouted with a white-knuckled grip on the steering wheel.

Before I could assure the stopped motorists and shrieking pedestrians that I had the monster situation under control, Jitterbug took off at a gallop.

I pedaled the bike into action and screamed after him, “Get back here!”

My legs burned with angry defiance. I hadn’t done this much heavy cardio in a while... The edges of my vision blurred as I panted and pushed on. The crest of the crater’s edge was near, and then that bastard was mine. It took everything I had to keep the same speed up to the top of the hill, but once there, I hunkered down and let gravity pull me along toward my target.

Jitterbug roared as he caught sight of my advance over his shoulder, then swerved into oncoming traffic. Cars veered this way and that to avoid the monster in their path as I made my way to the left side of the road, keeping my eyes on him.

The laser focus I had on Jitterbug widened, revealing a group of children crossing the street ahead into the park. “Monster incoming! Get out of the way kids!” I shouted and three little heads turned my direction, searching for the threat.

A small girl screamed when she saw me, probably thinking I was the monster. The effect was the same. The adult in the group rallied the children and forced them back to the curb and out of the path of the mad Jitterbug.

Cross traffic was heavy, but that didn’t stop him from plowing through, leaping over cars and motorists when they got in his way. I stopped at the light, smacking my good hand against the brake with impatient fury. I looked over at the young girl, tears streaming down her face as the kids were evacuated to a nearby building. Damn, really ruined their day out.

The light turned green and I pushed the bike into action. I couldn’t see Jitterbug anymore, but Scan was back up. Take Aim, which I’d thankfully used at the start of the fight, combined with Scan had saved my butt more than one time. The combination of the spells gave me advanced tracking, to hell with looking for footprints in the mud. The luminous trail of green essence was already fading, but it was enough to lead me. He must’ve been moving fast.

I passed through the tall columns marking the entrance to the park and was met with cool quiet. The trees and bushes obscured the sounds of traffic behind me, but no bird songs filled that empty space. No squirrels ran along the grass, no chirps came from late winter bugs. The chill of the shaded park enveloped me, and the darkness grew.

The wake of Jitterbug’s movements veered off the gravel path and into the grass. I dumped the bike by a bush and covered it with some dry leaves before following on. My hand shook as I loaded another crossbow bolt into the blood-slick contraption. I calmed my breathing, taking soft, deep inhales through my nose.

My Stamina bar flashed angrily near empty, and I knew if it came to a battle of physical prowess, Jitterbug would have me beat. I’d just have to take him out with the crossbow. There was no other option.

I crouched as the line of green essence grew thick again. I’d caught up to him.

There was a loud clunk, and the hairs on my arms raised with goosebumps. I pulled behind a bush and raked my gaze across the little meadow through the trees. There was a large utility shack with a “Sprinklers” sign posted on the slightly ajar door, the very door my essence trail disappeared behind. Good, he was cornered and limping.

I didn’t want to kill him. There was something wrong with him, outside of being an asshole for biting through my damn hand, but he was still human. I popped up my inventory in desperation.

Norah was the party mule, she had amazing bags that could compress any matter to make it fit in a smaller space, and so I had almost nothing on me. Almost nothing. I had some fishing wire, a couple of— 

“Another hard day’s work,” a smug voice snapped me out of my menus and my eyes narrowed on the speaker. His skintight tank top glistened with blood, and he held a fragment that glowed faintly of my essence.

I stood from the bushes and walked into the clearing. “Megaton, interesting seeing you here, with that,” I pointed to the hand with the fragment as his other fist briefly shifted into a metallic mass.

Megaton smirked, the thin mask over his blue eyes wrinkling. “I was just being a hero. Heard some girl screaming, ‘In the park, a demon!’” He let the word linger in the air and my hands instinctively reached up to cover my horns.

He crossed his arms. “What are you doing here?”

I gritted my teeth and tried to smile. “Also being a hero, tracking that man here.”

“That wasn’t a man,” he said with a scoff.

“If you’d been following him as long as I had, you’d know that it was a man before someone gave him that,” I said as I pointed to the fragment wrapped up in his grip.

He gave an incredulous roll of his eyes. “Sweetheart, you know as well as I do that Core Fragments can’t be implanted in people they weren’t gifted to in the Big Bang. This was a run-of-the-mill monster. It didn’t even look like a man. It was some kind of wolf-thing.” He grimaced, like maybe he felt some remorse or was rethinking what he’d said.

“In any case, I took care of it.” He puffed up his chest, smile returning.

I sucked my teeth. There was no point in trying to argue with an A Ranker like Megaton. With his four million followers on HeroGram and his multimillion-Credit fraud of a show, he was impervious to others’ opinions.

I’d watched his show a few times, when Piper had to show me something interesting Megaton had done that day. Half of it was him doing stupid, but thankfully harmless, pranks. The rest was him eating at his sponsored restaurants, or chugging Hero Gains, some nasty-ass protein powder that paid him four hundred Credits for each gulp.

“You better get that looked at.” He pointed to my gored hand, then tossed me the fragment with a huge, toothy grin. “I know you need it more than I do.”

I caught it with my offhand and stuffed it in my pocket. “Thanks, really generous of you.”

“Don’t waste my generosity, sweetheart. Catch you back at HQ. Oh wait... no I won’t.” He took off through the trees with uncanny speed, laughing the whole way.

High and mighty prick.

I rolled the stone between my fingers and stared at the faintly glowing orange. My tracking mark had faded completely, letting the natural essence of the fragment through. It felt far from “natural” though, and my Keensense ability was prickling the back of my neck: Be wary, the feeling told me.

I scrutinized the fragment with Determine Worth.
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“HOLY SHIT,” I GASPED as I stuffed the rock into my pocket again. Eleven hundred XP, and four thousand Credits. We’d lose some of the credits by absorbing the essence, but damn, this was awesome. Maybe I should thank Megaton... Later though. I needed to get home and show the girls the fragment.

“Monsters slain and evil vanquished, the heroes of Terra slumber victorious.” My body cast unnatural green light over the frosty clearing, drowning out all other colors. The sharp pain in my hand dropped me to the ground, and I cradled my right arm as the horns receded into my head.

I cried out as I pressed the damaged hand gingerly to my chest. “Faaaarts! Oh my hell! What in the shit, damn, freaking, ouch!” I sat back on my haunches and gritted my teeth through the pain as adrenaline came in to numb it. Why in the hell could I use Scan as a human, but not get Dampen Pain? That was just rude.

I limped back to the bike, holding the damaged hand as still as I could.

Get home, get Elise to heal the wound, share the XP, get the money. Home, Elise, XP, Money. I chanted in my mind over and over until I made it to the bike, then to the street, and by the time I was near our apartment, the pain had subsided to an angry throb.

I dumped the bike at the rack and took the stairs two at a time up to our room. The door was cracked and I kicked my shoes off before barging in. “Anyone here, or did you just leave it open again Piper?”

There was a grumble from around the corner of the kitchen and Piper emerged, her hand stuffed in a cheese-puffs bag. “I only left it open like one time.”

“Four times—” Norah corrected as she emerged from her room on the left and straightened her Glee uniform—“in the last month alone.” 

“Damn, dude, what happened?” Piper pointed to my hand before she stuffed another orange dusted wheat puff into her mouth. The recognition paid to the wound seemed to bring a new wave of pain and I hissed.

“Yeah, I got in a fight with a monster. But, more than just a monster,” I said as I rushed to the sink. I put my hand under the tap and closed my eyes as I imagined how much it would hurt. I turned on the water and groaned as icy cold shot up my shoulder to my neck.

“What do you mean, more than a monster?” Norah joined us in the one-butt kitchen, making it much too crowded.

“He was a person, just a normie, and then someone gave him a fragment—” I pulled the object from my pocket—“this fragment, and he turned into a wolfish thing.”

Norah shook her head. “No, Claire, you know that can’t be right.”

“Yeah, that’s what Megaton said, too.”

“You saw Megaton?” Piper put aside the bag of crisps. “How did he look?”

I rolled my eyes, then tsked as I moved my hand under the stream again. “Just the same as always.”

“Ugh, that man is just a slice I’d love to devour.” Piper put her hand to her heart.

“Are we talking about Megaton, or pizza?” Norah raised a brow as she pushed the starstruck Piper aside. “Look, Claire, aren’t you supposed to be at work right now? Your shift isn’t over for another four hours.”

“Oh, shit...” I turned off the faucet and looked in the sink. I was bleeding pretty bad... I needed—

“Who left the door open, again? Piper,” Elise accused as she closed the front door.

“It wasn’t me this time,” Piper whined as she grabbed her snack and retreated to the couch.

Elise’s eyes bulged as she saw the blood. “Claire, your hand!” She shoved Norah out of the way and snatched up my damaged flesh. “Let the game begin.”

Elise’s shirt ripped at the sleeves and down the center as her chest expanded into the barky-green skin of her hero. My pain numbed as horns grew from my head, and the whole apartment was alight with the colors of our essence.

“Hey! What did we say about doing that without warning!” Norah poked around the massive form of Groff, her Foxian tail flicking from side to side.

“Sorry, I wasn’t thinking,” Elise said with a wince, then looked back to me. “Hold still.”

She began to mumble in her Tree Ogre tongue and closed her eyes. I took a deep breath as bright yellow light snaked around our joined hands. She placed two massive fingers on the punctures in my hand and warmth spread up my forearm into my chest. It felt so great, like taking a hot shower in the dead of winter times ten and then falling onto the bed with a pile of hot laundry.

When she pulled her hands away, mine was mended. Pink scars dimpled along where Jitterbug’s teeth had dug in, but I was basically healed. Dry blood crusted my crossbow and bracer, which I’d have to clean at some point, but otherwise, it was as if nothing happened.

Norah glared. “Done yet?”

Elise nodded. “Monsters slain and evil vanquished, the heroes of Terra slumber victorious.” She crossed her arms over her chest as she shrank back to normal size, then grabbed the tattered shreds of her shirt from the ground.

“I’m sorry, E. Thanks for the fresh skin.” I patted her head.

“It’s all right. At least you’re healed. Was that your bike downstairs?” She asked as she held the largest shred of shirt over her breasts.

I followed her to the bedroom as I explained myself. “Yeah, kinda. I borrowed it.”

She turned with a deep scowl in her dark brow. “You stole it?”

“No, borrowed, seriously. I’m going to bring it back to the cafe and post it on the board and pay them for all the... blood.”

“Well, you better get going. There’s still four hours in your shift.”

“Right,” I said with a sigh and remembered Dennis’ threat. I’d be facing Robert this time.
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Chapter 6
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“YOU left me. You said you weren’t going to, and then you did, again.” Dennis pointed angrily, his other hand on his hip as his whole body leaned forward in a rage.

My stomach tightened with guilt, but I looked him in the eye. “I did. I’m really sorry. I was being irresponsible.”

“Damn straight you were. What is this, Claire, like your fifth job this year?” Dennis slammed the cafe door shut behind him and fiddled with the lock. The sign on the glass read, Closing early, short staffed. Sorry for the inconvenience.

I sucked in a breath. “Yeah, something like that. But that’s not what I’m sorry about. I’m sorry that I left you alone when you’d been alone all morning, too. That was really shitty of me.”

Dennis spun on his heel and ripped off his apron. “Yeah, it was.”

My face flushed with heat and I pulled in my lips. There was nothing else to say.

Slowly, Dennis’ shoulders slumped and his face softened. “I’m sorry, Claire. I had to call Robert to see if he could send someone else in. I tried to tell him you had to run to the hospital, and he knew I was full of shit, so... I need your key.” He held out his hand.

I tried to hide my grimace as I grabbed my keyring and unsnapped the one for the cafe. This was deserved. I didn’t have the right to be upset about the consequences I knew would come from my actions. Plus, it would only serve to make Dennis feel bad if I made a face or said something shitty, and he definitely didn’t need to take any responsibility for the situation I’d gotten my own dumb ass mired in.

I looked at him with shame as I dropped the key into his open palm. “It was really great working with you for a few months.”

He smirked. “You’re crazy, you know that? You’re awesome, too, though. I know you’ll get another job soon. Just don’t blow the next one, okay?”

I smiled and wrapped my arms around his neck, squeezing him hard as he squeezed me back. “Thanks, my dude. Sorry for being such a pain in the ass.”

We pulled away from each other and he gave my shoulder a punch. “I hope to see you around the cafe. I’ll make you a free triple syrup latte if you promise not to spill it.”

I grinned. “Sounds great.”

He waved, tossing his apron over his shoulder as he walked off down the hill toward the setting sun.

Shit.

When he was out of sight, I dropped to the curb and whipped out my phone. I checked my bank balance. There was a deposit from Black Hole Brewing for two hundred and eleven Credits. Man, instant termination. I sighed and swapped over to the camera app.

I snapped a quick picture of the bike and opened up The Local Board. It was a region-locked chat system that let everyone in a neighborhood or a city connect with one another. It was like the advent of the internet on steroids when it came to connecting the community, but it was also sort of creepy. There was a lot of data on The Local Board about anyone... I wondered when I’d see a picture of us side by side, Terra’s Heroes and the four little girls we were before.

Not that we were famous enough to be noticed or have anyone care about trying to discover who we were. I was sure if someone put in a few hours of effort, it wouldn’t be hard to find traffic videos of us riding around on the coral and mint scooters in both forms. Fortunately, the lack of fame kept that safely under wraps.

I went to the “Lost and Found” channel and posted the picture of the bike with the title: “Found in the park covered in blood. Is this your bike? Reply with a pic of you riding it to claim.”

I sucked in a long breath through my nose and looked away from my phone. Dennis was wrong; it was only job number four this year, not five. A different job every few months wasn’t that bad... but how the hell was I going to pay my bills? My mom’s bills?

My stomach growled, and I grimaced as I looked down at my slightly swollen gut. Last thing I had eaten was a Popsweet at eight. I panned over to my group message with the girls, aptly nicknamed Terra’s Heroes, and typed away.

Clair: Starving. Got fired.

Elise: Oh no! I’m so sorry, friend.

Norah: You kinda knew this would happen, right?

Piper: I could go for a slice.

I smirked.

Claire: How about that long overdue Pad Thai?

Piper: BRT!!!

Elise: We’ll meet you at Tuk Tuk.

I clicked the phone off and stuffed it back in my pocket. The pink on my hand caught my eye, and I rubbed the bumpy spots with my thumb. We were really lucky Groff had healing magic, since none of us had any abilities to rapid heal or anything of the like. I wondered if it had taken all her Will to stitch up the holes in my hand. I pushed down on the spot and felt a twinge of pain, perhaps only remembered.

I sighed, and I climbed to my feet, then brushed the gravel from my jeans. It was getting dark, and the chill of the air once the sun was down would be greater than the little sweatshirt I had on. I hopped onto the bike, promising myself I’d get it back to the owner somehow. My legs ached with protest as I pedaled up the hill, but I took it at a leisurely pace.

The light was red at the park intersection, and I stared through the trees, remembering the chase through the underbrush just a few hours before. What had Jitterbug been doing in that shed? Who was that Shady person who gave him the strange fragment, and how had it turned him from man to monster?

Megaton was right; all the scientists on Earth had tried to integrate Core Fragments into people who hadn’t been struck in the Big Bang, but they never took to anyone. Either the host rejected the implanted object, sometimes quite forcefully, or the essence of the fragment killed them. Those were dark days until experimentations were outlawed. We all knew they were still going on in some deep, dark corners of the world... but here it was punishable with life in prison, no chance of release.

The light turned and I pedaled across the street. The restaurant was just ten minutes away on the bike, so I could take a detour for a little more info. I veered the bike down the path Jitterbug had run hours before and held my breath as the chill of the air hit me. My teeth chattered uncontrollably and I pedaled harder, despite my aching quads.

The LED lamps cast only dim light this far off the sidewalk, but I rode on, easily remembering the trail of my own essence. I dropped the bike next to the shed, the door still ajar, and took a deep breath to calm my nerves. There was probably nothing in there. He’d just been running from me and found the shed. It was a convenient hiding place, that’s all. But that’s not all, warned my passive ability, Keensense. It was like an overbearing parent some days, but most of the time it led me true. I looked at the ability once more to make sure I wasn’t missing something it was trying to tell me.
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THERE WASN’T ANY NEW illuminating flavor text or, like Scan, any new secondary effects. I dismissed the message and pulled the door all the way open. It was too dark to see anything, so I whipped out my trusty phone and turned on the camera light. Pipes, valves, and gauges popped out of the darkness and thick shadows spread over the tin walls.

Scan revealed a lot of useless information, like the type of metal and its age, how many liters of water could pass through the pipes per hour, the voltage of the electric box at the back... I shook my head to siphon out the unimportant data. When I didn’t have a clear objective, Scan would give me everything. I needed to be more direct in the question I was asking.

What was I looking for? Secrets. Why had Jitterbug come here? It seemed he knew from the second he ran from me where he wanted to go. He didn’t wander aimlessly. He came here.

I stepped farther into the shed and the unmistakable stink of emptied bowels and stale blood met my nose. So, Megaton hadn’t reported the incident. I guess he really was letting me have it. I took another step and what I thought was shadows on the floor shimmered, reflecting my phone’s light. Blood.

The effects of Scan ended just as green text was dotting my vision. Damn. I’d have to do it the old-fashioned way. I breathed through my mouth and closed off my nose as I followed the pool to its source. There he was, face turned to mush on the concrete floor. At least it had been quick. I yanked my crossbow bolt from his chest and it disappeared into lime-hued light as it went back into my hero’s inventory.

I crouched down next to the corpse and inspected his position. He’d had his back to Megaton when his head was smashed in, which meant he’d been facing the wall. I looked at the sheet metal wall and shined my phone on it. A bit of graffiti, nothing particularly interesting.

I shimmied around his outstretched hand and noticed what it was covering: a manhole.

“There’s nothing creepy about a manhole in a sprinkler shed,” I muttered to myself. “I’m sure they have to check the underground pipes all the time.” But there was something creepy about it. Keensense prickled at the back of my mind: danger. My stomach twisted as the tightness of fight or flight threatened to overtake rational thought. Hairs on my arms stood on end and the muscles in my jaw clenched.

I blew out my cheeks as I stared at the hunk of bloodstained metal. “There’s only one way to know.”

I stuck my fingers in the hole of the lid and pulled with all my might. The lid shifted, but not enough to move aside. I exhaled hard and pulled again, draining some of the blood into the passage below. I tugged to the side, but my grip slipped.

“Shit!” I sat back and stared at it. I needed Groff. I wiped my hand on my pants and reached for my phone. Three messages and a missed call.

Elise: We’re here. Are you on the way?

Missed call: Elise.

Norah: Turn your phone ringer on, damn it!

Piper: I’m gonna staaaarve.

I called Elise, tapping my finger on the back of my phone as it rang. It clicked. “Hey—”

“Are you okay?” Elise blurted before I could say anything else.

“I’m fine. I just stopped off where that guy and I fought. I found something, but I need Groff. Can you guys come to Memorial Park?”

“Why do you need him?” Her voice was laden with suspicion.

“Because I need a piggyback ride... I need his strength! There’s a manhole cover and I can’t lift it. The thing must be three hundred pounds.” I slapped my blood-caked hand down on my pants as I stared at the immovable lid.

“What is it?” I heard Norah ask in the background.

Elise said something I couldn’t hear, then, “Why do you need to get in the manhole?”

“That’s what she said!” I heard Piper yell next to Elise.

We collectively paused to tsk and roll our eyes. I shook my head to banish the smile trying to form on my cheeks and returned to the business at hand.

“Because I’ve got a bad feeling about what’s down there. Not suspicion, not assumptions. I can feel it with Keensense, E. There’s something bad down there.”

She was quiet, and I could hear Norah asking over and over what was going on. She wasn’t going to like the answer. Elise covered the phone and mumbled something. Norah was silent, and Elise came back on the phone. “We’ll be right there. Send me the point, and don’t get yourself in any trouble before we get there.”

“I’ll try.” I hung up and opened a text to the crew, then dropped my point on the map.

The stink was turning my empty stomach, so I stood from the crouch and made my way out to the grass. I wiped my messy hand off on the well-manicured turf, then laid back and cast my gaze up to the sky. Orange and pink clouds floated by between the shedding branches of the red-leafed trees.

I sighed and let my eyes lose focus. As soon as I did, the image of Jitterbug’s ruined face filled my mind. I shook my head and closed my eyes. Get out, I told the image of the crushed man. I breathed deep and slow as I chanted for the image to leave me. Bit by bit, I couldn’t quite remember what Jitterbug’s corpse, all wolfy and mangled, had looked like lying on the floor of the shack. The sky was darker when I opened my eyes again, and the first stars were peeking out between the gaps in the clouds.

I’d always been able to erase thoughts from my head, but according to everyone I knew, that was weird as hell. Except Augur, he always got me. Well, he always got me when we’d been close. Ugh, more thoughts I’d debated erasing. But there were too many good memories with him and all the others. I couldn’t selectively drop just Augur from all of those. I’d have to purge them in their entirety.

“Claire?” Norah yelled and flashes of light poked through the boughs of the tree behind me.

I sat up and waved one arm over my head. The light focused on me. “What took you guys so long?”

“Piper had already ordered dumplings, so we waited for them, or else she was going to die of starvation.” Norah’s words dripped sarcasm as she stepped closer and put her hand out to help me up. She yanked me to my feet and then gasped. “Whose blood is this?”

I grimaced at the dried blood caked around my nails. “The guy I’d been following. When Megaton said he was giving me this one, I didn’t realize he meant he wasn’t going to report it. We’ll have to do that after we investigate.”

Elise crossed her arms. “I’m not so sure we should investigate. Remember the last time you had a really bad feeling about something, and we found that salamander monster that almost ate Piper?”

I shook my head. “We’re stronger than that now, and plus, we made it out fine back then. We’ll be careful, but we need to take a look. It’s serious.”

Piper nodded. “Let the game begin.”

Elise flustered to get her shirt off, but wasn’t able to remove her bra in time to save it. I wasn’t sure why she still wore them after how many had been shredded, and those things weren’t cheap.

The dewy grass sparkled with the colors of our essence and I felt myself become Raven. We looked to the dark shed and my stomach tightened with worry. No, we were awesome, and nothing bad was going to happen. Keensense was just being dramatic.

“This way,” I said as I led them into the shadows. My hand played with the hilt of my dagger as I walked around the protruding pipes toward the manhole cover.

“Yuck, it reeks! You fart, Claire?” Piper teased as she stepped up beside me.

“Pretty sure it’s the dead body, Pipe.” Norah pointed to Jitterbug and I kept my gaze up. I couldn’t see as well in the dark, like Norah, Piper, and Elise, but I didn’t need to catch a half-shadowed glimpse of the horror and then spend hours trying to get that terrifying sight out of my head.

“Oh, right,” Piper stuttered, clearly ashamed.

Elise crouched down to grab the metal lid and pulled it away with ease, then leaned it against one of the nearby pipes. A narrow ladder dropped into black, and the vast empty before us scritch-scratched at the fear in the back of my mind. A shiver shot down my spine and I closed my eyes.

“How bad is it?” Piper asked.

I chewed my lip to quell the queasiness in my chest. “It’s giant salamander bad.”
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Chapter 7
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“NORAH, CAN YOU GET us a light down there?” I asked as I leaned over and looked into the pit.

She fiddled with her bandolier, and then I heard the tinkling of tiny grains of black powder. “Let me see if I can whip something up that won’t go boom. Elise... could I have some of your shirt?” Norah winced and her little fox fangs poked her lower lip.

Elise crossed her arms. “Why does it have to be my shirt?”

“Because yours is the only one we have access to.” I patted her shoulder and she reluctantly pulled her pretty floral blouse from Groff’s huge, bone-plated belt.

Wind whooshed gently, but not outside the shack. It was coming from the tunnel. I knelt and put my ear to the breeze when it stopped. Weird.

Elise handed over her shirt begrudgingly, and Norah smiled. “I only need a little bit, like a sleeve. It’ll be fine.”

She stabbed her trailing point dagger into the shirt and riiiip. Elise dropped her head in defeat as the whole thing tore in half.

Norah’s ears drooped. “Sorry.”

She poured a vial of the black powder into the piece of cloth, then wrapped it and stuck a wick through the top. “This shouldn’t be so bright that it blinds us, but we’ll only get about two or three seconds of light.”

“Nice work,” Piper said as she gave her a fist bump.

Norah positioned herself over the hole and struck the flint on her bandolier to light the makeshift flash grenade. She lit the wick and dropped it. The package sailed downward until I couldn’t see the sparking wick anymore.

Puff. I heard the satchel hit solid ground and an orange glow filled the space at the bottom. It burned for two seconds, as Norah predicted, and lit it up just enough to show us the ladder went all the way to the bottom, about fifty feet down.

“How’s that Keensense?” Elise asked.

“Not worse,” I said with a shrug.

Piper put her feet on the ladder. “Good enough for me.”

Elise grabbed her by the back of her leather vest and yanked her out of the hole. “Me first. I’m bigger and tougher. And a giant salamander can’t swallow me in a single gulp.”

Elise dropped into the hole, her shoulders squished up and together so she could fit as she descended. I dropped down after her, trying not to think about the cold blood dripping onto my horns from the pool above.

I paid special attention to Keensense as we descended, but it seemed to be holding steady at a one-loud-noise-away-from-crapping-my-pants level of fear. Elise’s bare feet clunked as they hit solid ground, and my hands clammed up. We were nearly there.

My boots touched down and the tight muscles in my shoulders relaxed. I looked up past Norah’s fluffy tail to the opening above. “Man, how much would it suck if someone came and put that lid back on?”

“Don’t say something like that.” Elise warned with a motherly tone.

It was too dark to see a thing, so I loaded my crossbow and activated Lumen Bolt.
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GREEN LIGHT SPREAD across Elise, making her look even more tree than ogre. There was a fresh concrete wall behind the ladder, but that was as far as the light revealed. I took cautious steps away from the ladder, holding my crossbow arm out in front like a torch.

Dirt and gravel ground under my boot with a scuff and I pointed the light down. The path changed from concrete to earth, as if the dirt had pushed up over it. I took a few steps forward and the whooshing of air I’d felt at the top came again, but stronger this time, blowing my hair back. It wasn’t rhythmic, like breathing, and my Keensense wasn’t pushing any more sensation of danger on me, so I took another step forward.

“Be careful, Claire. I see an opening ahead of you.” Elise whispered.

I turned and waved my arm out in front of me until the wall to my right appeared. It was dirt as well, long gashes scraped through as if it had been dug out by a rake. With that, I shimmied closer to the opening I couldn’t see.

The whooshing came again, and Norah grabbed my arm. “I heard claws, or something digging into the dirt. We should go back, Claire. We know enough, and Piper hasn’t been eaten, so I think this is a net win for us.”

My gut told me she was right, but my head knew my gut was terrified because of Keensense. “I want more evidence. The Director at SoL never takes us seriously because we’re C’s. We need some proof... but you’re right. We don’t have to go any farther.”

I dismissed Lumen Bolt and reabsorbed twenty percent of the Will spent creating it, then dropped to one knee.

“Claire, are you sure you want to use him? Remember what happened last time,” Elise warned as she knelt next to me.

I sucked in a sharp breath at the phantom pain from that memory. I’d summoned my Sentinel to try and get us a look at the B Rank Mission Board. Missions were jobs, essentially. A business or individual would ask the Stewards of Light to investigate something suspicious, or to help with a storm in the mountains... or when a monster was found lurking below the Memorial Park. The B Rank board had higher paying jobs, and we were getting all the garbage in C.

Unfortunately for my Sentinel, someone thought it was a monster and crushed him. I was partially blind for nearly a week as Elise’s healing spell went to work on rebuilding my eye. What it couldn’t rebuild was my Sentinel’s faith in me.

“Yeah, I’m sure. I won’t let him get eaten or anything.” I tried to pat her on the shoulder but could only reach her elbow and settled for that.

With all of the fear Keensense was feeding me, I hardly felt the anxiety of impending pain from my eye getting sucked out. If I was right, something dangerous was down there, and there was no way my tiny little Sentinel could escape or fight it off. But my left eye was a small price to pay for proof.

I lifted my hands to my face and pulled in a deep, calming breath as I summoned my Sentinel, Gary. “Spirits of my bloodline, guide me now as my essence embarks on a journey of knowledge. Come forth, Sentinel Gary.”

Piper sniggered loudly and Norah hushed her. “She needs focus!”

“Sorry,” Piper said with a half laugh. “I can’t help it. She named her eyeball demon Gary.”

Green light pooled in my palms, reaching greedy tendrils into my eye socket. Pain shot through the nerve at the back of my eye and I felt a switch and a click, as if Gary had plugged into it. My heart quickened as the Ignore Damage secondary effect of Dampen Pain triggered from the loss of my eye, sending a wash of adrenaline through me.

When I felt Gary had a good hold, I pulled my hands away. The little monster wrapped around my middle finger and clung for dear life as his body continued to form and solidify. Gary couldn’t speak or communicate with words telepathically, but he did contain a bit of my essence, allowing me to feel what he was thinking. I wasn’t really sure what a Sentinel actually was in Terra’s Heroes. The literature on him was slim, and the fan theories... well, the fans of Terra’s Heroes were weird.

Gary’s five squidy legs were firm, their barbed and taloned tips cutting into my fingers. He sucked at the blood from my hand through those little talons, increasing in size two-fold. Gary was wrapped around my glowing red eye like putty on a marble. He didn’t have a single bone in his transparent neon body, and he jiggled when he was bumped. He reminded me of Jello.

When he finally had his fill of my blood, his powers came up in the view of my left eye.
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MY RIGHT EYE WAS ALREADY blacked out from the darkness, so I didn’t need to close it, but I did out of habit. Gary’s Prism icon allowed me to change between different spectrums of light, and that’s the spell I wanted first. Infrared activated at a thought, and 10 Will leaked from Gary’s little limited pool he’d stolen from me.

The view lit up with three warm bodies. Norah hardly let off any heat, except from her huge fox ears. Elise was a cooler yellow color on most of her body, except her chest where it was a warm red. Piper was invisible as usual. She had an ability to recycle her discarded body heat into a tiny amount of Will per second. It was a blanket aura that sat just above her skin that also allowed her to turn invisible in the shadows.

Then there was me, cooling tears streaming from my left eye socket at the eye’s departure. Gary flopped around a bit as he got his bearings. I could give him mental direction and activate his spells, but most of the time he moved of his own accord.

“All right little buddy, you ready?” I asked him out loud.

He replied with the feeling of a war cry that slowly quieted to a weak whimper. I felt him going through my thoughts of him getting eaten and I quickly backpedaled. “No no no, just don’t think about it. It’ll be fine. We’ll come and get you this time if anything happens.”

He gave me the feeling of puppy eyes and I watched myself grin in infrared. “I promise.”

It was weird being able to see myself exactly as I was. Most people never got to do that, going their whole lives only seeing themselves in reflections, or pictures. But worse, it was horrifying to see Gary in all his creepy, tentacled, spiky weirdness. I took to closing my right eye so I wouldn’t have to see the thing that was essentially using the departed eye as a body.

He finally gave a feeling of consent, and I activated Hover, the second button on the right, and his Will dropped again. He had a limited amount of Will and Health, and that meant I had to be conservative if I was going to get him out of there. With what he had left, I could use Dash three times. Hopefully, that would be enough.

We turned to the opening and Gary drifted out over the open air. The walls around had very minimal residual heat from the ground above, giving my entire view a ghostly hue. We looked down as he dropped and my hand clenched on Elise’s knee as the sensation of freefall filled my stomach.

“What is it?” she asked instinctively.

“It’s okay. We’re falling, that’s all. Good thing I didn’t take another three steps forward,” I remarked with a chuckle.

There was even less heat-light when Gary landed at the bottom, turning the ghostly hue of the walls into spectral creepiness. He couldn’t hear, duh, he was just an eye and tentacles, so I had to rely solely on what he could see. We moved forward, and I could feel Gary give me a sense of apprehension.

What’s wrong? I asked with my monologue and Gary heard the message. He replied with visions of a giant salamander crunching down on him.

It’s okay. I promised that wouldn’t happen and I meant it, but we need to see what’s down here.

He gave consent again and we moved forward, navigating the sparsely lit cavern together. I could feel he was scared, but he trusted me. I’d only done Gary wrong that one time, but since then, he’d been resistant to anything even potentially dangerous.

The ceiling opened up above us, maybe twenty feet, and we turned around another corner. We moved close to the wall and I took a moment to use Scan on the rocks. A myriad of data popped up, but the important piece came front and center. “Burned at over fifteen hundred degrees Fahrenheit,” I reported back to the girls around me.

“What?” Piper asked.

The fear of Keensense broke through for a second and I was terrified, and not just for Gary. We were all at risk. “The soil down here. It’s burned, severely. This is the point of the meteor strike. I haven’t seen anything else, but we have probable cause to believe that there’s some kind of monster down here.”

“You should pull Gary out, Claire. That’s enough, right?” Elise asked.

I shook my head. “We don’t have anything yet. We need something concrete.”

I urged my little eyeball-familiar forward and we turned away from the wall. Then there was an orange glow. Heat. We were coming up on something giving off a lot of energy. Gary instantly sent a jolt of fear into me, but I urged him to look.

It’s just around this corner, then you can come home, little bud. It’s okay. I know you can do it.

Gary did the mental equivalent of taking a deep breath, then moved forward at my asking. Orange, red, and yellow in a snaking, organic web met our vision. Gary stopped at the corner, turning slowly to capture the entire view of the thing before us. I couldn’t tell what it was. It looked like thin strings hanging from the ceiling with lightbulbs, and then some kind of rope wiggling all over the ground.

A far-off roar, inhuman and full of rage, sent a shock of electricity through me.

Get back here, now!

“What was that?” Norah asked, her voice panicked.

“That was our cue to leave. Get to the ladder!” I ordered and heard the shuffling of feet moving away from me.

Gary was booking it, wiggling as fast as his little hovering body could as he rounded the corners, following the trail of my neon green essence back to me. The bellow came again, shaking the cavern, and I heard claws on dirt.

Elise grabbed my arm. “Time to leave, Claire.”

I looked to her, and though I couldn’t see her, I know she could see me. “I told him I wouldn’t leave him.”

“He’ll regenerate, Claire. You can’t,” she said with gravitas.

I nodded. “Okay. Let’s go.”

Hurry, Gary! I’ll wait for you on the ladder. You know what a ladder is?

He sent me an affirmative as he got to the long shaft back up. I walked with Elise to the ladder, my heart thumping away with Gary’s fear and mine.

Dash! I cried out to him and he activated the ability, pushing himself high into the air, but not high enough. Again! He complied, and I could see the heat-light of the opening just above him.

The angry cry of the creature rocked me to the core, and Keensense stabbed terror into my gut. I needed to save myself from whatever torture that shout brought, but I couldn’t. I’d promised.

Again, Gary! He sprinted the last time as I grabbed hold of the ladder, taking two steps up with one hand as the other reached out to my Sentinel. He could see me now, reaching for him, and I could see him in all his grotesqueness. And I could see it. The creature that cried out for my blood.

Teeth upon teeth glinted in the low light of the opening from a long maw that dripped hungry saliva. It clawed into the dirt, and I took another step up the ladder, closer to the tunnel that would ensure my safety.

“Come on!” I screamed, willing Gary to wiggle his little tentacles faster. He grabbed hold of my hand, and I took one last look, with both eyes, at the thing below us as I sprinted up the ladder.
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Chapter 8
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“GO, GO, GO!” I YELLED up the narrow passage as the monster below scratched at the walls and shook the tunnel. I held Gary securely in my right hand as I jumped up with my left to propel myself forward. My hands and feet tingled with Keensense, giving me heightened Agility, for which I was thankful now but would regret later when my human muscles had to deal with the soreness.

The girls above me scrambled, the clopping and clacking of boots on the metal ladder hardly audible over the angry roar of the monster below. Gods, what was that thing? Flashes of the long snout, razor teeth, clawed hands with opposable thumbs, dark skin, or maybe was it fur? 

My attention returned to the present as the ladder trembled, sending vibrations up my arm and threatening to loosen my grasp. I pushed Gary up onto my shoulder and asked him to hang on. I felt his spines dig through the material of my dress into my flesh, and I focused on getting us out. He kept sending me thoughts of death and being feasted upon.

“Shut up, Gary! I waited for you, and we’re getting out together, so shut up!”

My Sentinel was quiet after that, giving off only tiny mental whimpers as the ladder clanged and the sounds of metal whining shot up to us.

Elise wrenched herself through the much too small opening of the manhole, then turned back and reached down for me. She pulled me out by the back of my leather vest with one hand, the other ready with the heavy metal cover she promptly slammed back on the tunnel entrance. We panted, staring at one another, then at the ground, waiting for the worst to happen.

But it didn’t.

The lid didn’t burst off, the floor didn’t shake, the monster didn’t cry.

Piper was trembling, and I reached out for her hand. “It’s okay, we’re okay.”

Her eyes were wide and glossy with fear, but as we breathed together, allowing our heart rates to return to normal, a smirk formed on her black mask. “Your ball is on your shoulder. Just thought you should know.”

We shared a chuckle, and I grabbed Gary, suddenly very aware of my turning stomach from the double vision. I pushed through the nauseating effect to look at the bugger. “Time to go home, little bud. Good work tonight.”

He sent me a feeling of love and gratefulness for fulfilling the promise of not letting him turn into a snackpack, then reached his tentacles into my empty eye socket. It stung letting him back in, but he hooked my eye up, then dissolved into my flesh in a flash of green. My Will bar refilled with the five points he had left, and the Health he’d borrowed returned, too, as he faded away from my consciousness. I missed his cute mental picture feelings already. Poor guy was really scared tonight.

Norah paced, her foxtail flicking from side to side with anxiety. “Okay, was that freaking crazy? Does anyone else feel like that was crazy? There’s a giant monster under Memorial Park!”

I put my hand on her shoulder to stop her circling, though it was exactly what I was holding back from doing. “It’s crazy, and we can do something about it. Let’s get to HQ.”

She chewed her lip, then nodded.

We ran from the shed, panting and fatigued, with one purpose. I grabbed the bike and pushed it back to the path, then pedaled out to the street where they’d left the scooters.

Elise grabbed the seat of my bike and pushed as she ran along the road. It was just after seven, and the traffic was out in full, but she guided me through the streets with ease. My thoughts raced from the creature to Jitterbug’s ruined face to the way he acted in the alley and his “strange” fragment.

The red strings looped from one tack to the next in the corkboard of my mind, but there weren’t enough facts to draw a web of connectivity to a single center, a clear culprit. Something weird was going on, and Keensense told me these weren’t mere coincidences.

Who was the Shady character who gave Jitterbug that fragment? Their alignment, Dark and Order, was the most terrifying part of the whole exchange. Was the fragment what caused Jitterbug to become a monster, or was it something else? Why was he trying to get to the tunnels? What if Shady had more of those he was dishing out at this very seco—

I lurched forward on the bike and held tight to the handlebars so as not to fly over them. My groin hit the metal frame and I sucked in a tight gasp of pain. When I sat back on the seat and looked up, I saw the light was red.

Elise shrugged. “Sorry, I tried to tell you.”

I shook my head, dismissing the apology. “It’s fine, I wasn’t paying attention. I’m really chewing on this one. So much happened, I’m trying to get all the pieces to line up, but they’re not coming together. Maybe SoL will have more.”

“Let’s hope,” she said as she pushed me forward through the green light.

I focused on my legs moving around, on Elise pushing me, on where we were going and what I would say. The madness of an unsolved problem was lurking at the edges of my wandering mind. I had to stay right here.

We slowed in front of the building and I hopped from the bike. Norah and Piper arrived on the scooters not a second later, and I walked, half-drunk from adrenaline, toward the door of the SoL Headquarters.

“Wait,” Elise said as she grabbed the back of my vest. “What are we going to say?”

“The truth,” I replied without a thought.

“What is the truth?” Norah asked.

I scowled. “Megaton killed the guy, I went back to investigate, there was a tunnel, we went down, found a monster, and came here. That’s the truth.”

Piper grimaced. “Yeah, but why didn’t we report it sooner? That monster was dead there for a while.”

I scoffed. “It’s not our fault Megaton didn’t document the kill.”

Norah winced. “Yeah, but he did give it to us... kinda our responsibility.”

“Well, we were busy! We have lives. We’re C’s, damn it, we’ve got jobs and shit.” I tried to defend our position, but I’d already failed in my own mind. She was right. I should’ve reported Jitterbug as soon as I’d gotten home, as soon as I’d been fired, as soon as I’d found the tunnel down to the depths. There’d been so many chances to report it, and I hadn’t. They’d be concerned and suspicious now.

The others glared with judgmental stares. “You’re right. We should’ve mentioned it sooner. I should’ve mentioned it. It sucks that I didn’t, but we’re here now and lying won’t get us anywhere. We have to tell the truth. I’m sure they’ll understand.”

Elise sighed. “All right, lead the way.”

I took us past the stairs, through the outer door, and toward the inner door with the confidence of truth and the guilt of failure weaving through my gait. The adrenaline in my chest subsided, leaving me cold and afraid. As soon as the second door went up, and I heard the bustle of the evening heroes, I felt like a fraud. I’d broken process. I’d kept HQ out of the loop. I was a bad hero.

No, I was a good hero who’d done a bad thing. My error wasn’t going to define me. I took a deep breath and stepped through the doors, then wound my way toward the back. The elevator came at my calling, and we rode it up to the Evidence Processing level in silence. We stepped out onto the busy floor, and I hunted through the bodies to see who was working the C station. Great. It was Edgar again.

“Well, there goes that,” Piper remarked, likely having caught sight of the grumpy intake receptionist as I had.

“Like hell,” I grumbled as I puffed up my chest and marched toward him. His eyes flicked to me for a second then rolled away. His shoulders slumped before correcting again, and he turned to busy himself at his holoscreen.

“Hey there, Edgar. We’ve got a Core Fragment for you,” I said as I dropped the essence-laden sphere into the box. It booped with satisfaction at the material.

Edgar’s brow pinched, then he looked over the rims of his glasses at us. “You took this monster down?”

“We did— 

Elise elbowed me hard.

“—’Nt. We didn’t. Not entirely on our own. Megaton helped a little.”

“Mhmm,” he hummed incredulously as he inspected the stats on the screen. “Did you guys want to do your weird little essence leeching before handing it over, or are you strapped for cash again?” He held the fragment out to me, and I took it.

“How much XP is it worth, Clai—Raven?” Norah asked, fumbling through my name. Edgar almost looked amused at the near slipup.

I gripped the fragment tightly and turned to them with a whisper, “A thousand.”

Piper’s mask wrinkled with her grin and she gave a little fist pump of excitement, and Elise’s eyes sparkled with joy. She was only two hundred XP from leveling up, and Norah wasn’t far behind her.

I grimaced. “Don’t get too worked up. I don’t think we should take it.”

“Why not?” Norah’s tail flared with annoyance.

“Yeah, why not?” Edgar’s voice made me jump. I looked over my shoulder to see him leaning across his counter, grinning.

I furrowed my brow and returned my attention to the girls. “I think something is wrong with this fragment. The guy it came out of was a human, and he got it from this shady character in a dark hoodie.”

“It’s November; hoodies happen,” Edgar butted in and I glared at him.

“Do you mind?”

He quirked an eyebrow. “Do you mind getting out of my line, then? I mean if you’re not going to let me in on the secret, you’ve gotta let other people do their turn-ins.”

The queue behind us was empty, but what he said got me thinking. Edgar had access to the Director, and we needed an audience if this was going to be taken seriously. “Yeah, all right,” I said as I ushered the girls to move around his booth. Edgar looked positively thrilled, the most emotion I’d ever seen lighting up his narrow face.

I went on and Edgar typed along with me. “So, hoodie guy gave the jittery dude this fragment, and he ran off down the alley where he put it in himself somehow. He was scratching at his leg, so maybe he stuffed it in there. Then he started to change, and like, fast. It was only a few seconds from man to monster.”

“Speaking of man—” I sucked in a painful breath at the thought—“we need to report the body to the police for investigation. Edgar, can you do that?”

“It would be better if you did, since you have the information,” he paused his typing and raised a brow, “but the closer I am to the investigation, the more data I’ll have to share with the Director and the Science Team,” he paused and tapped his chin, then mumbled, “the more likely I can get that pay bump... Yeah, I suppose I can do you this favor.” He turned to the holoscreen and documented the task.

“Anyway, about the fragment and why we shouldn’t take the essence. Determine Worth labeled it as a ‘Strange’ Core Fragment, and that makes me think there’s something unnatural in it. If we absorb it, we could run the risk of tainting our own fragments with whatever made the Jittery dude go mad and turn into a monster,” I warned gravely as I looked at the other three. “But if we give this to SoL, they can analyze it and figure out if something dubious is going on.”

“Plus, more Credits,” Edgar nodded with approval.

I turned to him, stone between my fingers. “If we give this to you for intake, will you tell the Director we need to speak with them about what else we saw when we were investigating this?”

Edgar’s eyes sparkled. “What else did you see?”

Elise jumped in. “Oh, there was a tunnel in the sprinkler shack at Memorial Park.” She blushed, then looked to me. I smirked and nodded for her to continue. “It led down to this really dark dirt tunnel, and we heard a monster. A big one.”

The light in Edgar’s face faded as his once ecstatic voice drooped to disappointed drawl. “You heard a big monster?”

Elise nodded vigorously. “And Cla—Raven—saw it.”

He clicked his tongue. “Get any pictures?”

I sighed. “Sorry, I didn’t think to strap my disembodied eye with a Pro-Go.”

Edgar shook his head. “Sorry ladies, the Director doesn’t want any more hearsay goose hunts.”

“Duck hunt,” Elise corrected. “It’s a goose chase and a duck hunt.”

Edgar’s eyelids fluttered and I could see the groan he was holding back. “Whatever. You need proof. I want to get this story up to him, if there is one. It’s good for me, too, the bonus and all.”

I tapped my teeth as Keensense flared with remembered fear. “What do you guys think?”

Elise shook her head. “No way. We almost died in there.”

“Plus, it was too dark to see anything.” Norah added.

“Oh, cutie-C-kiddies scared of the dark?” A familiar condescending tone pulled my attention. Megaton was standing two lanes over, panning through his phone as he waited to make an A Rank turn-in.

“Kid is spelled with a ‘K’, not a ‘C’, dumbass,” Norah snarled, and Megaton guffawed. Piper’s eyes sparkled, her head tilting to one side as she sighed.

“Whatever. You guys find something special down at Memorial Park and now you’re too chicken to go get your proof? I hate when people waste my gifts.”

I cocked my hip out. “Well, you’d completely overlooked the tunnel, Megaton, but if you want to accept a job from Terra’s Heroes to go get our proof...”

Gazes around the sparsely filled room were drifting our way, and some people even stopped to watch the exchange. Megaton didn’t often talk to C Rankers, unless it was to “playfully” bash them. The girls and I were frequently the butt end of his idiotic jokes.

Megaton snorted and rolled his eyes. “Sweetheart, you can’t afford me for five minutes, let alone the hour it’ll take to get that evidence.”

I put my hands on my hips, a superior grin slipping onto my lips. “How about three thousand Credits, delivered to your account when the pictures hit mine?”

A clamor of whispers rose in the once silent room, and I realized everyone was staring at us.

“Claire,” Norah whispered through clenched teeth and I waved her off.

Three thousand was a lot, and I could definitely use the money, but I kinda wanted to watch Megaton get his ass nibbled by the monster down there more. Plus, if he didn’t get the evidence, he wouldn’t get the money. I really doubted he was going to get a decent picture in the dark when he was running for his life.

Megaton sneered, but his face revealed its true feelings to me. He was nervous. He wasn’t a high A Ranker; he was mid-eighties out of a hundred or so. If we were too scared to get the proof and there were four of us, what kind of a chance did a low-ranking A stand?

I could see him running through the scenarios, his eyes shifting back and forth, when a deep, Slovenian accented voice cut through the rabble. “If you’re worried, I’ll go with you. For free, of course.”

The room collectively gasped and murmurs broke out among the heroes.

Holy crow, it was Enscepec!

His name in Slovenian meant literally “One Punch.” He was old-school and made his own really cool, yet geeky outfit, complete with a cape. His head was tan and shiny, bald likely by force of nature instead of choice, and his bright yellow jumpsuit made him super hard to miss, anywhere.

Enscepec was fifth in the A’s. I leaned back and checked the board... scratch that, fourth. He’d been in the top ten for the last two years, and everyone knew he was on his way to S. He was a certified badass and one of the nicest high-level heroes in SoL.

Megaton chuckled and I could see discomfort in the way he shifted his weight from one leg to the other. “I don’t need an old-timer coming along to ensure my safety, but if you want to tag along because baby-boos are too scared, be my guest.”

Elise raised herself up to full height. “We’re not scared, we’re just not stupid. We’re outclassed down there, and you might be, too, Megaton.”

I scowled. “He’s a big boy, let him find out on his own.”

I held the fragment over the box and stared Megaton down. “Are you taking the job or not?”

“Show me the cash,” he said with a smug grin.

I dropped the stone into the bin with a tink-clonk and gave Edgar a nod to process it. It was time to get some answers.
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Chapter 9
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WE CROWDED AROUND THE shoddy sixty-inch TV and secondhand couches in the C Rank lounge as Piper hooked up her phone. Megaton promised to stream the “goose hunt” live to his followers, though he also promised that the evidence belonged to us. I had the fund transfer pending to his account, as promised.

The TV buzzed loudly, popped, and then came to life with Megaton’s Pro-Go view. He had one camera strapped to his wrist and one to his chest, so he could dual screen and give his reaction to what he was seeing. He was so theatrical, and Piper ate it up for some reason.

“We’re on our way to enter... The Monster’s Lair,” he said with grandeur as he moved the wrist camera close to his face. It was dark, but the tiny lights on the cameras illuminated his face and what was in front of him. We could see that he let Enscepec lead the way... I would probably have let him lead, too.

The viewer count on the video was skyrocketing: 52, 105, 328... People from everywhere were tuning in to see what Megaton was doing. This was how he made a living, broadcasting his escapades to the masses. I wondered if there was a video of his takedown of Jitterbug out there.

“We’re approaching the doom tunnel,” he said, and the camera on his chest took precedence as they moved toward the tin-roofed shack. Keensence sent shivers down my spine, and I tightened my crossed arms over my chest. They would be fine. Enscepec was, as I said, a certified badass.

They walked through the door, and the camera pointed down at Jitterbug’s mangled form. Megaton covered the camera. “Mature audiences only from here on out.” He could get away with broadcasting the brutal slaying of monsters and bad guys if he just said those few magic words. HeroGram made bank off the advertisements, so they definitely didn’t care to regulate gruesome violence.

The camera went back into focus as Enscepec leaned down to grab the bloodied metal cover to the manhole. “Are you ready?” he asked Megaton, his fingers clutching the lid.

Piper gripped my arm and I offered her my hand instead. Her blue eyes were wide and her long Sky Elf ears were trembling. She was scared for him. I remembered how it felt clutching to Gary and the ladder, praying the monster’s assaults wouldn’t jostle me loose from the slippery metal. I was sure Piper was remembering, too.

“Down we go,” Megaton said with confidence.

Enscepec pulled the lid free as easily as Elise had in Groff form and set it aside. Damn... badass. He stepped into the tunnel first, without asking, and descended. Megaton’s cameras were pointed at the dark wall and his hands, the audio relaying the clopping of shoes and steady breathing in the confined space. The camera on his chest shifted over to Low Light mode as they dropped into darkness. His wrist camera wasn’t as high tech, but his AI watching the broadcast knew to let the main camera take over the full screen instead of splitting it with dark nothingness.

“Watch out,” Enscepec whispered, “the ladder is out.” He grunted, and there was a scuffle as he hit the floor.

Megaton stopped and switched on the light on his chest camera. We all groaned and shielded our eyes as the camera adjusted the shutter. He took the rungs more carefully until the damage of the beast who had pursued us was evident.

The bars were crooked at first, hardly bent out of shape, but as Megaton descended farther, the destruction evolved into decimation. Rungs were snapped in half, and there were deep gouges in the wall behind it. Two-inch-thick claw marks, long and jagged, marred the rest of the way down.

“Well, there’s definitely something down here,” Megaton remarked as he hung by one hand from the bar half ripped to shreds. He dropped several feet with an “oof” to the dirt-caked floor, and the camera pointed down at his knees for a moment. “Maybe a nine-foot-tall, green, mossy monster with a crowbar...”

I saw Elise straighten out of the corner of my eye. She crossed her arms as a group of C Rankers in front of her cast wide-eyed glances over their shoulders.

Edgar looked up at her with a raised brow. “Is he seriously implying you did that?”

“He’s just in it for the show,” I growled, then grabbed Elise’s hand. “Don’t listen to him. He knows we’re watching and just wants to eat at you.”

The bald, caped hero on the screen held up a fist and froze on the spot. They were at the long tunnel down. Everyone returned their eyes to the TV as Megaton lifted the wrist camera to his face and tilted the flashlight on his chest up so it pointed at his chin, mimicking the classic horror shot.

“It seems we’re not alone down here.” He put his finger to his lips then pointed the light forward at Enscepec’s back.

Megaton’s right hand shimmered as it twisted and elongated into the blocky metal hammer he used to smash monsters’ faces in. He could turn his whole body to metal, but with great effort and energy lost. The “Whoa or No’s,” a highly rated podcast of hero stalkers and judgers, listed that as one of the reasons his climb through SoL had slowed.

“How far can you jump?” Enscepec asked, half turning to look at Megaton.

“Wait, they’re not thinking about going down there, are they?” Elise turned to me with concern, and the group on the couch in front of us shushed her.

I nodded for her to look back at the TV and whispered, “Enscepec can take this thing if it shows.”

We missed whatever Megaton’s reply was and watched as Enscepec leaped across the gaping hole in the floor to another tunnel that was catty corner to the one they’d been standing on. It was at least a ten-foot jump... and I remembered from Gary’s fall that it was more than just a few feet down. Enscepec had cleared the gap like he was just hopping over a wrinkle in a rug.

Megaton ran to the edge, but held back at the last second.

Enscepec offered his hand to Megaton. “I’ve got you.”

“Back up man, I’m gonna jump it,” Megaton said with annoyance in his tone. He was getting schooled on his own live stream. Must’ve really gnawed at his pride.

There was distortion growing in the picture, and one of the C’s stood to smack the TV, as if that would help. Piper’s grip on my right hand tightened as Megaton backed up a few paces and ran toward the gap again. He grunted as he cleared the fall and slammed chest first onto the edge of the next tunnel.

The room gasped, Piper squeezing me even harder, as Megaton struggled to get purchase. His chest camera showed out-of-focus dirt, while his left wrist camera pointed at his barely lit, pain-stricken face. His metallic right arm, in the shape of an ice pick, slammed down into the floor, and he heaved himself up.

“See,” he sneered as he wiped off his chest and adjusted the camera. “Told you I had it.”

I turned to Norah. Her face was buried in a leather-bound book as if she didn’t care what was going on. I whispered, so as not to upset the enraptured crowd that was growing around the hand-me-down lounge. “Was there another tunnel opening that you could see from the top?” She had the best night vision of us all, being a Foxian.

She looked up, her ears smoothing back as she furrowed her brow. “I don’t remember, but I think not.”

I looked back to the duo on the ever-fuzzier TV as they walked down the tunnel. “If that’s new, the monster might be at the end of it.”

The disgruntled TV smacker turned around, arms raised in frustration. “What the hell man, piece of shit old thing! I’m going up to B lounge to watch.”

“Do you hear that?” Enscepec asked, his eyes wide. There were more white dots dancing across the screen and a rushing sound like a strong river coming in over their words.

“It’s not the TV. It’s his feed,” Edgar said, turning his phone to us.

The feed was almost completely overrun with zig-zagging static when it switched over to Megaton’s “Off Air” custom message. The comic book inked version of Megaton stood to the left, holding out a big thumbs up. There was a chat bubble coming out of his mouth that read, “Be back shortly, don’t do anything stupid without me.”

Keensense punched me in the gut, and my hand clamped down on Piper’s. Dread roiled through my stomach, and my knees buckled. Pain swelled in my head and throbbed down my spine until every limb was on fire with agony.

I swallowed the lump of vomit and scream in my throat as my legs collapsed. Elise’s far-off voice was dim in my ears.

“Something’s wrong,” I managed to say between gulps of air. The fire in my limbs turned to ice, then trickled up my arms like the tingling of sleep, then came to rest at the base of my skull, right where my Core Fragment sat.

“What’s going on?” Sound snapped back, and I looked up to see many eyes looking down on me in curiosity and worry. My pounding heart slowed from frantic to focused, and the blood rushing through my ears quieted.

“They’re in trouble,” I whispered as my gaze hunted around the room.

Edgar nodded to Elise. “I’ll inform the Director.”

I wrenched myself forward and grabbed Piper’s offered hand. She jerked me to standing, and I looked her dead in the face. “It’ll be too late. We have to go, now.”

Piper squared her jaw. “What are we waiting for?”
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Chapter 10
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“WHOA, WAIT,” NORAH protested. “We almost died down there, and you want us to go back when even Enscepec is in danger?”

Piper puffed up her chest. “We’re heroes, Penelope, it’s what we do.”

Norah’s ears flattened back, and she scowled at the floor. Her tail flicked from side to side, then her gaze shift to determined as it met Piper’s again. “Let’s go, then.”

I looked over my shoulder to Elise, and she nodded. “You know I’m there.”

“I’m coming too.” The familiar voice twisted the nerves in my chest. One glance at the elevator confirmed what I feared. It was Augur. The old butterflies from years ago flapped their wings weakly at the sight of him. I quickly quelled that feeling with the terror his presence implied: things were about to go to shit.

“Augur.” I regarded him as we walked into the elevator. “Are we going to be too late?”

“I don’t know,” he whispered as the doors shut. “I saw you four and the shack in the park... that was all.”

The elevator jerked into action and I sucked in a deep breath through my nose. “Alive?”

“Yes, all alive.”

Norah blew out her cheeks. “You up to like a seventy percent accuracy now?”

“Seventy-two,” he said with a curt nod.

My tongue flicked out and wet my lips. “Well, let’s just hope we’re in the seventy-two percent for this vision.”

The doors pulled back and we quickened our pace across the bottom floor lounge toward the exit, Augur leading the way. He was just an inch shorter than my five foot ten, but walked with the confidence of someone Groff’s size. I didn’t know how he did it. He walked toward fear and death with his head so high and his back so straight. His visions weren’t perfect, and he couldn’t always see the dangers before him, but forward he marched.

“Do you guys have a car?” He asked as he looked back at me, green eyes full of worry.

“Scooters,” Piper replied.

He grimaced. “Can I bum a ride?”

“You didn’t see that coming?” Norah asked.

“I’ve learned to block out the trivial stuff.” He pushed through the door and we moved out toward the street.

The scooters were parked on the sidewalk next to the bike rack. Augur went with Piper, and I climbed up onto Elise’s back. She grumbled and pointed at the furry speed-demon. “Just forty, Penelope. Drive safely please so we don’t ruin Augur’s premonition.”

“Sure thing, mom,” Norah yelled, speeding away.

The deep rumble of Elise’s growl shook up my arms as she broke into a run. We ran alongside Piper in the bike lane and I couldn’t help but look at Augur. Resentment swelled in my chest.

Megaton and Enscepec could be dying—or already dead—and I was thinking about three-year-old pain. Stupid girl. Get your head in the game.

Augur’s gaze met mine and I jerked my eyes back to the road ahead. Norah wasn’t speeding as fast as normal. Maybe she took Elise’s warning to heart... The light turned yellow, and Norah sped up through it as we came to a stop.

She kept going, not even glancing back. I looked to Augur with an expectant glare. His eyes went glossy with purple for a second, then relief washed over his face as he shook his head. Norah was safe.

We were off as soon as the light turned, and both Piper and Elise picked up the pace. We made it to the park just as the telltale sirens of SoL search and rescue dispatch vehicles began their far-off screams. Who were they sending, I wondered.

“Should we wait?” I asked as Piper parked the scooter.

Augur’s eyes shone brightly again and he sighed. “I can’t see anything new, but you’re all still alive.”

“Good enough for me,” Piper declared as she stalked through the tall archway to the Memorial.

“It’s heartwarming to know you still have that much faith in me, Xebaria,” Augur said as he followed after her.

We stalked through the underbrush, no hint of the beast from before anywhere. It was quiet. The trees’ leaves rustled gently as we passed, but there were no other sounds apart from our rushed footsteps. We reached the clearing and my stomach twisted as I saw the shack. I took a deep breath and told Keensense to chill.

“Penelope, got rope?” I asked as I turned to Norah.

She opened her inventory for everyone to see. The orange light from the fragment nestled near her navel projected out and reflected off her steampunk bodice and short skirt. She scrolled through the fifty-some slots with the flick of a finger until she reached the bottom, where she stored the essentials.
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“IF THEY’VE GONE DOWN the shaft Gary fell down, it’s about fifty feet. Groff, if you stay at the top and lower us down—

“I’m the strongest. I should go down.” Elise protested.

I shook my head. “You’re the strongest, so I need you to be able to pull up the others if we find them... incapacitated.” I settled for a word with less fatal implications, but everyone knew I meant “when we find them dead.”

“I’m seeing more.” Augur’s eyes flashed with purple light as the split fragments behind them went to work. “Xebaria, Penelope, and I, we’re walking through the tunnel with a small light, my phone, I think. There’s blood.” He gritted his teeth and sucked in a painful breath. “There’s something there.”

“A huge monster with razor sharp teeth and claws like daggers?” Piper asked sarcastically as she knotted the end of the rope with a wide noose.

He winced as the glow behind his eyes faded. “I can’t see it. Its essence is powerful.”

“I don’t like this plan,” Elise said, crossing her arms.

“They could be dying right now. We have to do something,” Piper declared as she wrapped the rope from her hand down to her elbow over and over.

The sirens of SoL dispatch were still distant. The ten minutes lost on them getting here could mean the difference. “I’ll scout ahead with Gary and hang back with Groff. We know they went down the new tunnel. Augur, do you have any sense of where you saw the blood?”

He tapped and pinched his lip as he thought. “It all looked the same.”

“It would be faster if we split up,” Piper jumped in, impatience in her tone.

“Xebaria, Penelope, Augur, you’ll take the new tunnel. It’ll be easier for you to come back if something happens. I’ll search the lower level with Gary. Groff will stay to protect me. Augur, constantly scout forward and turn back the second things go bad in your vision.”

Norah looked unhappy, but everyone nodded agreement. I swallowed my fear and led the way toward the shack. Light filled the tiny space when Augur stepped in behind me, and I was grateful we had it. Still, I would have to sit alone in darkness with Elise while poor Gary hunted the depths again.

The lid was sitting off to the side, just as Enscepec had left it. The body of Jitterbug lay where he’d fallen, and I felt a modicum of relief at seeing it hadn’t walked away... or been dragged away by the hungry beast.

“I’ll go first,” Elise said as she pushed her way to the front and dropped into the tunnel. She looked up at us. “Remember, the ladder is out at the bottom. I’ll catch you.”

I followed down once her antler crown was out of sight. My heart pounded as I felt my sweat-slick fingertips slipping from blood-crusted rung to rung. My gloved palms were sure of grip, and I tried to keep my head with that fact.

Our boots clopped on the hollow metal and I could hear my own shallow breathing. I slowed to deeper breaths and imagined that the fear was Keensense doing its job. It was just a reminder to stay alert, not to panic.

The rungs of the ladder were becoming misshapen the farther we descended, just like they had on Megaton’s feed, until we reached the destruction. I dropped and, as promised, Elise caught me before I hit the ground.

Augur dropped next and had his phone out in an instant, the light panning around the room, searching for signs of danger. There were claw marks across the dirt where the creature had chased Gary to the ladder. Poor Gary. And here I was about to do it to him again.

There was a weak noise, like ragged breath, and Keensense rattled my ribcage. Pay attention, it demanded. 

“Quiet,” I hushed the others and stepped closer to the hole at the back of the room. Augur was close at my side, light from his phone pointing everywhere I looked.

I crouched at the edge of the drop and looked down. The phone’s light was so dim that I couldn’t see to the bottom. The noise like a hard exhale came again, and there was a distinct “tuh” sound at the end.

I used Scan, focusing my intent on finding someone at the bottom of the tunnel. My heart leapt into my throat as the two heroes’ names appeared in dim green light. “Xen, rope! Groff, belay me down.”

I loaded a bolt in my crossbow and held my hands to my eye as I whispered for Gary to come forth. The demon sucked out my eyeball as Piper wrapped the loop of the noose over my head and secured it under my arms. Gary sliced into my hand and sucked the hot blood from my palm. He swelled, and his powers came up in my vision.

“Watch my back little buddy,” I said as I plopped him on my horn. He gave me the “Eye-firmative,” clip from Alien 2, then activated his infrared vision.

My pulse jackhammered in my temples as I half-squatted and leaned my butt over the edge of the fifty-foot precipice made intensely more terrifying by the fact that I could see the bottom through Gary. Enscepec and Megaton lay on the ground as if they’d dragged themselves to the edge and found the way blocked.

I breathed out hard as I extended my legs and began the walk down the tunnel wall. “Let some out when I jump,” I said to Elise, getting the double-vision nausea as I looked at her. She nodded, her big eyes full of fear. I jumped, and my stomach clenched as I dropped four feet. “Again,” I said, and we got in a rhythm.

The breathy voice rasped up the long tunnel, but the pounding in my ears and the shuffling of my feet on the craggy wall made it impossible to hear. Gary looked down and I shut my other eye, allowing myself to see only through him.

I was over halfway there. I could see Enscepec as he reached out and spoke again. “Hhhp.”

“Just hold on, I’m almost there,” I whispered as my heart raced. They were still alive; that was all that mattered. I jumped again and again, just a few feet away now.

“St-hhhop.” The weak gurgle of his voice sent an icy stab to my gut.

“Stop,” I whispered as loud as I could up to Elise, and the rope went taut. Gary turned, slowly searching for anything else in the tunnel, but we could barely see beyond the two lying at the bottom. “Ease me down,” I whispered again, and the rope went back into motion, dropping me inch by inch.

Gary hunted from edge to edge, looking at every corner as I focused on my steps. We were almost there.

“Stop,” Enscepec coughed again.

“It’s okay, there’s nothing here,” I whispered.

“It’s here,” he wheezed. “It’s right here.”

My arms tingled from the rope cutting off circulation, but I turned my crossbow to face Gary’s gaze. He didn’t see anything. “Just hang on, we’ve got you.”

My heel hit the floor and I stood, knees trembling. There were two halls branching off left and forward from where we stood. Gary saw the trail of nearly cooled blood leading off to the front.

I pulled the rope off my head and turned to Enscepec. “Can you sit up?”

“Stop. It’s here.” He replied and I willed Gary to look at him, just for a second. His head was propped up against the wall, mouth agape, hands cold. Gary looked back to the openings as I strapped the noose over Enscepec’s head and under his arms.

I tugged twice on the rope, and he started to move up, bumping against the wall as he went. “It’s here.”

My mouth was dry as I moved toward where I’d seen Megaton, Gary still focused on the tunnel. I felt Megaton’s hand and grabbed onto him. He was cold. I moved up his arm to his neck and felt for a pulse, my crossbow arm pointed out toward the tunnel. The pulse was very weak, but it was there. Hang on, you stupid asshole.

I calmed my breathing to slow inhales through the nose, praying that additional sound wouldn’t attract the beast. Lumen Bolt would explode on impact, causing temporary blindness if I hit the face... but the act of illuminating the area could very well draw attention I didn’t want. What else did I have?

Dampen Pain. At least it wouldn’t hurt that much when we were ripped limb from limb.

Gary sent me a stern glare and a “No.” What a comedic reversal of fortune. I was the one trembling in my boots, and Gary was doing the reassuring.

Okay, buddy, you’re right. Let’s keep our head in the game.

“Time to go, Augur says!” Norah whispered down as the rope slapped against the wall.

I jumped, searching for it with my hands. The frayed edges were rough on my exposed fingertips, and I wished desperately I’d gone for the full fingered gloves.

Four hundred pounds. The rope could only hold four hundred, a little bit more with the advanced knot. I looked down at Megaton, my heart slamming against my chest like a battalion breaking down a door. How much does blood weigh? How much has he lost? How much do I weigh? How far away is the monster? Shit, shit, shit!

Fuck it.

I wrapped the rope under his arms and pulled it tight. I twisted my arm high above him, then tugged twice. I grabbed at the rope, climbing hand over knuckle-scraping hand as we slowly rose. I pushed my feet against the wall, trying to gain purchase and lighten the load, but it hardly seemed to help.

A grumble from behind jerked Gary’s gaze from upward to backward. I told you to watch my back! I shrilled at the Sentinel and he sent panicked apologies. There was nothing in view as we swapped between light spectrums, praying the beast fell on one of them we could see.

Scan! I sent off the pulse but got nothing back. Another growl, this one closer, churned my guts. I pushed against the wall harder, ripping the skin from my knucklebones with gritted teeth as I climbed. I was only a few feet above Megaton when I heard the rope whine from strain. The snap of one twiny thread zapped me with panic.

“Hurry up, Groff!” I yelled up at them. The added noise couldn’t do any more harm than the rope breaking.

The rope jerked up hard and my legs slipped out from under me. All I could do was hold on as the jutting rocks ripped at my body. My fingers screamed as the tendons rubbed against the dirty stone. I pushed my legs against the wall to keep from rocking and bashing my horns into the side of the craggy cliff face. Gary jiggled as he held on for dear life, staring down the pit at the sound of heavy panting.

Scan was still on cooldown, and the tunnel was devoid of a heat signature... but the ferocious snarl told me we were not alone.

My knuckles burned as they rounded the hot edge of the cliff wall. Something grabbed my horn, jerking my head to the side. It was Elise, lifting me up unceremoniously and tossing me aside. I landed hard in the light of Augur’s phone, kicking dust into the air. Gary thlurped back into my eye socket with barely a goodbye, and I struggled to my feet. 

Elise wrapped the end of the rope around her waist, dragging Megaton behind her as she hefted Enscepec into the air. The bald Slovenian was massive, and I was sure Elise knew there’d be no way for her to fit into the tunnel to the surface if she tried carrying both men in her arms. Augur pushed me toward the ladder and shoved me up to the only intact rung.

My hands ached with cold fire as I grabbed onto the demolished metal. The beast tore up the cliff after us, snarling like a rabid wolf. My biceps were weak as I climbed my way to freedom, so I took the rungs two at a time with uncertain legs. The blood on my leather-clad palms slipped, giving the material no extra grip on the cool metal.

“Rah!” Elise bellowed, and my heart stopped.

“Groff!” I screamed as I looked past Augur.

“Keep going!” She growled, deep and unlike her. The words stung in my chest like a dozen hot poker stabs and pushed me forward. I double-timed, my legs burning. Norah and Piper yanked me out as I reached the top, then Augur, and I whirled back for Elise.

She was still coming, and Enscepec was still over her shoulder, but... I could see the tattered end of the rope whipping behind her. She reached the top, and we heaved to get Enscepec through the small opening.

“I’m going back for him!” Elise said as she started her descent.

“You’ll die!” Augur shouted, and she stopped. The floor trembled and the metal sang as the beast below tried to force its too-big body through the small passage. It howled madly, pushing cold air up through the shaft.

She stepped down a rung, and the bottom of my stomach dropped out. What could I do to save her? My lungs froze with terror, and my voice caught on the tip of my tongue. What could I say?

“Elise, don’t!” Piper cried, grabbing onto one of Elise’s barky antlers.

“He was already dead,” I blurted, and Elise looked to me with misty eyes. “He’s dead.” I could taste the bitter acidity of the lie on my dry tongue. I hated it. I hated myself. But she could live.

The ladder shook and the floor around it cracked.

“Come on!” Piper screamed and pulled on Elise’s head. She climbed, tears streaming down her face, and my chest ached. The blackness of the lie stabbed my heart, but I breathed again, knowing Elise wouldn’t die today.

She took Enscepec into her arms as we ran out to the clearing. The sirens were loud in my rushing ears as we sprinted toward the street, heart hammering, eyes crying, guts turning. The yellow and orange flashing lights blurred together with the shapes rushing toward us. Cameras pushed too close to our faces and only barks of “Back!” and “No press!” kept them at bay.

“What is it, what’s happened?” I heard one man yell as I fell into the arms of a first responder.

A woman broke through the rabble with a dread-filled, “Where’s Megaton?”

“What’s happened to Enscepec?”

A microphone was thrust into my face as I staggered, holding tight to my guide through the crowd. Lights pointed all around, blinding me, so I closed my eyes as the noise ran together into one big sound.

“Augur, can you tell us what happened?”

“Did you see this coming?”

“Who is this bunch with you?”

“Back off! Everyone back!”

I was lifted into a car and someone pushed me onto a soft bench. I opened my eyes and saw the blurry figure before me. Her lips moved, but I couldn’t hear a thing. My gaze wandered to the pack of bloodthirsty reporters, hunting to get a word out of my friends.

Snap, snap! I blinked and looked back to the woman. Her eyes were a deep green, like jade. She had black hair in a high ponytail that swished from side to side as she moved her mouth again. This time the words came to me. “Megaton, is he still down there?”

I swallowed hard as the reminder of the lie punched me in the gut. He’d been alive when Elise had him. I lied to her. Worse, I goaded him into going down there in the first place.

“He’s still down there.” My voice croaked out like the awful toad I was.

I killed Megaton.
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Chapter 11
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MY EYES LOST FOCUS as I listened to the whooshing of heater vents, the clopping of lonely shoes, and the buzz of lights overhead. The Hall of the Remembered was a dreary place with few visitors. I knew there were few because I’d been here every day since his fragment was added to the display.

The Keeper’s hand swirled round and round over the clear glass with a shammy, polishing the case to a high transparency. I stared past his hand at the faint green emanating from the fragment on the shelf. I used Scan. I could read the nameplate below it or look at the picture behind it, but I wanted the reminder.

[image: image]

I SUCKED IN A BREATH and looked up to the smiling face of his picture. Dark hair fell across his forehead and into one mask-covered eye. His right hand was formed in the classic Hammerfist move, and the other was holding out a thumbs up.

Shame and grief nibbled at my insides as I imagined the look on his face the last time we spoke. He wanted to show me up, to prove to everyone that he was strong and cool, but he’d been scared. He hid it well, but I’d seen the way his cheek twitched, his brow pinched. It wasn’t anger or frustration, it was fear.

The Credits I’d promised him for getting the proof went to his mother. We all agreed we couldn’t keep it, though I desperately needed it. It helped pay for his casket, flowers, a nice video of all his greatest moments as both Megaton and Shane DeFrake.

I hadn’t known anything about his alter ego, none of us had. Apparently he volunteered at a humane society and spent his days as dog sitter. He loved dogs. He left behind three of his own who stood by stoically at the funeral. They’d watched me with unmoving eyes as the empty casket was lowered into the earth.

There’d hardly been enough of Megaton left to cremate, let alone bury. It was an off chance that led us to find his fragment imbedded in the wall where the ladder had been ripped apart. We never found the monster that made off with the rest of his remains.

“Gonna stare all day?” The Keeper’s drawl yanked me from the memory.

“Maybe,” I said with a pained smile.

He rested his oversized, wrinkled hand on my shoulder. “He’s gone, miss. There’s nothin’ any of us can do about it now.” I nodded and he let me be.

My gut churned as a dark whisper slipped through my mind like a ghost. Just erase the memory, forget this happened, forget you were the one who got him killed. No. I deserved my guilt just as he deserved this spot in the Hall of the Remembered.

My eyes lost focus again, and the Director’s face appeared in my vision. He was an older man, mid-fifties, with a bald spot on top and salt-and-pepper hair. His blue eyes were steely as he spoke. “He was alive when you found him, and you told Groff not to go back for him?”

My throat tightened at the memory, and I heard my own stupid voice reply. “I was trying to save my friend, sir. She couldn’t have saved him, even if he’d been alive to save.”

I watched as the movie in my mind played back. The conversation went on about what I saw and heard, what I’d done. It was like an interrogation, until finally the Director nodded.

“You’re not under any disciplinary action, and your contract with Stewards is still in place, but you’re barred from discussing the events that transpired with anyone.”

My eyes misted as I read over the non-disclosure agreement he slid in front of me. I scribbled my signature across the bottom of the screen.

He grunted. “Claire’s signature, please.”

I signed again, next to Raven, and a tear rolled down onto the tablet.

The Director sighed and walked around the desk to me. He placed his hand on my shoulder, his bushy gray brows furrowed with sympathy. “Battlefield triage is never pretty, or easy, and the person making the decision rarely ever feels good about it. Megaton was likely already dead, and even if he hadn’t been grabbed by the monster, he may not have survived, given his wounds.”

I nodded, my vision blurring with hot tears.

“You did the right thing.”

A heavy slap landed on my back, the sting of it pulling me from dark thoughts. I glared over my shoulder at Elise in her nine-foot-tall Groff form, unsure of how she’d snuck up on me.

“Ready for training?” she asked, her lips turned up in a weak smile.

“You bet. Just paying my respects.”

She leaned down, motherly concern in her dark Tree Ogre eyes. “No, you were torturing yourself.”

I sighed. “Not entirely undeserved.”

“Wrong.” Elise poked her huge finger into my diaphragm, and the air “oofed” out of me. “You do not deserve the weight of his death. Megaton chose to go down there—”

“After I teased him and dangled three thousand Credits in front of his face. He probably would’ve donated the money to the humane society...”

Elise grumbled as she stood upright again. “If we’re incorrectly accepting blame here, he couldn’t even get a proper burial because of me, so now I get to feel like trash, too, and we can both feel like trash and go take it out on training together.”

My hollow stomach twisted as I remembered his weak pulse against my fingers.

She put her hand on my shoulder, right where the Keeper had touched me, where the Director had touched me. The spot felt warm with compassion. “You can’t let this consume you. I need my friend back.”

I nodded fervently as tears welled in my eyes. “I’m working on it.”

“Good.” She shook me until the decorative teeth adorning my horns clanked against the metal cuffs and beads. “Now let’s go max out some stat reserves. I’m just a few XP away from leveling up and I don’t want to miss a single thing.”

“I’ll be right there.” I waved her off.

“Enscepec will give you the Eternal Torment routine if you’re late.”

I forced a laugh. “Yeah, that would suck. I won’t be late.”

She walked away warily, and I turned my attention back to the fragment on the shelf.

“You didn’t do this,” I whispered as I stared at the vessel-less magic stone. “You didn’t kill him.” The words tasted bitter and felt empty. I said it again, quieter, until it was only in my head. I chanted over and over, until the knot in my gut relaxed. Maybe one day I would believe it.

I sucked down a deep breath and turned away from the glass case toward the elevator. I half expected to see Augur, or maybe I was just hoping to, but he wasn’t there. Had he known I would try to save Megaton anyway? Had he known it would end like this? No. His visions were too limited.

I pressed for the A Level courtyard, the training ground Enscepec was able to requisition for us. He’d recovered in the infirmary after a few days, and as soon as he was able to walk on his own without a fluid IV attached to his arm, he demanded to repay us for saving him. None of us could think of a better payment than training with one of the most elite, and he accepted. He would be our mentor until we ranked up to B, which seemed a million years off at this point.

The elevator doors opened to the cold metallic and concrete staging room. The wall to my front was open, windows showing off the lush training grounds beyond. Half of it was kept in a greenhouse, offering a year-round tropical forest on one side, and the spruce trees more adapted for our climate on the other. Twenty feet to my left was the room with the lockers and showers. To the right was the equipment room and the door that led out to the massive open balcony.

I walked through the equipment room, garnering a few nods from a few of the regulars who knew me: I’d helped save Enscepec, after all. The door to the courtyard opened with a whoosh, cool November air raising goosebumps on my arms.

“You are late,” Enscepec said without missing a beat. I couldn’t even see him through the tall trees, but somehow he knew it was me. The grass underfoot crunched with the frost of the chilly morning air as I made my way through the underbrush to our typical practice clearing.

“Why are you late?” Enscepec whispered in my ear, a burst of air following after him that ruffled my black Raven hair.

I gulped, trying not to seem rattled by his inhuman speed. “I was apologizing to Megaton.”

The tall, bald Slovenian circled me, hands clasped behind his back. “Training is more important than apologies, more important than sentiment, and much more important than excuses. If you wanted to visit the Hall before training, you should have gone early.”

“I did,” I retorted angrily, then bit my tongue.

I looked away as he leaned in close. “Not early enough.”

“Yes, sir,” I said, my eyes flicking to his. There was compassion there, but he knew and I knew that softness would not make me stronger.

His bald head shone as he turned away from me. “Eternal Torment—” he stopped, then turned back with a devious grin—“after the training.”

My jaw tensed, but I couldn’t disagree. His training had improved all our Body skills, and I wasn’t about to risk that on backtalk. Elise and Piper had benefited the most, since their characters were primarily based around Body skills, but it was invaluable for Norah and me, too. Being stronger, having more health or agility, it was what we needed to survive the creature below Memorial Park.

They were calling it The Fiend, and the elusive bastard had escaped everyone. I couldn’t see it with Scan or Gary’s light tricks, and Augur couldn’t see it with his visions. It seemed this thing refused to be detected and was a master at hiding. SoL had posted a guard at the shack and sent cement machines down to seal up the tunnels, but that was the last we’d heard of it.

Three weeks later, everyone had moved on.

“Fighting Stance!” Enscepec called, and the girls in the clearing dropped into the wide legged pose, hands raised, palms open: inviting attack. I ran in beside them and raised my arms same as theirs, though in left dominant stance.

“Today we will work on Bursting.” Enscepec dove forward, hand poised as if he were going to stab a knife into my neck. I raised my right arm, deflecting his assault, and stepped forward, driving my left palm towards his face.

Enscepec jerked his head back to avoid the blow. “Good! You’re faster.”

“Leveling up will do that,” Norah quipped with a smirk. She’d leveled up to eight just three days before. We’d all felt quite stupid when we noticed the experience points moving up after each session. Hard training, it seemed, was enough to earn us experience points and new class unlocks, though at a snail’s pace.

Krav Maga, the martial arts Enscepec was trained in, was the only unarmed skill I’d learned, and boy did it pay off. The first few sessions earned us over two hundred XP points, leveling Norah and Elise both. I was still about five hundred XP away, but confident through Enscepec’s training that I’d get there.

The new tab for Martial Skills appeared in my character screen after I’d earned the first level for it, and I couldn’t stop staring at the new bonuses and abilities I’d unlocked. Not that I wanted to put any points in it, at least right now, but it was still awesome.
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ENSCEPEC STEPPED AWAY, shaking his arms out as if he were getting himself ready for real combat, and I snapped the menu closed. It wasn’t the time to be lost in character screens.

“You can’t be too confident. There is always someone stronger than you—” he darted in at Elise. She deflected, then took a punch to the gut. Groff was huge, Vitality and Stamina almost boundless... she wasn’t done yet.

Enscepec moved to grab her antlered crown, and she leaned back, kicking a huge, barked leg at him. He sidestepped, then wrapped an arm under the rooty leg and lifted. Elise flopped backward and landed with a thud. Enscepec twisted her leg, but Elise was ready. She flipped to her stomach, rolling with the twisting of her appendage, then planted both hands on the grassy training grounds and lifted the other leg in a powerful donkey kick.

He released her and jumped back just in time to avoid the strike. “There will always be a monster stronger than you.” The words hung in the air, and I felt the shame they carried. Enscepec himself had been caught off-guard, and Megaton, whom he’d promised to protect, had died.

“You cannot depend on your spells.” He jabbed at Norah’s face. She ducked, then went in for an uppercut as she deflected his other arm.

Enscepec leaned in and took the hit to the chest instead of his jaw, then slammed an elbow down into her clavicle. Norah dropped flat to the ground with an oof, then rolled to dodge a stomp. She grabbed at the offending leg and jerked it down hard. He fell, as a non-hero would, and Norah rolled with the held leg until it reached the point of breaking the kneecap, then disengaged. They both stood, and Enscepec gave her a nod.

This went on for what felt like hours. Enscepec lectured, we dodged, rolled, defended, and failed, over and over until sweat dripped from my brow into my eyes.

“Good.” He mused as he circled us, not even a glisten of moisture on his shiny forehead. “Training complete for today. You are all growing so much, a mentor could not ask for more.”

Elise beamed; so did Norah and Piper. I felt the grin spreading across my face as well, until I remembered the Eternal Torment. Damn it.

“We’ll see you for dinner, if you don’t die. Barbeque, don’t forget the pickles,” Piper said as she slapped me on the back and headed toward the door.

I saluted her and the others as they left. “Yeah, not like I won’t be able to carry the pickles home on my own or anything, walking... I’ll be fine for sure.”

Norah saluted back with a sarcastic grin, and Elise gave me a compassionate grimace. “You’ve got this,” she said with a thumbs up before moving through the trees.

Enscepec circled me, silent, expectant. I sucked down a deep breath that filled me with a sense of calm, then dropped to plank and began the hundred push-ups that started off the Eternal Torment. He paced, back and forth, as he always did. Eternal Torment was not just my punishment, he’d told me. As my mentor, he had to watch, and wait, until I completed every task. The slower I went, the more of his time I wasted.

“Why do you visit the Hall so often?” he asked as I reached thirty-two.

I gulped in a breath on the way down. “Because I need to apologize.”

“And you do this by staring at his fragment?”

I pushed the air out hard and stopped at the top of the plank. “I do.”

“Why?” He continued circling.

“Because it reminds me of my failure,” I groaned as I lifted myself. My elbows trembled at the weakness of my arms, but I wouldn’t stop.

“How does memory of failure help you apologize? Who are you apologizing to?”

“To Megaton,” I said with clenched teeth as I dropped down for forty.

He was quiet again as I pushed and breathed, my temples pulsing with hot blood. My heart thudded as I thought through his questions, and I came up with a better answer. “My failure reminds me not to fail again. It reminds me—” I pushed up for fifty-one, my arms shaking—“to train harder.”

“Yet you are late to training and incur Eternal Torment.”

I winced as I dropped down again and again. “Maybe I did it on purpose.”

“You do not know what you’re doing. You do not know what to do next.” The amusement in his voice was as thick as his accent.

I closed my eyes against the burning in my arms, chest, and back, but pushed through. Again and again. The silence was punctuated by his crunchy steps and my pained grunts. Finally, I reached one hundred and collapsed to the ground. The cool grass was slick with the sweat that had dripped from my face, but it still felt nice.

“Continue,” Enscepec ordered, his voice monotone.

I rolled to my back and began the sit-up routine. It was going to be a rough day.
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Chapter 12
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I GULPED IN HUGE BREATHS of air as my vision strobed with my hammering heart.
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I EXHALED HARD THROUGH pursed lips and closed the message. The sky was bright from the afternoon sun, but tunnel vision was pushing in around my periphery.

“Remember the pickles,” Enscepec said with a smirk as he left me in the clearing of the A Rank training platform.

I wanted to tell him to go fist himself, but all that came out was a pathetic sounding grunt. The clouds listed by lazily, and I watched them as my vision returned to normal and my heart rate slowed. Damn, I felt good, and terrible, but good.

I opened my character sheet to observe the progress.
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I’D GAINED A FAIR AMOUNT of XP this session, and my Body attributes were looking great. Strength and Stamina were already maxed out for this level, but my Mind stats were all lacking. I knew Raven’s abilities were primarily Mind based at higher levels, and training like this wasn’t going to unlock the full potential. But how could I work my mind as hard as Enscepec worked my body?

“Hey.” The voice made me lurch forward, worried I’d gone over my time, until I realized who it was. I turned to face Augur. He’d not spoken a word to me since the night we’d gone to the Memorial Park together, which wasn’t a surprise since he’d ghosted me before.

“Hey,” I said nonchalantly as I laid back.

He plopped down next to me and rested in the frosty grass. The feeling of invincibility I had from training flitted away, and I was left feeling cold, achy, and hollow. The chilling touch of Augur’s long past rejection ran through my veins like ice, and I sat up, unable to handle the silence.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered.

I turned to face him. He was staring at the clouds above, his eyes unfocused.

“What for?” I asked, holding back a less reasonable response. He had so much to be sorry for in my ledger.

His gaze shifted to me. “For everything I’ve done.”

I scoffed. “That’s a lot to apologize for in two little words.”

He sat up, his hand reaching for mine. My chest tightened with excitement and resentment as he moved, but the feeling died as he pulled back. “I know. It’s not what I’m here for.”

“Then what do you want?” I pushed up into a low squat, testing my legs before standing on them.

He was quiet for a long time, and I considered leaving, but then he spoke, just above a whisper. “He wasn’t dead, was he?”

My hands trembled as my mind raced. Augur had always been there, always known what to say or ask, he just knew me. He got me. I wanted to tell him everything. I craved a confidant who wouldn’t tell me what to do or what I should’ve done or judge me. But I’d signed that NDA.

He shook his head and dismissed the question he already knew the answer to. “We’ve done something. I don’t understand, but we started something terrible. My vision walking with Xeb and Penelope, seeing the blood, it keeps happening. Whatever that is, it’s not done.” He sighed and rubbed his eyes. 

It must’ve been an intrusive vision. He’d told me of how some visions he could seek out in his own time, and some just burst down the door of his mind and forced their way in, whether he liked it or not. He looked tired, like this one had kept him up for several nights.

“I keep seeing you, your eyes hollow, an unnatural grin on your face... not Raven’s face. Yours, Claire’s.” He looked up and reached out for me again. My heart thudded loudly as he ran his hand along my cheek. It was cold on my sweat-slick skin, and it brought me no comfort.

I pulled his hand away and placed it back in his lap. “I don’t have time for fantasies.”

He gritted his teeth, cheeks growing red. “You said you’d always believe in me.”

“Yeah,” I groaned as I stood, my legs barely holding me. “You said you’d always be there for me. A lie for a lie.”

The heat of victory flared in my chest at the look of guilt in his eyes, but there was something else there, too. The warmth wasn’t just revenge, there was fear threaded between the lines of empty satisfaction. Damn it, I hated myself for ignoring him. I turned for the door and limped away.

“Raven,” he used my hero name, and I half-turned back. “Breathe in, close your eyes, look deep, trust yourself.” He rattled off the mantra he used to speak when meditating to conjure visions. “Please, training isn’t just this,” he said and grabbed his bicep.

I opened my mouth to tell him I knew that, and I was trying, but the sound of the glass door slamming turned my head.

“Get out!” It was the moody A Ranker that Elise and I had offended with our stench weeks before, Embergrace. “It’s past your playtime little C!” She shooed at me.

Enscepec had cleared the use of the courtyard for our training a few times a week for a few hours, not that we took up all the space... but yes, I had gone over.

I gave the fiery hero a quick bow, no more than a jerk of my head. “Sorry for overstaying my welcome.”

I limped the rest of the way to the elevator alone, Augur’s words replaying in my mind. I stepped into the lift with two others bound for the first floor and kept my gaze on the ground.

“He just didn’t seem right, that’s all I’m sayin’,” the tall man in flowing robes said.

The woman in tight blue spandex tsked. “He’s always been aloof, you know that. This isn’t different.”

“It is!” The man almost stomped his foot. I caught his eye for a second as I looked up to him, then averted my gaze back to the tiled floor.

“It is,” he said with finality.

The elevator opened to let another hero on, and then we made it to the bottom without stopping. I carved my way through the afternoon crowd to the exit, but faltered.

“Training isn’t just this,” I watched Augur in my mind’s eye, then pulled up my character screen again. My Mind stats were all below the cap. There was a lot more I could be doing, and since I didn’t have a job...

I turned back to the elevator and made my way up to the C Rank floor. The C Level training room wasn’t as nice as A’s, and it would be crowded, but it would at least give me more focus than if I went home. Home was quiet. Home was where I’d be so alone I couldn’t meditate. I always focused better when there was noise, people, things going on to remind me that without me, the world would still go on. Grim to some, but not to Augur... he liked to meditate in coffee shops, parks on a sunny day, anywhere with people close by. Maybe that was where I’d learned it.

The door opened on the busy C Rank level, and I shouldered my way past those waiting in line for rank assessments to get to the back. I passed the lounge where we had watched Enscepec and Megaton descend into the monster’s tunnel and pushed on for the lockers.

Muggy, malodorous air assaulted my senses as I stepped into the locker room. I blinked a few times and changed to breathing through my mouth, but that didn’t make the smell much better. It was like parmesan cheese on steroids, soaked in old corn chip smelling socks, and a dash of fart. I skirted around naked bodies of all shapes, sizes, and colors as nude butt towel fights ensued. At least everyone was in good spirits.

Finally, I made it to the training room. Heroes of all levels in the C Rank were crowded into the hundred square foot room, punching and kicking at one another and at scrappy pad-wrapped support beams, or sparring with invisible opponents. Some were just loitering near the mirrors, talking to their Pro-Gos about technique or snapping selfies.

The air here was similarly thick, perhaps more so, but there was a tiny balcony at the back with a concrete floor and a potted plant in desperate need of watering. The door to the patio was propped open by the thirsty plant, and as I got nearer, the intake of cool air chilled the layer of sweat I’d accumulated from the morning’s escapades. It felt like a drink of water after a week in the desert. I inhaled deeply as I stepped onto the balcony with barely enough space for a chair.

The Sunday afternoon traffic through downtown was in full swing. Horns beeped, bikers shouted their indignation at getting cut off, pedestrians chatted on their phones as they walked from one shop to the next or headed off to lunch. I looked down the ten flights to the road below.

People were just small dots on the pavement with skinny shadows. The cars looked like toys, and the trees were little orange and red bushes. Perspective was a hell of a thing.

I closed my eyes and dropped to my knees, tucking my feet under my butt as I did. The occasional grunt of combat reached me from inside, but otherwise, the wind and the cars became the river of sound I needed to fade inward as I used ujjayi breath to slow my heart.

I breathed in through my nose. “Look deep.”

Out through my mouth. “Trust yourself.”

In. “Look deep.”

Out. “Trust yourself.”

The red of my sun-battered eyelids grew darker and darker until it was black. The sounds of traffic hushed to silence, and I was alone in my mind. Then white light swirled in from the edges of my vision. I moved my arm to block the light, but it wasn’t on my face; it was in my head.

I dropped my hand and looked around with my mind’s eye. The light faded until a room appeared. It was short, only seven feet tall, with natural wood floors, walls, and ceiling. There was a plate-sized window on the far end where yellow light streamed in, and below that light was a small bookshelf.

I smiled. “Wow.” I reached up and held my throat as I spoke again. “Woweewow...” It sounded like me, but stronger. My voice was just a hair deeper than normal. I took a step forward and heard the clop of my boot on the floor. Everything sounded so real.

Was it real? Where the hell was I?

I looked left and right, observing small tapestries of brilliant color, rugs of animal furs, and shelves of antiques. There was a pile of pillows in the opposite corner of the bookshelf next to another round window. Sounds like chirping birds and the gentle trickle of a brook drifted in on a warm breeze that smelled of vanilla and lilac.

I walked to the window, but the light blocked me from seeing the birds or the trees. I tried to cover my face to let my eyes adjust to the brightness, but no matter my effort, I couldn’t see anything outside. I tried to push my head through, but my horns thudded against the wall and the cross beam on the window. Even my best squinting efforts earned me nothing.

I used Scan, and a neon green pulse pushed out from my body like a ripple, then another and another. Wow, I’d never seen that before! A green wave returned, and when it mashed into me, data appeared in my vision. Just a single floating tag in the distance: Shaman realm.

I pulled my face away from the window and turned back to the bookshelf. There was a simple chair and a table large enough for a cup of tea next to it. I turned to the tapestry and touched the shiny fabric. It felt silky under my rough half-demon hands.

An exclamation point appeared at the center of my vision, pulsing like my character menu did when I had updates to view. I selected it with a thought.
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I CLOSED THE PROMPT and walked to the next tapestry.
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INTERESTING. I LOOKED back to the tiny bookshelf with the light streaming down onto it and the few books that lined the shelves. I reached in and grabbed a brown, leather-bound book. It was heavy in my hands, and the paper was yellowed with age. I flipped it over to the cover and another prompt appeared.

[image: image]

MY BREATHING HITCHED as I looked over the menu. What in the hell was this? How had I not found this before? I’d done several meditation sessions with Augur and never found this magical room of knowledge.

I hit Read without another thought, and the menu popped out, replaced by another that looked much like an e-reader interface.
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I SELECTED THE NECROMANCY section, and the pages scrolled by in a blur.
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HUH, INTERESTING. INFURIATING, but interesting.

I blinked, and the reader scrolled back up to the table of contents. I selected Herbology.
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“DAMN IT!” I HEARD MY disembodied voice drift through the window from far off and pulled myself out of the menu. I looked out again, but all I could see was light. Wildlife went on about its business with chirps, croaks, and the rustling of grass, but I couldn’t see a single bit of it.

I closed the book and returned it to the shelf, reaching instead for a huge book, at least two feet tall. The front read Friends and Monsters. I took a seat on the chair and flipped the large book open on my lap. The table of contents had two primary sections: Friends and Monsters. I selected Friends, and a new list came to life with just about every person I’d ever met.

So.

Freaking.

Cool.

There were filters at the top that would allow me to organize by name, familiarity, favorability, and several other factors. I selected Favorability - High, and instantly the list culled down to nine people. I selected “Groff - Elise Williams” from the list.

Groff flickered to life in the holo-image of the e-reader, and next to him was the dark-skinned, curly haired, petite Elise. They spun slowly, and the names of each appeared at the top. I tabbed over to the Character Information screen.

[image: image]

MY SHOULDER SHOOK AND my eyes snapped open. The sounds of traffic rushed in, replacing the calming birds, and then another noise accosted me. “You’re that chick that helped save Enscepec, right? You okay?”

I rubbed my eyes and scowled up at the young mohawked man touching my shoulder. “What?”

“You were talking to yourself with your eyes closed... just seemed kinda weird.” He shrugged and pulled away. “Anyway, you okay?”

My feet were numb, and my back sore. The sun was halfway down the horizon and, as if on cue, my stomach growled loudly. “Yeah, I’m fine. Thanks for asking.” I stumbled up, my legs weak from the morning training and my feet tingly from the lack of blood flow.

“You don’t look fine.” The punk-rock C Ranker put his arms out as if to catch me, and I waved him off.

“Really, I’m good. Enscepec worked us hard this morning.”

His face lit up. “It is you! Raven something, right? He’s training you?”

I nodded. “As payment for saving him, he’s going to train us until we reach B Rank.”

His eyes glimmered with envy. “You’re so lucky. I wish he’d train me.”

I smirked. “Not when you’re late. He gives you the Eternal Torment punishment.”

The kid’s face drained of color, and he swallowed. “Whu—what’s that?”

“The worst physical pain I’ve ever been in, in my life.” I held his gaze, faking the severity of the situation. When I thought he couldn’t get any paler, I broke with a smile. “I’m kidding. It’s one hundred push-ups, one hundred sit-ups, one hundred squats, and a 10K run.”

“Intense,” he said with awe.

I gave him a gentle knock on the shoulder and headed for the door. “You should do it. Takes forever, but it’s good strengthening exercise.”

“I will!” he declared, fist raised in determination and a twinkle in his eyes.

“See ya, killer.” I shot him a finger gun and a wink, then held my breath through the stink of the training room. The clock on the wall of the locker room read five twenty, and something clicked at the back of my mind. Remember the pickles.

Shit!
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Chapter 13
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I JOGGED DOWN THE BIKE path toward our apartment, giant pickles sloshing from side to side as I went. The muscles in my legs screamed for me to quit or they would make me quit, but I told them to shut the hell up and powered on. I was going to regret that tomorrow.

The gate to the pool area was propped open for me, and the smoky scent of grilled patties wafted through the air. I could hear Norah laughing as Piper told the punch line to some joke, and I smiled.

“The pickles have arrived! Nah sebenia,” I shouted, holding the jar overhead as if I were presenting it to thousands of African safari animals.

“That’s not the words,” Elise scolded as she shook her spatula at me. Piper and Norah were lying back on pool loungers in sweaters and boots, looking at my pickles with scowls.

Piper pointed to the jar. “Hey dude, like those are awesome and all, but how are we going to get them on our burgers?”

I shrugged. “These were cheaper. We’ve got a knife, right? I’ll just make slices.”

Norah’s round face went all sympathetic as she stood and pulled me aside. “Let me pay you for the pickles. My mom just sent me this month’s allowance, and I’ve got more than enough—”

“Thanks, but I have a job again starting tomorrow. I’ve got enough for pickles.” My heart thudded as my cheeks flared with heat.

Norah chewed her lip. “I didn’t mean to make you mad.”

I swallowed back my shame and smiled. “I know. Sorry. It’s just... I mean, you know. I’m doing fine. I’ve got this.”

“I hate watching you scrape for everything you’ve got, and your mom—” she cut herself off with a wince. We’d talked about this before. Norah thought it was horribly irresponsible, but I knew better. My mom just couldn’t take care of herself, like literally incapable of doing it. If I’d been her, I couldn’t say I’d do any better.

I gave Norah half a hug, holding the pickles in my other arm. “Adversity builds character. I’ll be okay. Plus, if you’re too lazy to slice some pickles to save three Credits, you should reevaluate your priorities.”

She laughed. “Gain any more character and you’ll turn into Raven forever.”

I seesawed my head. “Maybe that wouldn’t be so bad. Gary and I could take vacations on the beach. Poor little guy deserves a vacation. In fact... Let the game begin!”

“Aw, come on!” Elise growled in Groff’s voice as her shirt ripped off, falling onto the grill. She picked at the singed material and threw it to the ground.

I called Gary out, the little monster coming to life with a few drops of blood and my left eye. He turned about, looking at the empty pool, then Norah, then the pickles. He sent me confusion as he turned to me. It was so vomit inducing looking at him and myself at the same time, so I closed my right eye.

I smiled at him. “You’ve been working so hard, I thought maybe you deserved a break. We’re having burgers. I know you can’t eat, but you can watch us and have some of my blood.”

He sent the feeling of a dog prancing around excitedly as he whizzed in a circle on my palm, then dashed between my fingers.

Elise melted. “Awww. Okay, that’s worth it. God, he’s so ugly.”

Gary stopped, pointing toward Elise and sending thoughts of raspberries.

“He says, thhbbbp.”

They laughed, and I carefully walked us toward the table with plates, buns, and condiments. Gary perched on the knife as I very slowly sliced pickles, and I watched in close detail as the blade cut through the juicy cucumber. Elise flopped steaming patties half wrapped in tinfoil down next to me, and Gary wandered off to inspect them. He sent me feelings of longing, then rushed back to my hand. I wiped the knife clean and made a small cut on my finger for him to enjoy.

“Hey guys, I don’t mean to like totally spoil the party, but aren’t people going to see us?” Piper belched, then took a long pull of her cheap beer.

“I’ll go grab a shirt for you,” Norah said to Elise and kicked up off her lounge chair.

Gary looked at me and sent the feeling of happiness, and “it’s okay.” I pulled the nasty little eyeball demon up to my face and nuzzled him gently. He sent me the images of a thousand hugs and gratefulness. I lifted him to my eye socket and called him back.

Norah dashed into the pool area on all fours, the shirt tucked into the strap of her bodice. She scampered up to the Elise and handed her the garment.

“I’ll take you to Zayto’s Closet on Wednesday after class and buy you some more nice shirts, if you want,” I offered Elise, and she smiled.

“That’d be great—” she paused, and her green cheeks glowed with color— “because I have a date Thursday night.”

I threw my arms up and rushed her. “You did it!”

We crowded the nine-foot Tree Ogre and hugged her relentlessly as she giggled. “I did it just like you told me. I walked in and marched right up and said, my name is Elise, and I want to go on a date with you.”

I grimaced. “I don’t think that’s quite what I told you to do. That worked?”

She shrugged. “He already knew it was me. I mean, Groff.”

I hugged her again. “That’s great. I’m so happy for you!”

“Okay, I’d like to be normal sized again.” Elise put her hand out, and I grabbed the lacy white shirt she’d dropped when we charged her.

We all took a deep breath and chanted together, “Monsters slain and evil vanquished, the heroes of Terra slumber victorious.”

Neon light enveloped us like a rave party, and we contorted back to human form. Elise was stuffing her arms through the holes of her shirt as her green skin faded to chocolate. She yanked it down just in time and grinned.

“Time for burgers!” Piper called as she reached for the buns.

We loaded our plates with chips, cheap premade potato salad, canned beans, and hamburgers, then gathered around the firepit at the opposite end of the pool. My phone buzzed as I plopped down, and I looked up at my friends. It could probably wait... but maybe not.

I whipped out the device and saw the name in the preview message: Mom. I let out a small sigh and opened the full thing.

Mom: Hey honey! I hope you’re having a good day. I’m so glad you’re in school, but will you come home at the end of this semester for a while? I really want to see you.

I tried not to assume what it might be this time and sent back a smiley with, “I’ll be doing full-time work through the break to make up for the weeks I was out of a job, but I’ll try to get home for a weekend around Christmas.”

I set the phone down and moved in on my burger when it buzzed again. Instead, I grabbed a chip and looked at the next message.

Mom: You know I hate to ask, I feel like a bad mother, but do you have just 30 Credits? The insurance bill came due, and I wasn’t expecting it.

Without a second thought I tapped the glowing $ prompt next to her message.

The ACM app opened with my mother as the recipient, and 30 Credits loaded. The “Send Credits” button flashed, but I added a message first.

You’re not a bad mom. I love you.

I sent it and put the phone down.

“Welcome back. Anything juicy?” Norah asked, and I rolled my eyes.

“So juicy. Gossip and marriage proposals.”

Norah gave a devilish grin. “So you and Augur are getting back together, eh?”

My gut clenched at the mention, but I held in my surprise and quirked a brow. “You never know.”

Elise fumbled to interject as Norah went in for another jab. “So, where should we go on the first date?”

Piper was first to offer a suggestion. “Mavin Busters, it’s like a huge arcade with lots of food and beer. Too loud to really talk, but you can see how much he likes to have fun. If he can’t get down with the games, he isn’t the one.”

Elise grimaced. “That’s true... maybe I could invite him over for a round of Terra’s Heroes!”

Piper launched into how “inviting over” was a third or fourth date thing, not first, and Elise’s cheeks flared red as she protested Piper’s pretenses. My mind started to wander as I munched on my burger, laughing at Elise’s objections to Piper and Norah’s inferences. As my mind wandered farther, an image pushed its way to the surface. It was my face, eyes hollow, smiling an unnaturally wide, sharp-toothed grin, just like Augur had told me. What choices were we making that could lead to that future?
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Chapter 14
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THE COMPUTER KEYS CLACKED as I pushed them down and clicked with a gentle ping when they released. Code scrawled across the bright holoscreen at my touch, and my excitement grew with every line. My project was nearly complete.

I’d been working on the 4D storage algorithm at home before I even knew that 4D Data Logic was a course. Since joining, the project had made leaps and bounds, thanks in no small part to my classmate Leslie and the research I’d been able to do on Norah’s hero form, Penelope.

Penelope Denetore had all the bag space in the world that somehow existed in a tiny pouch at her hip. SoL had given me access to some of their monitoring tools as I had Norah remove and replace items in the bag, but the technology wasn’t equipped for watching objects phase to wherever they were going and back. I did get to observe the items passing through the opening, which had precursor information showing that the items were becoming some kind of digital format. 

I’d given SoL all the data I’d collected in the hopes that they could glean something I didn’t, but they’d never contacted me again about it, so I was sure they were either keeping the findings to themselves, or they’d abandoned the project.

The telltale three-bell chime rang out to signify the end of class.

“All right everyone, don’t forget we have fall break approaching, and your final projects are all due upon return.” Mr. Juhl’s voice rose in volume as the rabble in the lab grew. “If you haven’t started, do so now!”

I quickly mashed out the last few comments as the students for the next class filtered in. I could take the project home and work on my unbearably slow laptop, as I always had, or come to the lab after hours to work on it... but it was just a few more lines! The terminal opened at my command, and I ran the program through my quickest unit test.

“Almost done?” I jumped at the sound of Mr. Juhl’s voice over my shoulder.

“Yeah, I’ll get out of your hair in a second.”

He laughed. “No, I meant how’s the data compression project?”

“Nearly there. I was going to ask Leslie to peer review some of my work before I hit complex testing.”

“I could review it, if you’d like,” Mr. Juhl said with a shrug.

My brow furrowed as the unit test ended with an error. “Seems like it could need your help. But wouldn’t that be cheating?”

He raised his hands. “I’m just excited for these results.” He leaned in and looked at the error readout. “You don’t need my help with this; you’re smarter than these problems. And I’m not just blowing smoke up your ass. This stuff could change the industry.”

“Suuure.” I chuckled, trying to wave away the compliment.

Mr. Juhl’s crossed his arms. “Seriously, I know someone at Xion Heroic Research Institute who would love to have you down there for a tour and maybe even review your work.”

I smiled as a blush worked up into my cheeks. I slipped my keyboard into my backpack. “Yeah, I’ll think about it. See you in a few weeks.”

He nodded and waved me off. I’d have to text Leslie about what he said. Once she’d seen my code, she dove right in, eager to be part of it in any way. She had a great track record of privacy and excellence, both invaluable when dealing with new solutions to complex problems. Her comments and suggestions were never less than brilliant, and honestly, I felt like I’d need to credit her as a partner when this whole thing was done. And if we could get this in front of the eyes of data management experts, we really could change the industry.

I pulled my phone up to my lips and whispered, “Giri, set a reminder for later tonight, email Leslie about co-authoring dissertation and giving credit on the storage project.” I’d tell her about the Xion thing if it actually became a thing. No need to get her hopes up.

“Okay,” my phone’s synthetic voice replied, “I’ll remind you tonight to email Les bee about ho author thing dissertation and giving Reddit on the storage project.” I rolled my eyes and accepted the notice. Close enough.

I hiked up my backpack and pressed on to the financial aid office three buildings away. It was cold in the outdoor corridor to the administration building, and everyone was bundled so only their eyes peeked out from behind scarves and thermal facemasks. None of those eyes looked my way or held contemptuous glares. They glanced past me, through me, as if I was just a normal face in the crowd. It was so different being Claire than Raven.

I took the stairs to the old brick building two at a time and tugged hard on the massive wooden door to pry it open. Cold air rushed in, blowing my blond hair around my face as I slipped through the small gap.

The administration offices were housed in an old church, the individual rooms built into the areas where the pews would normally sit. Soft hues of yellow, blue, red, and green filled the dusty space in the vaulted ceiling as the late November sun crept through stained glass windows depicting scenes of sacrifice and struggle.

My footsteps sounded too loud down the narrow hall of frosted doors sporting careful black letters. I stopped at the fresh letters reading Regina Vizio, MBA and turned the gold knob to let myself in.

“Hi, Clara, please sit down,” the unnaturally red-haired woman said without looking over.

I cleared my throat and took a seat. “It’s Claire.”

Her eyes darted up, but her face stayed anchored toward the holoscreen of her computer. “Sorry, dear. I just saw a Sarah.”

I gave a polite smile and a nod to excuse the error, then waited for her to bring up my file.

“Okay, so, yikes,” she said with a grimace. “You’re behind by quite a few payments.”

“Yeah, I’d been working with Adler before about a payment program that matched the pace of my income better. I was out of work for a few weeks after, well, after Megaton’s death.”

“Oh, I know, so sad,” she interjected, turning toward me for the first time. “And his dogs...” Her face melted to sympathy as she touched her heart. I tried not to let the guilt of that death bubble up inside me. She didn’t know who I was or what I’d done, and I didn’t need to show her that.

“Yeah, so I have a job now, and I’m ready to start the payments back up.”

She turned back to the computer and swiped through the holoscreen with some careful gestures. “It looks like at the rate you had set up with Mr. Adler you still would’ve had a balance of five thousand Credits by the end of the semester. That’s quite a lot.”

My shoulders crept closer to my ears as the muscles in my neck tensed. “We had worked it out that the balance would roll over, and I’d work full-time through the break to make a big payment at the start of next year.”

She sucked her teeth. “With your job history, I just don’t know if we can trust you to be able to pay it back. Have you considered getting a loan?”

Throbbing in my cheeks alerted me to my clenched jaw, and I relaxed. “Yes. I don’t qualify for anything reasonable.”

“Well, reasonable is relative. When you graduate, you’ll have an amazing job to pay off the interest,” she said with a plastic smile.

Ugh, I wanted Adler back.

“Look, this is the way I’ve been doing it for over two years, and it’s been working out fine. I’m a little behind now because of some misfortune, but I’m working a steady job with good income, and I’ll be able to increase the payments. Please, miz Vizio.”

“It’s missus.” She fiddled with the big rock on her ring finger.

“Sorry, missus, I just want to finish my degree, and I can’t be buried under a mountain of debt with a high interest rate when I’m done. Even if you say my track record of keeping steady work is bad, I always get another job, and I keep paying. I can do it this way.”

She squared her shoulders, then turned back to the holoscreen. “I’m putting you on a probationary payment plan. You’ll need to pay weekly to prove to me that you can do it this way. Do you agree?”

I nodded.

“Good,” she said with a swipe, and the holoscreen projected out in front of me. “This is the new weekly total.”

The number four hundred and eighty-three hung in the air, and heat filled my chest. It was quadruple the agreed terms I had with Adler. “This would be almost all my money. How can I pay rent? What am I supposed to eat?”

She shrugged. “I’m sorry. You’re a flight risk, and we can’t have you leave behind your balance with no hope of getting even half of it reimbursed.”

I took a slow breath through my nose and pushed the fire down to the pit of my stomach. I would just have to pull extra street duty at night to make up for it with collected fragments, and I’d have to sacrifice the XP for the money. I could make it work.

“Yeah, this is fine. I’ll figure it out.” I pressed my thumb onto the signature pad, and my fingerprint appeared next to my signature. I grabbed my pack from the ground and slung it over my shoulder, then pulled my hood up around my face.

“Best of luck, Clara.”

I bit back my venomous reply and settled for a terse, “Thanks.”

It took everything I had not to slam the door to her office. There wasn’t anything to be done about it but play by their rules if I wanted to finish my project in a timely manner and get my degree. Throwing a fit wouldn’t get me anywhere but pissed off with no way out. My pocket vibrated, and I whipped out my phone. The alarm read, “Time for work,” and my stomach grumbled. I’d heard there were snacks at the office, hopefully something substantial.

I quickened my pace toward the bus stop that would drop me near SoL HQ as I opened the group message with the crew.

Claire: Anyone around to give me a lift to work?

Piper: Class my dude, sorry

Elise: Then get off your phone and pay attention, Pipe! I’m... uh... busy. Sorry, Claire!

Piper: YOU get off YOUR phone, Elise, before you piss off your new boyfriend ;)

I locked the screen and stuffed the phone back into my pocket as I double-timed to the stop. The route dropped me off close enough that if I jogged I’d be a few minutes early. Plus, I could transform, and then jogging would give me banked points in Stamina and Agility.

The bus pulled up, and I showed my school ID to the driver. He nodded me back, and I found a seat without too much gum stuck to the wall. We herk-jerked into motion, and I leaned my head against the window. Fog crept across the glass from my skin, and I watched the little bits of condensation as I exhaled. I sucked in a breath, and the cloud shrank.

Out, expand. In, recede. Out. In.

I squinted as the light of the sun grew brighter. The sounds of birds, crickets, and tiny creatures scurrying across the ground met my ears. I sat up and looked around the library. I was in a chair next to the window opposite the tea table. The warm breeze wafted through the room, smelling of lilacs and dewy grass.

A flashing on the shelf next to the table caught my eye, and I rose to cross the small room to it. A scroll, something I didn’t remember seeing the last time I’d been here, was calling out for my attention. I reached in and pulled the small, wax-sealed parchment from the bookcase.

It unfurled at my touch and a popup appeared in my vision.

[image: image]

THE SCROLL DISSOLVED in a puff of neon green sparks as my eyes lingered on the reward. Invigorating power surged through my veins as the orbs of light rushed over me, through me, merging with the essence in my fragment. Shivers shot down my spine, and I closed my eyes as the energy filled me up.

HONK!

I gasped, hitting my head against the frosted window before grabbing my chest. My eyes roved around the sparsely populated metal room full of benches, and then I remembered where I was: the bus.

“Move, ya asshole!” The driver threw his hands up in frustration.

I could see through the back window of the car in front of him as a single finger popped into view. The bus driver laid on the horn again. “Come on!”

The skyline outside, or lack thereof from the towering buildings, alerted me to how far we’d gone. I hiked up my pack and stood.

“Excuse me, can I just get off here?” I asked and the driver looked to me, red-faced.

He took a deep breath. “Sorry about that. This guy, I don’t know what his problem is. It’s green, ya idiot,” he yelled at the blue Porsche again and opened the door for me.

“Have a better day, sir,” I said with a smile, and he relaxed a measure.

“Yeah, you too.”

I dropped out to the street, and the cold breeze shocked me. It had been so warm in the library, I’d forgotten it was the bitter edge of winter out here. I walked a few paces toward an alley and pulled between the buildings. I crouched behind a vacant dumpster, packed my phone into my bag, then said the words to transform.

Green light filled the cold passage and warmth trickled through all my limbs. Another benefit to Dampen Pain was increased resistance to the elements. Weird elements like Shade and Lightening, but also useful elements like Frost and Fire. On more than one occasion my resistance to burning had come in handy against Norah’s grenades.

When the transformation was complete there was an unfamiliar ring on my finger. I focused on it and an information sheet appeared.

[image: image]

THAT. WAS. INSANE.

I had never earned an item from a... a quest? What the hell was that thing about anyway?

Our characters had come with the items they were equipped with at the start of our game, some okay gear, and we’d been able to find some interesting things in pawn shops that had lingering essence on them that gave us some bonus stats, but outside of that, we were banking on our training.

This opened a whole new door for us. Well, me. Hopefully I could train them to meditate like I had and find the library in their own minds.

My cheeks burned from the smile splitting open my face, and I stood. I pulled on the band gently, just to see if it could come off. There was a great deal of resistance, much like with my crossbow, but after a moment it subsided, and the band slipped off.

Instantly, I felt power fade away from my body, like a candle being suffocated. I pushed it back over my knuckle and rubbed my hands together. I’d just have to be careful never to take it off... or to lose that finger to a monster.

My backpack buzzed, and I pulled out my phone. Work in five, the notification read. Seven missed notifications from the crew appeared below it.

Guess I’d have to text and run.
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Chapter 15
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I PINNED MY BADGE TO a leather strap at my waist and tried to smooth down my wild black Skro hair as I stepped past a hero into the lab elevator. My heart hammered as I panted through my nose, trying to not appear as if I’d just run flat out for a quarter mile. I pressed the “A” button for my level, and the elevator lifted into the air.

The buttons here were coded much like the hero’s elevator. C lead to lower recovered fragment diagnostics labs and storage. B would take me to a hero analysis level, where the girls and I had been taken for evaluation the first time we came to the Stewards of Light. We’d gone back there many times for analysis, as the technicians couldn’t understand what allowed us to turn our powers off and on. We didn’t understand, either. Anything they’d gleaned from the testing, they didn’t share with us, as per usual.

From what I’d heard, the powers that emerged in other heroes came from inherent genes, not an object near them when they became fragmented. We were the first to have powers that came from a fantasy land out of a tabletop RPG, though many of the other heroes’ powers were fantasy-like. At least, we were the first the SoL had heard of. There were other private hero organizations, but they rarely shared data. This had been a topic of contention among the public, who argued over whether or not the heroes should’ve been managed by the government.

I had voted “No” on proposition 13C, SAFA. Safer America for All was what they called it, but the nitty-gritty of the bill said otherwise. The fragmented, as they called us instead of heroes, since, who knew which way we could go, would become property of the government to do just about anything they wanted with. We would lose all basic human rights, as it recategorized us as “alta-human.” I didn’t much like the idea of being dissected on a whim, and fortunately, enough people realized how messed up that was to keep the act from passing.

The elevator dinged at level A, and I took one last deep breath. I entered the hallway and walked to a door only a few steps away. I zipped my badge over the scanner to the right, and the machine beeped. Blue light drifted over me from the walls as the scanner hummed to life. It was checking me for weapons, recording devices, and who knew what else.

The machine gave a negative beep.

A metal panel shifted out, revealing a small tunnel, and a bored female came over the P.A. “Drop your backpack and weapon in the chute, you can retrieve it on the way out.”

I pulled the pack off and carefully placed it on the slide, then unbuckled my crossbow and did the same. The panel snapped shut, and the door lock buzzed. “Come in.”

I pulled the handle and stepped into the office. It was all metal, concrete, and harsh bright light hanging only ten feet overhead. There was a man on the other side, a few inches taller than me, waiting with hands clasped at his front. He had short sandy hair with a streak of silver, brown eyes, and a small smile on his lips. Jordan Sendalir, I guessed, my new boss.

He reached out as I stepped through the door. “The team is really excited to have you, Raven,” he said as I took his hand and gave it a shake.

I couldn’t help but smile back. “I’m really stoked to be here, too. This is gonna be great.”

“Wow, stoked. I haven’t heard that word since the 90’s. You’re so retro.” Jordan chuckled.

“The 90’s, man, what was it like back then?” My gut clenched as I heard what was coming out of my mouth.

He pulled back his hand, his grin creeping up into his eyes. “We’re going to get along fine, I think.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it like that,” I said, flustered, and he started walking. I followed beside him. “I just mean, I was pretty young when the Big Bang happened—”

“We call it the Breach, here,” he corrected.

My heart fluttered, and I could feel myself losing the job before I’d even started. “Cool, sorry. Right, so I was young when the Breach happened, and I just wonder all the time what it was like before then. I remember some things, but I didn’t really think the outside world was important back then. I was pretty busy playing RPGs with my friends.”

He stopped at a locked door, a twinkle in his eye. “You didn’t miss much.” He ran his badge over the scanner, and the door binged merrily to grant him entrance. He held it for me, and a loud humming almost drowned out his words. “After you.”

I stepped through and looked back at him, shouting over the noise, “Really, I’m sorry if I offended you.”

He put his hand up to silence me. “It was funny. Here’s your office,” he said and gestured his upraised hand to what was behind me.

I turned to see row upon row of computer terminals strapped to cable bundles each as big around as Groff. It was dark, aside from the orange holoscreens reflecting off the faces of the workers. Massive fans, thirty feet up, were the source of the loud humming. Intake vents on the sides of the room sucked out hot air while the fans pushed in cool, conditioned air from additional vents above. I had to think there was a smarter way of keeping the terminals at an appropriate temperature, but without seeing their systems, I couldn’t be so quick to judge the engineer.

Not every station was occupied, and I could see people moving between spots as if they had no one set place. Jordan stepped toward the first row. The snaking, interlocking cables of the terminals resembled something like a brain, and every once in a while a blue block of light-data could be seen passing through the clear glass intersections that all led to a dome at the top.

My heart hammered, and my gut twisted at the shocking sight. The glass tubes converged on a pool of murky white, six naked bodies floating among the liquid. Blocks of blue rapid fired out from the backs of their skulls and shot down through the tubes.

My chest was heavy, and the air I sucked down struggled to pry up my tight rib cage.

“It’s not what you think,” he shouted. “They’re getting paid.”

“Cool. I mean, it’s not my business where you get your processing power from,” I said as I tried to wipe away the horrified look that must have come over me.

He stopped at the first open terminal. “Each station needs to be patched and upgraded. The upgrade is posted to PitHub whenever it’s ready for production implementation.” He pulled a small watch from his pocket and held it out to me. “This’ll alert you when a new change is ready. Come in as soon as it goes off and get moving. The faster we get these out, the better it is for everyone. You bill per terminal upgrade. Some upgrades are bigger and pay more, some are smaller. The faster you get it deployed successfully, the more money you make.”

“What if I’m in class, or, I mean, like what if I’m out doing hero work?” I stumbled over using my street persona excuse. I’d never had a steady job as Raven.

He smiled. “It’s okay, Raven, I’m a senior VP. I know who you are. It’s your responsibility to be here when the alert goes off, so get here as fast as you can.”

I read the subtext: Ditch class. Well, shit.

“You came highly recommended by Julian Juhl, so we’re expecting great things from you. Good luck.”

I gave him a smile and a nod as he walked away, leaving the wristwatch in my hands. Well, at least I didn’t have to transform to Raven to get in anymore. I strapped the device to my left wrist and looked down at it. Two hundred and thirty-eight more deployments to go.

“Right.” I turned my attention to the holoscreen he’d left me at and set to work.

The droning noise helped block out extra thoughts, the side quest thoughts, as I liked to think of them as a child. I pulled down the updates terminal by terminal, patching the machines and validating the new firmware installment every few minutes.

I saw the time in the corner of the terminal window. Holy shit. It had already been four hours. How? I looked at the screen on my wrist. Seventy-three more machines to go. Then another sentence flashed: Your upgrades: 29. Total income: 319.

Twenty-nine? That was it. No, I was faster than that. I had to be faster than that.

I turned back to the terminal and picked up the pace. Sweat curled down the hollow of my spine and settled at the high waist of my leather pants. I was not coming back as Raven again. It was just too damn hot. Plus, I could use Scan as Claire to quickly commit the change information and steps to memory, so I wouldn’t even need to be Raven for this job. However... it would probably level up my Logic stat if I performed the changes as Raven.

I jogged past the last girl in the row to the next terminal with a little red light blinking on its number plate. Why in the hells they had us running around from server to server was beyond me. Put twenty terminals up front and just remote in. We could save countless minutes on the unnecessary cardio. The heat and frustration yanked at my train of thought, but I reined it in and focused.

When the last station was nabbed by a lanky man with thick-rimmed glasses, I checked the time. Six hours. It was freaking nine-thirty. The others who were vying for the final machine gave audible groans, and while I was sad I couldn’t nab it, I was also relieved my shift was over.

I wrapped up my last machine and rubbed my eyes. The orange light made it a bit easier to stare at, but having stared at the school holoscreen all day, too, it was starting to wear on me. I walked wearily toward the exit and held the door for the girl I had passed.

She had blue streaks in her black hair, a black fishnet sweater, and boots with at least four inches of platform. She rubbed her eyes like I had. “What a day! How did you do?” Her voice reminded me of Bubbles, the Powder Puff Girl from the cartoon in the early 2000’s.

I looked back at her, and she blinked her haunting neon green eyes. “What? It’s not a crime to talk about numbers.”

I shook my head to clear the fog and turned the watch face to me. “Forty-seven.”

Her eyes widened. “First day? Nice!”

We pushed through the last door and into the small elevator compartment. “How long have you worked here?”

She scanned her badge on the wall and a metal panel on the ceiling opened. “About four months.” A tiny metal hook lowered down with a thick leather jacket lined with spikes across the shoulders and a backpack. She slung the pack over one arm and the jacket over the other.

I scanned my badge like her and she waited for me, going on. “I really like the flexibility the schedule offers. Like, if I don’t need any cash, I don’t really have to come in. They always have enough people to get everything done in a reasonable amount of time.”

“Huh. Jordan made it seem like I needed to be here no matter what.”

She waved the comment away, blowing lip bubbles. “He just wants to make sure you’re competent. After a few upgrades, he’ll loosen up.”

I strapped my crossbow onto my wrist, the girl watching in rapture. Her eyes seemed to be taking stock of everything I was. I felt naked and hurried to find something to pull her attention away from me. “So, I have to ask, why don’t they let us do this remote? I’m sure it’d be possible, and a hell of a lot faster.”

She clicked her tongue and called the elevator. “I’m thinkin’ it has something to do with the,” she pointed up twice and raised her eyebrows. “Know what I mean?”

I assumed she meant the people selling their brains as processors that floated in the weird milky liquid above the machines, and I nodded. “Yeah, makes sense.” Giving remote access to the facility could put the brain-workers at risk of hacking, and if they were augmented enough to hook into those machines, it was safe to assume they were augmented enough to be remote accessed by people with ill intent.

The overhead comm dinged twice, a gentle chime. We looked up at the tiny speaker as an artificial feminine voice sprang to life. “Attention all S and A Rank heroes; mandatory physical exam required at your earliest convenience.”

The elevator doors opened and drew our attention back. The Bubbles-sounding girl stepped in and slouched against the wall. “So, you’re like, really into augments or... is this you?” She gestured to all five foot ten of my horns, bright eyes, and pale skin with luminous green tattoos.

“This is me, sometimes. I’m a hero.”

She bobbed her head with a grin, then stuck a pierced tongue out and winked. “You’re wicked.”

I laughed. “Yeah, I guess so.”

“No man, look at you. You’re so freakin’ cool. Like the devil’s daughter or something.”

The elevator dinged and opened to the ground level. She pushed away from the wall and offered me a fist. “Catch ya next time, Hellgirl.”

I smiled and gave her fist a bump. “Yeah, see ya.”

Like the devil’s daughter? Really? Shit. Poor Elise must have to deal with this in orders of magnitude worse. At least the blue-haired Bubbles hadn’t screamed at the sight of me or cried.

I walked toward the exit, my feet aching in their leather-soled boots.

“See, I told you. Perfect timing!” The voice of Norah’s hero form, Penelope, jostled me from my sleepy shuffle.

Piper, as Xebaria Dark-Dancer, jumped into my guard and gave me a few playful jabs. “How was the first day?” I let her work me over as I feigned getting stabbed to death.

“You’ve killed me,” I wheezed as I fell back.

Elise snatched me from gravity and put me back on my feet. “I was worried you’d forgotten.”

I tried not to pause too long as I raked my memory for what I was supposed to remember.

“She forgot.” Norah laughed.

“Haha, got me. What did I forget?”

Piper unsheathed her rapier and slashed it through the air, then spoke with a poor Spanish accent. “Tonight, we level up.”

“We’re all maxed on stats, except Chaos, so it’s time to get that ding!” Norah proclaimed, her tail fluffing out with excitement.

I tried my best to match her enthusiasm through my hunger and fatigue. “Let’s do it!”

We marched toward the hero’s elevator and rode it up to the C Level assignment center. Elise grabbed my hand and pulled it close to her face, inspecting the ring.

“That’s it?” she asked in reference to the mass text I’d sent to the group with a picture and a “Look what I just earned from a quest!” while I ran to the office from the bus.

“Same as the picture, right? What were you expecting?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know, maybe something less clean. It’s just a band with some lines and empty facets.”

“So, you want brimstone and thorns?” I asked, sarcasm dripping from every word.

She chuckled. “No, I mean I was expecting it to have a gem or something to make it special.”

I held it up to my face and looked it over again. “I think it looks pretty cool. Plus, the empty sockets might let me put stuff in there or something. I haven’t really inspected it deeply.”

The elevator stopped and opened up to the assignments center. The line was packed with heroes waiting to make their name on the next miscategorized hit mission. Everyone hoped it would be like the movies. The underdog, misjudged by all, turns out to be a big superhero when unknowingly given the chance to really shine.

That was not how it worked. Real heroes, like Enscepec, were built on years of hard, diligent work. Progress was ripped from the jaws of pain. Growth was torn from the discomfort that cloaked our fear of judgement. Otherwise, we’d take it for granted, mistreat our powers, and misuse them to suit our own ends. It had to be done this way, or else we wouldn’t really be heroes.

Piper rubbed her hands together, blue eyes twinkling. “I can’t wait to see what’s in my next ability slot. I’ve been practicing Backstab for weeks in the hopes of getting another sneak attack!”

We shuffled to the end of the line, and I looked to Elise. “What new ability are you going for?”

She seesawed her head. “I’ve been trying to cultivate my healing magic—“

“She’s been saving the squirrels and birds on campus.” Norah snickered, and Elise blushed.

“That’s sweet E,” I said with a smile. “Have you thought of maybe going to the homeless shelters downtown or one of the urgent cares and offering to help?”

She shrugged. “I’ve tried healing other people recently, and it hasn’t worked out so well. I’m not sure if it has something to do with us sharing the same powers or what.”

“But the squirrels, are they healed?” I asked.

She nodded. “I thought maybe it was because they’re so small.”

I quirked an eyebrow. “I wonder if it has something to do with a lack of confidence.”

She looked at her feet. “Yeah, maybe.”

The line progressed a bit faster than a snail’s pace, and we finally reached the front. A girl with hair shaved down to the nub on the left side of her head and flowing creamsicle-colored locks on the right, waved us forward. The nameplate on the glass in front of her holoscreen read, Nikki.

“Names?” Nikki asked, poised to type onto her holokeys.

“We’re Terra’s Heroes,” I said, using our party name. It was only fitting that we named ourselves after the tabletop game that granted us our power. When we rolled with Augur, we’d modified the party to Farsight Heroes of Terra, which earned a lot of sniggers. Yeah, it was a bit nerdy, but so what?

The pumpkin-haired girl flicked a bouncy curl from her eyes and typed away. “You’ve moved up pretty significantly in the last few weeks. Nice.” She shot me a smile, then her face shifted to surprise. “You’re the group that rescued Enscepec!”

The room fell oddly quiet for how many heroes were standing around.

I nodded. “You got us.”

Pockets of murmuring bubbled up around us, things like, “His training really works” and “So lucky.”

“Anyway, what do you have for us?” I prompted her back into action and she returned to the screen.

“How about a restaurant owner who’s got something rooting around in his garbage?”

I winced. “Anything more... high level?”

“After Enscepec and...  Megaton—” Nikki paused and pursed her lips as if to hold back tears— “a lot of the threat levels were reworked for your safety. This is the best I have.”

Norah jumped up to the counter. “Sure, we’ll take it.”

Nikki returned to the screen and typed away. “Reward for catching the culprit will be three hundred Credits.” She handed Norah a small datapad with the location of the restaurant and the information the owner provided.

“Really, Norah? You want to do a garbage run after that Refuse Pronicle?” I asked in a hushed voice as we turned away for the elevator.

She smirked. “It doesn’t have to be the only thing we do tonight. Plus, I call the shower first.”
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Chapter 16
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“HERE KITTY, KITTY,” Elise called in her best attempt at a calming voice. Coming from Groff, that was pretty difficult.

“Leave it, we need to find the garbage thief.” Norah slapped a brown-gloved hand against the green, bark-like skin of Elise’s back.

She sniffled. “I’ll be back for you kitty.”

The “kitty” in question was a feral-looking, matted up monster of a cat who didn’t appear to have a problem missing any meals.

“Maybe this is the thief?” I offered, though I could tell by how little tingling I was getting from Keensense that it was just an asshole cat, not a real threat.

“The owner of the Chai Spot said it was a monster for sure. He saw the glowing fragment as the thing ran off. And it was bigger than a cat, more like the size of a dog,” Elise said with a bite of annoyance.

“My bad,” I said with hands raised and a knowing smirk. She rolled her eyes and stood from the crouch as the cat hissed and batted a paw in her direction.

“How did he see the thing’s fragment but couldn’t see anything else about it, like, what shape it was, or what color?” Norah asked in frustration as she scrolled through the data tab again.

I shrugged. “You know how it can be when you’re scared. You forget things. Hell, I barely remember what the Fiend looks like. I just remember lots of teeth.” I shook my head at the thought. I’d considered erasing that memory too, but it was important to remember any detail I could about the monster, in case I ran into it again. Plus, erasing memories willy-nilly... who knew what I was doing to my brain?

“If you guys don’t quiet down, we’ll never find it,” Piper admonished, and we fell silent. She stepped into the shadows and disappeared. I used Scan and saw her smoky form drifting from one pool of darkness to the next, avoiding the sparse rays of artificial light from the building windows.

Scan also revealed a light trail of essence from a fragment that was definitely not ours. It shot down the alley and made a hard upward turn before disappearing behind the Chai Spot. I focused on it and tried to scrutinize before the overlay of Scan faded, but to no avail. “There’s a trail here,” I whispered and moved toward the back of the building.

Vent fans from the kitchen poured steam across the alley that smelled of cinnamon, cloves, and curry. My stomach growled, and I remembered I hadn’t eaten since before school, twelve hours ago.

Norah fiddled with a vial on her bandolier as we rounded the corner. “If only we had a sample of its skin or saliva, Piper could make something up to help you track it.”

My stomach turned, and my nose wrinkled. “I really don’t prefer drinking eau de monster, especially for such a low-level assignment.” A shiver shot down my spine as I felt the ghost of dog hairs sticking to the inside of my throat. Piper was able to make up the Tracker’s Elixir when Elise’s dog ran away five years ago, usable only by Pathfinders, of course. We found the dog, so I guess the feeling of hair on the back of my tongue for two weeks straight was worth it, but then Elise had to leave him with her parents when we moved into the apartment near campus.

“Listen,” Piper urged in an ethereal whisper from somewhere nearby.

We quieted again and strained our ears for any sound. Shocks bounced between my nerve endings, and Keensense gave a flicker of warning.

“I hear it,” Norah whispered. “It’s like a, clack clack clickty scritch.”

I summoned my confidence, knowing that my detection spell rarely underestimated a threat. “Keensense says we can take this thing.”

We looked around the alley, under empty boxes soaked through from snow runoff, behind the garbage, and in the window wells with greater care and awareness. After a minute of playing “Hot and Cold” with Keensense to no avail, I leaned back and looked up to the fire escape.

A glistening white strand shined for a moment, but disappeared as the wind of the kitchen vent pushed it away. My body tensed as Keensense gave me a jolt of real danger. Scan had another minute to cooldown, so I pointed up to alert the others. “See anything?” I asked.

Elise shielded her eyes from the light of the window and dodged the steamy vent. “Looks like string.”

A hand touched my shoulder, and my heart thudded once in fear before Piper spoke. “It’s not string.” The sound of her rapier leaving its sheath raised hairs on my neck. I loaded a bolt into my crossbow.

Scan still had twenty seconds, and I spun, searching the crisscrossing ladders and walkways for the threat that I was begging not to be a giant spider. A sound like high heels clopping on brick turned me around. I caught a flash of gray twenty feet up the wall as whatever it was disappeared around the corner of the alley we’d come from.

“It’s escaping!” I dashed to follow it, crossbow arm upraised.

Elise powered past me, her long legs closing the distance on the creature. I rounded the corner just as Elise leapt for the monster, a gray bodied, curly-tailed, eight-legged monstrosity. She closed an iron fist around one of its nasty claw-tipped legs. It screeched, the sound somewhere between a banshee and a pig. I cast Lumen Bolt on my crossbow, then Scan, and Take Aim, marking the monster for destruction.

Scan lit up my screen with sparse details as Elise and the monster dropped back to the ground.
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BITS OF ASPHALT BLASTED up from where she and the creature landed, peppering us with debris. It squealed and thrust out claw-tipped legs in a panic. Elise bellowed as the Spider Pig scored a deep gash on her arm and she released the monster.

A dark glass orb flew through the air and smashed at the alley’s exit, then erupted in a blast of red embers and black smoke. The creature staggered back and shook its massive pig head with so many nasty eyes. It snorted, rounding on Norah.

I let my brightly glowing green bolt fly as the Spider Pig moved in to slash at her. Norah flipped the switch on her bandolier, activating her electrified shield. The green spell-imbued shot landed as the creature reared back to slash at Norah. The bolt lodged in its gut, then detonated with a sickening splat, forcing Norah back ten feet onto her tail as her blue shield crackled. The monster shrieked as a splash of yellow blood sprayed over the walls.

The Spider Pig turned to me, face dripping with stringy white goop as its fanged snout whiffed at the air. All of its too many eyes swiveled about as it locked on me and took in a breath. The mandibles shot out wide and white slobber rocketed toward me.

A glass vial flew over my shoulder, breaking on the ground a foot away. When it shattered, orange light shot out in a gentle arc around me. The goop splatted against Norah’s spell wall and spread out in the shape of a net. The monster snarled at this defeat and turned to flee up the brick wall.

Daggers zipped through the air, leaving blue contrails behind as they soared toward the creature’s bulbous butt. Piper evaporated in a puff of smoke, then reappeared, hands on each dagger, as they landed with a sickening rip. Ten percent of the creature’s health bled out in an instant, but Piper wasn’t done. She pulled the left dagger free and stabbed it farther up the thing’s huge butt.

The monster cried out, slicing through the air with its rage, and a notification appeared in my vision.
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“WHAT THE,” I STARTED, and acidic vomit finished. I spat and wiped the back of my mouth with my sleeve, then went back to loading the next bolt. Norah was doubled over next to me, and Elise wasn’t much better off.

In a moment of clarity, like the valley of a deep wave on the open sea, I remembered Lumen Burst, but realized I hadn’t read the description. At worst, it would do nothing to help us, and so without further consideration, I triggered the spell.

Orange light like liquid fire radiated out from my fragment in a shockwave, and an icon appeared in the corner of my vision as strength filled my body. Text dotted my screen as the monster screeched.
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WHEN I LOOKED UP, PIPER was dangling by one arm from the Spider Pig’s butt as it bucked to get free. Her right arm flailed with the clutched dagger, trying to get purchase on anything. Even with her increased stats, she could barely hang on.

“E, catch her!” I hurped out the words as bile seared the back of my throat.

Elise leapt to her feet just as Piper was kicked lose, a gash ripping her vest from her left shoulder to her right hip. She landed safely in Elise’s grip with a startled cry.

Norah growled as she pointed her hand cannon at the bastard still trying to skitter up the wall with two severed legs. “Eat shit,” she declared, and the pistol belched out a fork of lightning. The shot hit the Spider Pig square in the head, and though its health still hovered just above empty, it dropped to the alley floor.

I took aim where it landed and let my bolt fly. A critical notification appeared as the shot struck, severing one of the remaining legs it used to shield its face. The Spider Pig clung to life, waving its last limbs about wildly with its final squeals of terror.

Elise roared as she brought both fists down on its sickly-yellow head. The concaved snout whimpered twice, and then it was quiet. Lightning zapped from twitching limbs to the metal bolt lodged in its caved-in skull, until finally, it was still.
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Chapter 17
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SOFT YELLOW LIGHT FILLED the murky street as Elise used her healing spell to mend her own wound and the superficial cuts Piper sustained. Elise looked as if she was going to be sick as her arm stitched itself back together. I walked to the downed monster and ripped my bolts free, then used Scan to find the fragment. Of course it was buried between the seventy billion squished eyes I didn’t want to touch.

I sucked in a deep breath, balled my hand into a fist, and plunged down into the thing’s brain. The hot, thick, sickly-sweet smelling blood reminded me of antifreeze. This thing was grotesquely alien compared to the other monsters we’d fought, except maybe for whatever lurked down in the depths below Memorial Park.

I spread my fingers out and wiggled them around until they touched stone. I grabbed ahold of the fragment and ripped it free. Gooey yellow dripped down my arm to my elbow, and I held back another wave of nausea as the Tainted Wail debuff came to an end.

“This—” I declared as I held up the softly glowing stone—“is what the fragment of a B Rank monster looks like, ladies.”

“B?” Piper said, her eyes wide with excitement.

“You heard me right. We killed a freakin’ B. Not only that, but we looked badass doing it. I mean, E, you did some sick wrestling moves on this thing, Pipe, you were like a crazy ass ninja, and Norah, your killing phrase was on point.”

She grinned, exposing sharp little Foxian canines. “I was saving my lightning shot for something awesome.”

Elise gained her feet and helped up Piper. “How much XP?”

I looked down at the grime covered fragment and used Determine Worth. The readout dotted my vision and I whistled. “Two thousand.” It was alternatively worth almost three thousand Credits, which I knew would drop significantly after we absorbed the XP. Such was life. We came out here to level, and that’s what we were going to do. I’d still get some money from turning in the empty fragment, and I’d made a fair amount from just one night of work, so I knew I’d be okay.

I held the fragment out for the others, and they placed their hands on mine. I activated the Absorb fragment: Party ability and directed an equal-ish flow of XP into each of us. Orange light burst from Norah’s stomach and surrounded her in a smoky haze of color. Then Piper was surrounded by blue, followed by Elise in swirls of yellow and deep purple.

When the fragment shuddered its last and surrendered the final bit of essence, the back of my neck began to tingle. Brilliant neon green wrapped around me like a blanket of strength and warmth. A chime tinkled in my ears, and then a popup appeared in my vision.
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WHEN THE LIGHT SHOW was over, the nasty Spider Pig had disappeared, leaving behind putrid yellow smoke trails as it evaporated. The empty fragment sat in my palm, and I verified its worth. A thousand twenty Credits. Better than the reward for taking it out.

I opened up my character screen and panned over to my talent tree. Six open slots flashed at me, and I knew there’d be at least a few different talents I could drop into each, but I could only pick one for each spot.

“Is it over?” A nervous shout came from the window of the Chai Spot. It was the owner, Davis McCrone, with several patrons at his back.

I saluted with my slimy arm. “The monster is dead; your garbage is safe.”

The owner clapped, as did his patrons, and we all took a bow. My heart swelled at the adoration, but then my gut turned with anxiety. I didn’t need anyone discovering my identity, and definitely didn’t want the publicity. “All right ladies, time to go,” I said through the side of my huge grin.

“Come in, we’ve got a meal for you on the house!” Davis shouted and gestured for us to join them.

Piper marched forward at the offer of free food. My stomach growled defiantly, winning out past my nerves, and I followed her toward the Chai Spot entrance. They seated us in the back after a trip to wash off in the bathroom. Patrons stopped by our table, giving us pats on the shoulder or words of gratitude. With each grateful slap on the back, and even one woman leaning in to get a selfie with Elise, my anxiety dissipated.

When the fawning was done, we were grateful to have a hot meal in front of us and some time alone to look over our ability sheets. I spooned up Massaman curry as I flipped through all the different options available to me.

In the slot above Dampen Pain there was Call of the Wild, an aura buff for the party—which could also be used in the slot above Keensense—that would increase Agility, Stamina, and Vitality for anyone in my party by 2.25 times my level. All I had to do was pay 30 Will to turn it on, or off, and it would be enabled indefinitely, even when I was in human form, which was pretty badass. Give me all the pickle jar opening strength!

The only bummer was the one Will per minute upkeep, but that was a small price to pay that my regen could easily offset. It could be a bigger bummer in combat, but we’d do a few test battles to see how detrimental it really was, and if worse came to worst, I could fall back on my Krav Maga.

Shear Self was the only other ability above Dampen Pain. It was vague in its description, but seemed like I could hurt myself to heal others. Elise had healing in the bag right now, so I wasn’t worried about that.

The slot joined by Dampen Pain and Keensense had only one ability in it: Shaman’s Clarity. It was an activated ability that gave me +X% to aim, +X to Agility, and +X to Chaos, where X was how many points of health I was missing, for up to three minutes, with a cooldown of two hours. We still didn’t understand Chaos well, but we were fairly certain it had something to do with random chance... or maybe not. The stat didn’t exist in Terra’s Heroes the board game, and so we had no resources to turn to for figuring it out.

Above Keensense was Call of the Wild and Way of the Beast, which allowed me to enter the minds of simple creatures and understand their intentions, much the way I could understand Gary. That sounded totally badass, but there was more still to come.

Determine Worth on its own didn’t seem to have anything branching off it yet, but it could’ve been that it was waiting for one of the other slots to be filled before the branch appeared.

Above Sentinel, which was pulsing invitingly, was Familiar Bond. It allowed me to summon a new creature from the astral plane of the Shaman realm. The Familiar would take a portion of my Health and Will as payment, like Gary, but it seemed that the creature would have its own Will, Health, and Abilities dependent on which creature I bonded with. The ability seemed more like a quest invite. I would have to embark on an uninterrupted journey to the Shaman realm, discover my Familiar, and bond with it, whatever that meant.

I loved Gary, and I’d never want to replace him, but a creature summon that could possibly do real damage—well, do anything other than scouting—sounded freaking amazing. Gary would always have his purpose in my life and for our adventures, but a loyal monster sidekick, like a freakin’ unicorn I could ride into battle, or a dragon! Oh man, would there be dragons?

My gaze drifted off as I thought of where the plane of the Shaman realm would be, and what it would be like. Would it be a whole new dimension that would spawn from the power of my fragment? Would it all happen in my mind? Did this place already exist as a plane untapped by human technology? I had so many questions and knew that if I were going to do the quest, I’d have to have my mind monitored by the science techs at SoL to see if some of them could be answered. Ugh, not like they’d share any of those answers with me...

I snapped out of the daydream and shoveled in another spoonful of cooling curry as I selected Sentinel to see what all the pulsing was about. A new screen appeared with Gary’s abilities. He had three open slots and two abilities I could fit to each. Zap took a portion of Will for a jolt of electricity. It wouldn’t do much damage, but it’d be enough to tell a dog to bugger off. Essence Tether would let him travel even farther away from me without losing our connection, which would otherwise send him back to the Demon realm... leaving my eyeball wherever he lost connection. Blind would let Gary shoot off the spikes from his tentacles. I assumed it was called Blind because the purpose was to use it in up close and personal situations with larger monsters that wouldn’t be deterred by little Zap in the hopes it would stab out their eyes. The downside was once the spikes were gone, it would be a lot harder for Gary to hold onto me.

There were three other options, but I’d already decided Gary wasn’t getting any of my hard-earned points this time around. He’d already taken up two, since he came standard with Hover already. I’d used his abilities every time I summoned him, but the three he had now were sufficient for another level.

I backed out of that menu and looked to the next slot above Take Aim and Lumen Bolt. There were three options there; Concussive Blast, Barbed Shot, and Mark for Combat.

Concussive Blast sounded just as it was. When the bolt hit any surface with resistance of n+1.2, where n was one-fourth the bolt’s speed at the time of impact, it would detonate and send out a shockwave. It got very mathy from there, which I followed fine, and I wondered if the fragment was feeding off my knowledge to give me cooler technical specs of the abilities. I bet it could be combined with Lumen Bolt for an even stronger blast, but I wouldn’t get to see that combination until I tried it.

Barbed Shot would modify my bolts with bloodletting barbs for six hours, dealing extra bleed damage and causing tissue rips that could incapacitate enemies, depending on where I hit them.

Mark for Combat was a debuff that would decrease an enemy’s Strength while increasing damage done to it by me and my party members for two minutes. I also guessed that if I combined it with Take Aim, or Scan, it would reveal some interesting new benefits.

Lastly, above Sneak Attack was only one option: Veil of Shadows. I sighed and thought back to when I’d selected Sneak Attack at level three. There’d been one other option, Ritual Blade, and I assumed that was the path I should’ve taken, given that I was a Shaman. I wondered what options would be available to me if I’d been smart enough to make that choice in the first place.

But now all I had was Veil of Shadows in this spot. It seemed cool enough. Much like Piper’s ability to travel through pools of darkness in a wispy form of death, I could step into the shadows and cloak myself. As long as I didn’t move, I’d be invisible to the naked eye. It came with a bonus to dark vision, which I could honestly use, and a passive stealth bonus that would decrease my percentage chances of being detected by unfriendlies by 1x my character level.

My eyes flicked up to the Ascend button, and I wondered if we’d ever figure out what that did and how it would change our talents. No point in dreaming about that yet. I needed to make some hard choices. Everything sounded amazeballs, but I knew what I needed to do.

Mark for Combat was a huge benefit to all of us, especially Piper and Elise, who were the primary damage dealers. So, without further dallying, I fitted Mark for Combat into the slot above Lumen Bolt and Take Aim.
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I WAS NEVER GOING TO use Shear Self, so I fitted Call of the Wild into the slot above Dampen Pain.
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AS SOON AS I FELT THE knowledge of the spell enter my mind, I cast the aura. A burst of energy tingled at the back of my neck, then blanketed over me before radiating out in a bright green ripple that washed through the shop.

Patrons gasped, oohed and aahed, until the waves dissipated.

“Wow, dudes, did your stats just go up?” Piper asked, and I looked through my menu to her wild eyes.

Elise grinned. “Check the new aura from Raven.”

Norah squeezed my shoulder with a wince in her eyes but a smile on her lips. “Was that the best choice for you, or for us?”

“The other ability in that slot was crap. Trust me, this was the best choice for me and us. Now I can dodge monster slime faster, so I don’t have to waste one of your vials.” I gave her a wink and she rolled her eyes with a smile.

I opened my ability sheet to see the final product from this level up.
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MY BACKPACK BUZZED and I pulled my phone out onto my lap as I closed out of the menu. Fear pricked at my hands like the feeling of falling asleep as I read the notification.

Augur: Come to Memorial Park, now.
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Chapter 18
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ELISE SLOWED TO A STOP at the edge of the south entrance into Memorial Park. She dropped to a knee and let me down. My heart thudded in my stomach, forcing up the taste of sweet bile and curry at the back of my throat. It’d been so long since I’d eaten, I may have stuffed myself too full for this action.

“Where did he say he was going to be?” Norah asked as she parked her Mint scooter.

I shook my head. “He didn’t, but where else would he be demanding that we come, now?”

“Fair point,” she conceded. She looked to me, then shrugged. “Let’s go, I guess.”

She opened her inventory and pulled a new item free: a black and gold, foot long rod. She whipped it down to her side, and a bolt of lightning zapped out in an arc, then cracked like a whip before retracting back into the conductor.

“Holy shit!” Piper punched Norah in the shoulder. “That thing is the tits!”

She grinned, exposing tiny fangs. “I know, right?”

With a new sense of confidence, we hurried on to the shack near the center of the park. Much like the night I’d tracked Jitterbug, it was quiet, with just the distant muffled sound of the occasional car. The silence was not an aid to my overactive imagination. What if he was in danger? What if he was trapped?

In five minutes, the trees were parting to give way to the small clearing where the building sat. Police tape crisscrossed in a wide berth around the concrete walls, staked down with slender wooden poles. There was no Augur. More importantly, there was no one.

The Mayor and the Director of SoL had feared that too many C and B Rank heroes would try their luck at killing the monster and fall victim themselves. So in the interest of hero safety, there was supposed to be an S Rank officer on guard at the shack at all times until the monster was found and slain or imprisoned. All other S Rank heroes were actively hunting it, as far as I knew.

The drooping yellow tape ruffled in a gentle breeze as we walked into the meadow. Keensense prickled the hairs at the back of my neck, increasing the severity of the threat at the back of my mind. “Be on guard,” I whispered as I stepped past the first tree.

“Where is he?” Elise whispered as she crept behind me, trying to silence her massive footsteps against the crunchy leaves.

I checked my phone. No additional messages. “He hasn’t said.” I slid open the messages app and texted him, We’re here.

“I’m sorry I had to hide in the shadows.” Augur’s voice came from somewhere among the trees. He dropped from a low branch into a roll, then sprung to his feet. “Something is going on at the Headquarters, and I needed to be sure you were alone.”

“What do you mean, something?” Norah asked, her tail flicking about wildly.

He shrugged. “Weird things in the higher ups, like they’re not paying attention to us high ranking A’s. They aren’t heeding our warnings, and they’re taking reckless action. I found something out about what’s going on down here, and I wanted to investigate to prove my hypothesis... but they wouldn’t allow me to come.”

I raised a brow, loading my tone with sarcasm. “Oh, and since we’re the frequent rule-breakers, you thought we’d just be cool with breaking the rules for you?”

He looked down, sheepishly.

“It’s cool,” I said as I patted him on the shoulder. “Of course we want to break the rules.”

He smiled. “Great. This way.” He took off towards the shack.

Norah held me back. “Are you sure this is a good idea?”

“I don’t know, but I want to figure this out.” I tried to turn away, but she held fast.

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Are you sure it’s that you want to figure this out, not that you want to get revenge on the monster that killed Megaton to atone for his death? Or worse, to impress Augur?”

I scowled, feeling a twinge of indignance bloom in my chest. “No, no way. I just want to know what’s going on.”

“What does Keensense say?” She crossed her arms.

I took three deep breaths and looked inward, seeking out the passive ability. The tightness returned to my stomach, and my heart thumped. We were getting closer to danger.

She saw my expression change and nodded. “Are you willing to die to figure out what’s happening?”

I steeled myself and put away the fear. “Wouldn’t be very heroic if I wasn’t.”

“Come on!” Augur beckoned from the door next to Elise and Piper. I turned away from Norah, ready to face whatever was down there, especially if Augur was confident enough to go.

“That’s called a martyr, Raven, not a hero,” Norah called after me.

I waved the comment away and quickened my pace. “Are you coming or not?”

I heard the telltale sound of a surrendering grunt, followed by the smack of her leather boots stalking after me. It made me feel bad to disregard her concerns, and my stomach twisted not just with fear, but guilt. Was I doing this for less than noble causes?

“What is this lead you’re onto?” Elise asked as we got within earshot.

Augur turned into the darkness of the snaking pipes. “It’s the reason everyone is acting so weird. Come on, I’ll explain as we walk.”

We followed him to the tunnel down and began the dark descent. My chest constricted with every rung as remembered sounds, feelings, and thoughts rushed back to me from the last adventure down.

“Drop, I can see you,” Elise whispered up at me from the ground.

My sweaty slick palms rubbed against the fingerless leather gloves as I released the bent bar. I dropped into Elise’s arms with an oof. She set me on the floor and reached up for the next person. “Okay, drop.”

I charged Lumen Bolt and held it out, then aimed my phone light in the same direction as I circled the room. There were bags of concrete mix and a wheelbarrow, pickaxes, and some hard helmets lying on the ground.

“Where are the workers?” I asked Augur as he stepped up beside me.

He stifled a laugh. “It’s almost one in the morning. They’re in bed.”

I frowned as Keensense prickled. “That doesn’t make sense. Why wouldn’t they have people around the clock trying to seal these tunnels up?”

Augur stopped and quirked his head like a confused dog. “You’re right... maybe something is wrong, like I suspected.” He paced to the edge of the room, and I followed after him.

Piper was close on my tail, her tone suspicious. “Dude, you haven’t told us anything. What’s going on?”

Augur turned to me, deadpan. “Okay, fine. I was just trying to protect you in case something goes wrong, but I think—” he looked to the others, then lowered his voice—“I think it has something to do with that fragment you found, the one that Megaton pulled from the crazed guy that you found right here, trying to get down into this tunnel system.”

I sucked in a breath. “Oh, holy crap. That is big!”

“I know. Do you have that rope, Penelope?” He looked to Norah.

“Yeah, still ripped, but it should reach the bottom.” The coil appeared in her hands, and she passed it to him.

He tied a series of knots and then handed Elise the end. “Lower us down. I’m going to take Claire, and she’s going to send Gary to go check it out for us.”

Elise took the rope and looped it around her waist.

“Ready?” He asked, extending a hand.

I nodded and folded against him as he wrapped his arm around my back. He stepped onto the first loop, then motioned for me to step into the second. We sat and scooted to the edge of the black hole. My heart beat like a bass drum as I pointed Lumen Bolt toward the bottom of the pit.

“Careful,” Norah warned as she helped us over the ledge. The rocky surface scratched against my bare arms, and dull tingles shot through the nerves. Without Dampen Pain, I was sure that would hurt a lot more.

“Tell me more about—”

He put his finger to his lips. “It might hear us,” he mouthed the words, and I nodded. I knew what he was talking about, and I did not want to have another run-in with that “It.”

I took steady breaths through my nose and tried to calm my hammering heart. Augur rubbed my back gently, then patted it twice. I let the warmth of his hand soothe the nerves that Keensense shot through my mind. This was dumb, this was so dumb, but we had a chance to discover the truth about what was going on, where that corrupted fragment came from that created Jitterbug, and what happened to Megaton down in these tunnels.

My foot scrapped against the bottom, and I dropped down into a crouch as I stepped away from Augur. I looked down the passage, pointing my crossbow in every direction. No sounds, no wind, nothing. Augur waved me forward as he walked casually into the dark.

I followed after him, muffling my steps, as he twisted and turned his way through the underground like he knew it well. He’d probably seen it in a vision. The knot in my gut tightened, and I tried to suppress it. Why? Why did Keensense feel threatened by my assumption?

“I’m so thrilled to show you this,” he said with hushed excitement, looking over his shoulder with a smile. A flashing brilliance past his face pulled my gaze, and my mouth fell agape. I lowered my crossbow, focusing on the light ahead of us. Pink, blue, and yellow rippled over the wall ahead, and my eyes locked on the beauty of the aurora.

“Wow,” I whispered.

“I know, come on.” He grabbed my hand and pulled me forward.

My eyes lost focus on the light, and I felt weightless, like the burden of fear was lifted from me. We rounded the corner, and the knot in my stomach unfurled, entranced by the wonder of what stood before me.

Roots, shimmering blue and pink, slithered across the ground and up to the trunk of a massive tree. The neon color trailed and pulsed upwards, out to thick branches, all swarmed with blackhole leaves and glowing yellow fruits. I tried to focus on the weird leaves, but they seemed to evade my direct gaze. I didn’t understand how I could point my eyes right at something and not see it.

“What is this?” I asked reaching forward.

“The thing I wanted to show you. It’s so much better this way.” He reached up to pluck one of the glowing, pear-shaped masses.

“Wait, is it safe?” I asked in a whisper, taking a step back.

He smiled kindly. “It’s totally safe. Come here,” he said as he nodded to his hand.

I took a few steps forward, and he bit into it, then spit the ripped flesh out. He reached his fingers into the hole he’d made as the glowing light of the fruit faded. No, not faded. It was being tainted.

Swirls of black smoke licked up his knuckles as he wriggled his hand free. His smile spread into a leer. “We’re going to have so much fun.”

Like lightning, he reached out and clamped his hand at the base of my neck. Pain shot from my fragment to the back of my eyes, down to the soles of my feet, and exploded out of my spine. I sucked in a breath to scream but heard nothing, felt nothing, and sensed nothing. Blackness filled my vision, and I lost myself.
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Chapter 19
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WHEN I OPENED MY EYES, I was in the library of my mind. The light outside the window flickered as if dark clouds were sliding over the sun. Cracks of thunder rolled in the distance, getting closer and closer. I stepped up to the window and looked out across the ethereal blue-black plains of what had to be the Shaman realm.

Streaks of silver zapped through the air as a distant shadow strode across the waving fields of grass toward me. It seemed to drag the storm with it as it walked and left deep imprints in the mud. Darkness leaked out from every step, spreading like an army of ants across the blue.

As the shadow drew nearer, I could see it had pointed horns, short hair that whipped about in the lashing winds, and a wispy crossbow on its arm. My throat constricted as I realized the truth.

It was me.

The muscles at my diaphragm squeezed until all the air was pushed from my lungs. I tried to breathe in, but my chest refused to rise. In a panic, I pulled back from the window, scratching at my throat. I tripped on a rug, falling to the wooden floor. When my ass hit the ground, my lungs popped open, and I sucked in a huge gulp of air.

The shutters on the window flung shut, like they were trying to block out the oncoming storm. Wind battered the thick wood, and the slat blinds rattled as thunder roared overhead.

BANG!

The books on the shelf trembled as my library hut came under assault.

BA-BANG!

I jumped at the sheer volume of the shadow’s anger and wished for it to stop. At that, the walls seemed to thicken and shrink in towards me. The banging became a soft thudding, and the cry of thunder dimmed to a crackle.

I hugged my knees close to my chest. “What the hell is this? What do I do?”

The room continued to shrink down around me as objects melted into the walls and reinforced them. The sounds grew more and more faint until I was leaning against my tiny coffin of a room with a single candle in front of me.

I closed my eyes and slowed my breathing. “Look deep. Trust yourself. Look deep. Trust yourself.” I chanted relentlessly as the assault on my sanctuary went on. My eyelids shimmered with red light, and I opened my eyes to see a scroll had materialized at my feet.

There was a crested seal and a loop of purple ribbon around the elegant-looking bit of parchment. I licked my lips apprehensively and reached down for it. The wax broke with the slip of my dagger, and a screen appeared in my vision as the scroll unfurled.
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HOLY SHIT DID I JUST make a quest for myself? Also holy shit, are the only fail conditions that I run away or die? I took a deep breath and scanned the screen again. It was only a six-star difficulty out of ten, so that wasn’t too bad. Hell, it was a D on a test, and that’s not hard to get.

I cracked my neck and selected “Accept.” 

The scroll dissolved in a shower of red sparks as the room expanded. The rugs melted back in, bookshelves rematerialized, the window popped into place. Then a new feature appeared: a door.

The banging stopped, and I heard the shadow creature stalk around the library, past the shuttered window to the door. My heart pounded against my ribs as I pulled the crossbow cable back and loaded a bolt, then took aim.

The polished wood handle turned with a click, and the door creaked as it opened an inch. Laughter, sinister and otherworldly, slipped through the space with a swirl of black smoke. My doppelganger took shape next to the tea table, her crossbow arm raised to aim at my head.

I dropped to my knees, and her crossbow twanged, launching a black shot that lodged in the wall behind me. I fired off my round into her chest, but the arrow sailed straight through. The laugh came again, and the shadow’s bright yellow eyes locked on me.

She took two leaping steps forward, and I rolled toward the door to avoid the downward stab of her dagger. Before I could turn to face her, a heavy kick landed in my back as the door flung open. I tumbled into the darkness, down what felt like a thousand steps. I flailed my arms, digging at the ground around me, but there was nothing there to touch.

Finally, I came to a stop. There was a ghostly-blue glow below me and behind me. From here I could see that my sanctum existed in a blocky space that seemed carved out of the Shaman realm. I put my hand against the blue barrier, and a popup appeared in my vision.
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I HASTILY SELECTED “Stay” and looked up the fifty feet to the glowing window of my library. There were flashes of red and brilliant purple as the demon laughed victorious. I stood and took a few steps forward, then jogged. There was only blackness, the wispy barrier, and my hut far above me.

My feet couldn’t find the hill or stairs that had dropped me to wherever I was. I paced back and forth, staring up at the blasts of color that seemed to be growing stronger. What I wouldn’t give for one of Norah’s crazy airbag bouncy contraptions or Piper’s shadow smoke ability or even Elise’s jumping strength. What did I have?

Gary.

I put my hand to my eye and summoned my faithful companion. The octopus-like demon ripped through a green tear in the fabric of existence and slurped its tentacles into my eye socket. He popped my eye free and plopped out onto my hand.

For this to work, he was going to need a lot of blood.

I pulled my dagger free of the sheath and slipped down the shin guard over my boot. Gary sent me feelings of confusion. “I know, buddy, I’m not sure what’s going on either, but I know we need to get all the way up there and then fight some shadow that’s probably burning all my books right now.”

He sent me a salute and a feeling of determination. I cut into my calf with a wince and moved him toward the wound as the blood flowed. Gary drank deep, swelling in size, until he was too large to fit in my hand.

The cut was already beginning to clot, and my head was a little woozy, but it wasn’t enough. I pulled down the guard on my other boot and cut into that calf. Gary switched sides, absorbing every drop that rolled down my pale leg, until he was the size of a fat house cat.

I strapped both guards back into place, tighter than I wanted to, and stood. “Okay, here’s the plan,” I said, reaching out for a wall to brace against and finding Gary instead.

He hovered at my side, my red eye looking small in his massive jelly body. His tentacles were the size of my wrist and hung down nearly three feet. The spiky claws at the end of each limb were almost two inches long, making them sizeable enough to reach arteries, if the shadow creature had any.

“I’m gonna do Lumen Burst and jump, then you’re gonna Dash at the same time, three times in a row with just two seconds in between, and we’re gonna get up to that door. Okay?”

He sent me the feeling of a grimace and self-doubt.

“No, bud, it’s gonna work. Trust me, I did the math. You know how good I am at math,” I said, a slight slur in my voice. I looked down at the blood soaking through the leather of my boot. Shit.

I got into a crouch and raised my arms for Gary to wrap his tentacles around. He positioned himself over me and looked up at the library. I closed my other eye, setting my gaze on the handle of the door.

“Three, two, one—” I triggered Lumen Burst and shot up from my crouch—“Dash!”

My arms jerked painfully away from my shoulder sockets as Gary ripped me into the air. Before I felt the pull of gravity on my gut, he triggered the second Dash. The door was so close.

He hit the final Dash and reached out with a tentacle. It wrapped around the door handle, and he stretched as the weight of us both pulled down on the frail, rubbery limb. He stabbed his other two clawed tentacles into the door frame, anchoring himself as he tugged upward. I dug my hands into the bottom doorstep with a sigh. When I shifted my weight to the entry, Gary looped around my horns and yanked me up farther.

“See, I told you it’d work,” I whispered breathlessly as I pushed my hands and feet into the thick planks of the door frame.

I took a much-needed deep breath and calmed the trembling in my knees. The demon inside cackled as another flash of red shone from the knots in the wood. I used Scan and found the Dark Doppelganger on the right side of the library.
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I LOOKED TO GARY AND sent him an image of him tackling the shadow to the ground while I shot it. He sent back a nod of enthusiastic approval. I knew if it came to a straight fight, the shadow would win. I was already down to 75% HP and 60% Stamina, but we had the element of surprise, and Gary had five little daggers I knew he’d make good use of.

I took one more breath, then turned the handle of the door and leaned into it. The door flung open, and I rolled to the back wall, loading a bolt into the crossbow as I heard the wet smack of my sentinel landing on the doppelganger.

Lumen Bolt came at my command, and I aimed the shot at the creature’s face. Gary dropped down to its neck, digging his two-inch claws across her smoky flesh. Her health dropped to 82% and continued to fall as Gary stabbed into her chest.

She roared in anger, and I let the bolt fly. The doppelganger pulled back, trying to dodge my shot, but Gary yanked down on one of her black horns. The bolt landed with a thud in her temple, and Gary launched himself off as the green spell blasted yellow splatters across the wall.

The doppelganger slouched forward, then dropped to her knees at ten percent health. A chunk of her skull slid down the wall and landed on the tea table next to a broken horn.

“What are you?” the doppelganger asked in gurgling gulps as thick yellow dribbled down her lips.

I pulled my bloody dagger free and lunged at her chest, burying the blade to the hilt in her heart. My red blood seeped into the demon’s wound, fizzling like acid as it ate the creature up.

“I’m a Shamanka warrior, rebel leader, pathfinder, and a hero of Earth.”

The demon’s amber eyes darted over my face, and her lips turned up in a sinister grin. “See you... soon.”

Foul smelling breath seeped out between gore covered lips as the creature’s life hit zero. I sat back against the wall with a sigh and a screen appeared in my vision.
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GARY SLITHERED HIS tentacles into my face and wrapped around my head in what felt like a hug. He sent me feelings of hope and confidence before disappearing back to the Demon realm.

I slouched back against the wall and looked around at the scorched library through the gaps in my notification. I’d have to come back and clean it up, see what I could get back later. I had an ass to kick back home now.
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Chapter 20
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PAIN SEARED AT THE back of my head and blood trickled down my spine as a screech filled my ears. I opened my eyes to the pink and blue glow of Augur’s maniacal snarl. I bashed my elbow into his, loosening his grip on the back of my neck, then thrust forward and slammed my horn into his forehead.

The screams of whatever clung to my fragment silenced as Augur fell backwards. He tripped on the glowing roots and went down, red flowing down his face. I reached back and grabbed onto something slimy at the base of my skull and ripped it free. The limp smoke slug shriveled as I looked at it. Yellow goopy blood spread from my hand where it lay, until it was small enough to evaporate from my palm in a puff of vapor.

Augur stirred, and I smeared the guts of the creature off on my long vest. I dropped onto his chest, pinning him down with my knees. I reached to the back of his neck, but there was nothing there. Where the hell was his little parasite?

His eyes shot open wide, and he bucked me off with a knee to my back. I rolled over his head and spun around. I caught him by the hair and yanked him back to the ground, then pulled him into a grapple. Augur, or whoever it was controlling him, snarled and screamed as he pulled at my arm, but I easily held fast. At least the nasty things didn’t give him super strength.

I released my arm a measure and brought my leather wrapped wrist up to his wide-open mouth, then jammed it in hard. His angry shout dropped thirty decibels and lost some of its anger in place of fear. My ears rang at the quiet.

A fist flew up toward my eyes, and I ducked my head behind Augur’s. Pain radiated through my skull as he bashed the back of his head into mine. My head bounced against the ground. A fresh wave of pain radiated from back to front, and stars danced in my vision.

I had to find the stupid slug before Augur’s constant, clamoring bullshit alerted the monster to our presence. I pulled his head back so I could see his eyes. They looked norma—

Wait!

A slither of purple moved past his right eye like a glowing worm. How the shit was I supposed to get it out from behind his eye? It was clearly feeding on his essence... How long did he have before it consumed him entirely?

Sharp anguish shot up my leg as Augur stabbed my own dagger down into my thigh.

“Mother Faahhhh!” I screamed in his ear as I held him tighter with my right arm and reached for the weapon with my left.

“Wake up! Wake the hell up Augur!”

He pulled the dagger free and jabbed it up toward my face. I caught his wrist and twisted it hard as I rolled him onto his stomach. There was a snap, and Augur growled like a feral animal. I planted my knee in his back and ripped the blade from his awkwardly bent hand.

“Augur, real name Kai Benson, wake up from this nightmare!”

White light burst from my ring and blurred my vision as a popup appeared.
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“ENTER!” I YELLED PAST the whooshing of air and blinding brightness. In the void of white, my HUD appeared, and a new icon popped into place next to my aura buff. It was the image of Lightsliver, and the text below it read: 9:59, 9:58, 9:57... 

Adrenaline surged as the feeling of falling filled my empty stomach. I sucked in a breath to scream, but I had no lungs to fill. I raised my hands to my face, but there were no hands. I looked down to see black stone rushing up towards me.

The light dissipated as I slowed, passing into a small gap in the ground. I looked up as I dropped into the darkness and saw that the crack I’d passed through had snaking paths reaching left and right just ahead of me. It drove my gaze downward as the feeling of weightlessness settled. I’d stopped on the glossy lava floor of who-knew-where. Tall walls of black glass reached up around me and shimmered with purple light as a shadow swam through them. The light dove down and circled me like a shark in shallow water.

I tried to use what would be my legs, if I had any wherever this was, and to my surprise I began moving forward.

“Augur?” I called out instinctively. A green shockwave pushed out from me, traveling with the echo. My voice bounced from one wall to the next, shimmering a brilliant green as it did. 

“Here,” a whisper replied with another quick burst of color. The ring of visible sound bounced from wall to wall, fractalizing at each hit and splitting into a million other rings. I couldn’t see exactly where the word echoes had originated from, but moved in their general direction.

The sharky light below me dashed off in a more direct line than I could follow. I looked up and found one of the branching paths to the left, toward Augur’s whisper, and took it. The light dashed from spot to spot, as if hunting for something it could smell but not see.

My gaze darted from above, seeking the best path as it branched out in three new directions, to below, tracking the monster I assumed was trying to suck out Augur’s essence. Was this black maze all an elaborate protection method? I thought back to my library closing in around me, using all the materials of my room to reinforce the walls until the space was tiny and layered with walls of safety.

I’d been trapped in there, though, with nothing to do but wait. What if Augur had been waiting for me? What if I couldn’t get to what was left of him? What if there was none of him left?

I looked up and down, then turned again. I knew I was getting close. “Augur, one more!”

There was a tiny whistle and even tinier purple ringlets reached out from the wall in front of me. I crouched, and though I had no body, my field of vision lowered. I thought to reach out and place my hand against the spot as if to dampen the sound from reaching the creature. The thing circled closer, the light of it pulsing faster in excitement.

“What can we do?” I whispered, creating green sound ringlets of my own.

Augur materialized before me from the black glass and reached out. His hand clamped down on where my arm would’ve been, and I felt the warmth of it. I looked down and watched as my body printed itself from bright green essence where his hand rested.

I took a deep breath as the black walls melted around us. Green garden hedges, white marble paths, fountains of crisp blue water, and towering spires of gold peeked through as the shimmering lava rock dripped down and washed away like a tsunami returning to the sea.

“Now, we fight,” he said, determination in his voice as he looked to the distance.

The lush knoll below my feet trembled as the city shuddered with the sounds of destruction. Black tendrils of smoke lifted up from between the two tallest spires. There were words at the tops of the spires, just below their two wide-open windows that looked like eyes. The left read, “Futures,” and the right, “Pasts.”

“I have so many questions,” I said as I stared at the metropolis in awe.

“I’ll answer every single one of them if we survive this.” He straightened beside me as the black tendrils lifted a face up from between the spires. It was a shadowy reflection of Augur, and my mind flashed back to the image of his crazed leer before I was pulled into my own sanctuary.

The icon in the corner of my vision flashed as the timer dropped down to 3:59. I turned to Augur, dread pooling in my stomach. “Tell me you’ve seen this.” My voice trembled despite my attempt to summon all my “spirit guide” strength.

“We’re seeing it now,” he retorted with a confidence I wished I felt.

In a shower of sparks, neon purple diamonds popped into existence and sucked down onto Augur’s skin. The armor smoothed over, encasing his body in a muscled suit. Without another word, he leapt into the air from a shallow crouch and rocketed forward fifty feet.

“Come on!” he called when I didn’t leap after him.

I jumped, but when I didn’t sail forward like Augur, I surrendered to the limitations of my body and the timer and started to run.

“Too slow,” he said as he swooped back and pulled me into his glossy arms. He jumped off the ground, this time with more power, and launched up to a two-story building at the kingdom’s outskirts. From there, he hopped from spire to spire, gaining altitude toward the hanging face.

“I am master here,” the enormous face boomed in a baritone voice that shook the bones in my chest. I swallowed to keep my stomach from turning.

The purple plating over Augur’s face slid back, revealing human flesh. “You’re an invader, a foreign body. Leave or we will destroy you.”

I pulled a crossbow bolt from my sling and loaded it into place.

The giant Augur laughed. “Your weapons are not real here; we both know this already.” Its huge eyes opened wide and turned up to us as we landed on the flat rooftop of Futures.

“Claire,” Augur said low and looked to me with a glimmer of fear. “Cut me and shoot it.”

The armor on his chest sparkled away, revealing more skin. I looked up at him, and he nodded, ready. With a cringe, I dragged the crossbow bolt across his flesh, ripping the surface and covering the bolt in his blood. Augur bared his teeth, but made no sound.

“Final warning,” he declared, anger and pain seething in his words.

“You can’t defeat me with that goose!” the face roared, and when I looked down, I held the neck of an angry bird instead of my crossbow bolt in my tight fist.

“Shoot him,” Augur demanded.

A shorter building at the outer edge of the city crumbled, crashing to the manicured green gardens below. The marble path cracked along the road to the center, halting at a tall statue of... me?

“Claire!” Augur snapped me back to the time slipping away.

I held up the honking, snappy beaked ball of angry feathers. “With what?”

“The bloody bolt. Don’t listen to him, it’s not what he says it is. He’s using my essence to cast Glimmers.”

“Glimmers?” I screamed as the goose beat me with its wings.

“It’s like a magic trick; it’s not really there. Just remember what is there, and you’ll see it again.”

The floor below us trembled, and dark ruptures formed in the surrounding buildings.

“Hurry, Claire,” he pleaded, fear in his voice. “We’re out of time.”

I looked from him to the timer of 2:13, to the goose, to the giant Dark-Augur face. It wasn’t real. Not real. There is no goose. I closed my eyes and loaded the screaming bird into my crossbow, then pulled back the string. Sounds of flailing ceased, and I aimed my arm for the giant monster. I cast Take Aim and let the arrow fly.

The bolt smashed into the wide-open eye, and flashes of purple erupted in the shadow creature’s face. It cried out and dropped part of its facade. Black smoke poured from the open wound, and slimy black slug parts bulged out and back in with unnatural speed. Three massive, glossy eyes bugged out at me from behind the Dark-Augur before it pulled the illusion back into place between guttural cries of anger.

Augur dropped to one knee with a cry. He held his head and fell backward as blood seeped down his face.

I gasped. “Is this hurting you?”

“Hit him again, Lumen Bolt!” he demanded with a wince.

I dipped another bolt in the pool of blood gathering on the ground and loaded it into my crossbow with fear. “Is it going to kill you?” I asked, a lump growing in my throat.

He shook his head. “I don’t know.”

“Well, there’s a first,” I said, trying for sarcasm as I cast Lumen Bolt on my crossbow. I took aim and sucked down a deep breath. The shot zipped toward my target: its other eye. It landed with a wet rip and detonated in a concussion of green light.

The building where we stood shook violently as parts of the walls crumbled away. The Dark-Augur twisted this way and that, shaking globs of putrid yellow goop out over the crumbling city. 

“How have you done this?” the creature shrieked in a voice that put feelings and thoughts inside me, bypassing my ears and stuffing ideas into my brain. I gritted my teeth against the pain of information being forced on me.

“One more,” Augur gasped as he held his forearm over both eyes. Blood ran down his cheeks and dripped on his purple diamond armor. Had the monster taken so much of his essence that it was part of him? My monster barely had enough time to singe a few books, but who knew how long Augur had been infected? How long had the monster consumed him?

The lump in my throat threatened to strangle me. “I can’t kill you, too!”

“You have to do it, or you’ll die here with me.” He grabbed a bolt from my sling and rubbed it down his bloodied arm, then held it out to me. “Do it.”

Tears rolled down my cheeks as I turned back to the monster and used Scan. The creature’s health was slowly climbing back up, and Augur’s was dropping. It was going to kill him if I didn’t.

I used Mark for Combat and loaded the last bloody bolt. I aimed for the space between the three slug eyes and loosed. The bolt tore through the giant half-face of the Dark-Augur and blasted out the other side. Yellow splattered across the streets below, and the creature roared with fear. The black tendrils holding it in place snapped, and the monster Augur slid down the space between the towers. It hit the ground with a boom as its life total dropped to zero.

The trembling of the kingdom went on even as the Dark-Augur evaporated into the starry sky above. The Futures building shook violently, and I stumbled to my knees. I crawled toward Augur and wrapped my arms around him, pulling him into a tight hug.

“Don’t go like this, you idiot,” I whispered into his hair, and he reached up, wrapping his arms around my back.

“Never... planned on it.”

The timer in the corner of my vision reached 0:01, and white light swelled from my hands, enveloping us as we held each other tight. “It’s going to be okay,” I said softly, hoping this time it was true.
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MY BODY FELL UP THROUGH the black, star-filled sky of Augur’s sanctuary, but there was no Augur. Rushing gravity pushed down on my shoulders as I lifted, higher and higher away from Augur’s sprawling kingdom of knowledge. Bright white bombarded my face, and the tree appeared before me on the open plane outside my sanctuary.

It was loud all around me, like the droning of bees in a wind tunnel. I turned, seeking my familiar library home, but there was nothing. Just me and the neon branches of the dark fruit tree. Long blades of dry grass crunched underfoot as I took a step forward, and another, until I was standing just out of reach of the blue and pink pulsing boughs.

The droning sound took shape in my mind, but the words they tried to form twisted my stomach. It was as if all my senses were connected, but my ears couldn’t read. I pressed my hands against my head to block it out, but the word appeared again, behind my eyes, at the tip of my tongue, on the verge of the horizon. Where was it? What was that word!

I closed my eyes against the nausea and vertigo, begging for it to end, when the words flowed through my mind.

Trapped, lonely, diseased, help, help, help, HELP, HELP, HELPHELPHELPHELP.

It tore a hole in my chest and crawled inside, spreading like poison as my many arms and legs grew tainted bulbs of slugs for the virus. I cried out, and my scream ripped open the sky. I dropped into the universe, unable to bear the torture of existence any longer. The droning vanished, and white light sutured me back together as I flew through an endless aurora.

Warmth filled up the gaps where the agony once took root, and I let my body drift like deadwood on the sea. I looked up at my reflection, drifting along with me. She was darker, her hair long and eyes glowing like fire. Her horns twisted up and forward like a bull’s, and there were no tattoos decorating her blackened body. She reached down to me as I reached up for her with green, ghostly arms.

“This is a place of travel and truth, not rest, Pathfinder,” the horned reflection said, her hands just inches from mine.

“I don’t know—” my voice was weak, hazy, like I was speaking under water. “I don’t know where I am.”

She smiled. “In time.”

When her hand clamped down against mine the weight of my body returned, and I plummeted away from the aurora. I shut my eyes and held my breath until I was still, and a popup appeared in the blackness.
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I CRACKED OPENED MY eyes. Dim pink and blue light danced across Augur’s dark hair. There was dirt underfoot and glowing roots coated in my blood. My leg throbbed, and I relaxed my grip on Augur’s broken wrist, moving to put pressure on my wound instead. I rolled off of him, and he sat up.

“I knew,” he wheezed, then went into a coughing fit. I noted the stark contrast between Augur’s self-image, a strong, confident, armored hero, and his reality. He was slender, his face narrow, with innocent green eyes that belied his wisdom. But more than that, he was weak. He needed to train with Enscepec.

He started again with a deep breath. “I knew it would try to get you here. I’m glad I was right, and you were able to defeat it.”

“We.” I knocked his shoulder and smiled, then unhooked my belt and wrapped it tight around my thigh with a groan. “I needed your blood, obviously. Or your Will? Is that what we bleed in the Shaman realm?”

He shook his head and winced as he played with his swollen wrist. “That wasn’t the Shaman realm, that was my mind.”

“Oh, it was totally the Shaman realm.” I bared my teeth through the pain as I tucked the strap under the belt and tugged it tight. Augur stood to help me, and I took his offered hand as I went on, “I pulled you, or rather the slug thing, into a Shamanic trance, to the Shaman realm, where the giant statue of me sat in a really pretty courtyard...”

He blushed. “You noticed?”

I tried not to make the flushing in my own cheeks obvious. “Pretty hard to miss. It was thirty feet tall.”

“Not like I planned on having any visitors in my mind, least of all you.”

My chest tightened, and the warm feeling in my cheeks turned to ice.

Augur opened his mouth to say something else when Piper appeared in a puff of smoke. “What the hell is that?” she asked, wonder in her voice, and I remembered where I was. We jogged to the tunnel leading out where Piper stood. Her eyes were transfixed on the glowing tree as she moved closer, her hand reaching for a glowing fruit.

“Let’s go,” Augur urged as he jerked her hand away. “The monsters are coming.”

“Mon-STERS?” Piper emphasized as she shook her head and pulled her rapier free from its sheath. Augur jogged past her as he clutched his bent wrist.

“Come on,” I said as I pushed her away from the dangerous tree. We followed Augur back to the hanging rope, and I stepped into the bottom lasso below him. Piper disappeared in a puff of smoke in the darkness and bounced from wall to wall as a shadow creature. She beat us to the top and helped Elise pull Augur to his feet.

“What the hell happened down there?” Elise asked, anger in her tone as she held Augur’s broken limb.

“It’s a long story—”

“We should get out of the monster pit first,” Piper declared, and moved toward the broken ladder.

Elise held Augur’s forearm, then grabbed his palm. “This is going to hurt, but it’ll set it back. You’re lucky it’s just dislocated.”

There was a grinding and a pop, but Augur didn’t scream. A tear leaked from the corner of his eye as his jaw flexed.

“Good?” Elise asked, and he nodded.

She pushed him toward the ladder, then lifted him into the air. Piper reached back from the first rung and pulled his good arm up to a broken step. Elise lifted Norah next, then me, and finally jumped up last, shaking the metal with a gong. My arms were weak as I pulled myself up, and I knew that the blood, or Will, I’d lost in the Shaman realm had taken a real toll on my physical body.

“Someone please fill me in on what just happened,” Norah demanded with frustration.

Augur’s voice was muffled by the clopping of my boots on the metal rungs. “I was infected with some parasite or virus that was trying to take control of my mind. I have gaps in my timeline where I seem to have blacked out or lost complete awareness.”

We reached the top, and Augur turned back to help me out. His hand trembled in mine, then his glowing eyes went vacant. “Something’s changed. I was watching the various futures carefully before I... before I lost track of time and my body. Raven, do you remember our meeting on the terrace at SoL?”

I nodded. “You saw me like that, like one of the infected, didn’t you?”

“I did.”

“Hold up, you’ve known about this?” Norah’s tail flared in agitation.

He shook his head. “I’ve seen tiny glimpses. I didn’t even understand what I was seeing. I was trying to hunt this thing down or at least get a lead on where to start so I could find out what was going on. The gap in my memory started earlier this evening, maybe five? When I became aware again, I was already trapped in my own mind. I’ve been cultivating a shield to protect myself and others from psychic invasions ever since my run-in with that ass-hat Trypnoid. It saved me, somehow.”

“The glass walls and maze?” I asked, remembering how everything seemed closed up and cold.

“Exactly. I have been teaching myself to block off parts of my brain, but in this case, it seems I automatically responded by shutting down everything I could. I’m missing memories, not just from the blackout, but from before. It’s like the thing was—”

“Eating your essence,” I cut him off. “I saw it hunting you and using your essence to find you, like you were prey.”

“And what about that tree thing down there?” Piper asked, spinning one of her many daggers with unease.

“Augur, or rather the doppelganger virus that had taken over his mind, pulled something out of one of the fruits on the tree and tried to force it into my fragment. I ended up going to the library in my mind, the one I told you about Elise, and then I had to fight... me. It was insane. But when I killed her, I was released. Shit, and there’s more I have to tell you about quests—”

“We don’t have time for that,” Norah said and opened her inventory. She scrolled down to Black Powder, then started filling a vial. “If there’s a tree down there full of these mind control parasites, we have to go blow it up.”

The distant roar of the monstrous creature reverberated off the tunnel walls below. Elise put her hand over Norah’s. “We need to alert the Director. This is too much for us.”

“Wait,” I said, rubbing my temples. “The Director has had S Rankers in there for the last two weeks chasing that monster in circles. How did they not find that?”

Augur nodded. “They must have by now.”

Keensense kicked me in the teeth, sending a shudder of fear surging down my spine. “Augur, your memory lapsed this afternoon? When?”

He blinked a few times. “It couldn’t have been more than six hours ago. I remember going into SoL for a routine health exam.”

I held up my hand to stop him. “If they’ve found that tree, the S level heroes have been infected for who knows how long already. The health exam, I think it’s just a ploy to easily infect more of us. We need to get back to HQ before everyone is infected.”

“But the parasite tree?” Norah asked, motioning to the tunnel down.

“If we don’t stop the exams, every hero in SoL could be infected by tomorrow morning. Imagine what easy prey a town full of normies will be to a band of doppelganger heroes.”

“If we don’t do something about that tree, it could just grow more parasite fruit,” she retorted. “We’re stupid not to go down there and handle it now.”

Heat flared in my chest. “If I’m wrong, you can say ‘I told you so’ later. Now, we need to go save as many heroes as we can so we can mount a proper offensive. Agreed?” I asked the group, looking to each of them in turn.

Elise nodded. “The parasites don’t seem capable of implanting themselves based on your description of events. Even if the tree made more fruit, it would need infected hosts to implant them in new hosts. If we can reduce the number of infected, we can contain the spread.”

Augur’s eyes shimmered neon purple as he searched through the possible events of the future. “There are others with us and shiny floors. We’re still alive a few hours from now and not infected.”

Norah growled. “I’m tired of taking Augur’s word as gospel. Claire, think for yourself for once!”

I gritted my teeth. “You wanna split the party, Norah?”

She puffed up her chest defiantly. “You were so gung-ho about it when it was Augur’s vision, but now that it’s my suggestion, you’re a no-go, huh?”

Anger flared in me at her accusation, but I simmered it down with a deep breath. “We don’t stand a chance at SoL HQ without all of us if I’m right, and that monster almost ripped us apart when we were together. Imagine what it would do to just two of you, or just you. I know that tree is a threat, but every second we wait here debating, another hero may be getting infected at SoL Headquarters. We have to go.”

She shook her head in disbelief, then said with exasperation, “Fine, let’s do it your way.”

“Stay together, no blasting through yellow-ish lights. If there’s a serious problem at HQ, we don’t want to show up there alone and be an easy target.” Everyone nodded and, without another word, we dashed off through the park. It took us even less time to get back to the scooters than we’d taken to get to the shack.

Augur stopped, his eyes flashing brilliant purple-pink. “Raven was right, it’s bad, but we still have a chance to save a few heroes. And we’re going to need them.”

“What is it?” Piper asked as she fired up her scooter.

He climbed on the back with her. “Some of the citizens are already infected. I see lots of running feet, Groff’s and Xeb’s for sure.”

“Great,” Norah said as she kicked her scooter to life, “we’re losing our rides...”

I hopped onto Elise’s back. “But we’re saving some heroes. I’ll buy you a new one.”

She laughed, genuinely. “All right, Ms. Moneybags.”

“What?” I cocked my eyebrows deviously. “Just think of the payout we’ll get for saving the city.”

Elise was quick to put the kibosh on it. “We are not mercenaries, Raven, we’re heroes.”

“¿Por que no los dos?” Piper shrugged as she took off.

Elise jogged behind the two scooters, speeding up and slowing down to keep a safe, yet grouped, distance.

The city was dark and quiet, not at all how Augur described it, and I worried for a moment that he was somehow still under the parasite’s control. Was this another trap? Or maybe this was the one out of four predictions that were wrong. Either way, the streets were empty aside from us and vacant parked cars at the meters. It was as if everyone forgot to drive home from work.

Cold stung my face as a droplet slapped my forehead, then cheek. I squinted as another landed in my eye, and a crack of lightning lit up the towering glass buildings around us. Thunder ripped open the quiet of the night, triggering a downpour of rain like a broken dam.

Orange streetlamps reflected from the slick pavement, causing starbursts to form across my vision. The pelting of water against the asphalt dulled the puttering of the scooters to a soft rumbling, and the thunder obscured Elise’s heavy footfalls. At least we’d arrive undetected.

Red and blue lights blinked against the windows as we passed a street with an abandoned firetruck. Keensense prickled down my spine like fur rising on a wary dog. Norah and Piper pushed their scooters a little faster, and we pressed on through the rain. Was this the wrong path?

We turned the last corner to the SoL building and stopped. People, tall and short, young and old, stood motionless, their wet faces turned to us. Water ran off their brows and into their eyes, but they stayed open, staring coldly.

Their mouths opened in unison, speaking with one voice. “I’ve been waiting, Kai.”
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“GO, GO, GO!” I YELLED, urging Elise to run faster as people poured through the streets after us. The slick pavement had everyone slipping. Women in high heels and men in business shoes went down like heavy toddlers on unsteady feet, causing virus-ridden human pile-ups behind us.

We took turns at breakneck speed, the slick pavement causing the scooters to fishtail. Norah’s back tire slid out, but Elise caught it and righted the motorbike before setting the wheel down.

“Thanks.” Norah said the word with a whimper as her ears flattened against her head. She tried to duck below the tiny windshield at the front of the scooter, but rain pounded against us from what felt like every angle.

“Where are we going?” Piper shouted over the noise.

“Heroes Inc.!” I called back.

“What!” Norah shrieked. She hated Heroes Inc. for denying our employment, but this was life or death, and I was sure her dignity would survive if we did.

“It’s our best chance,” Elise agreed. “We need strong people on our side!”

Norah snarled like a cornered cat. “I hate this plan!” She unhooked a vial from her belt and tossed it behind us. The glass shattered in a puff of thick black smoke, and a chorus of coughing wracked our pursuers. She hucked one more, this one glowing with hot-pink liquid, and cackled. “Adios, suckas!”

The second vial shattered and exploded twenty feet up and forty feet out with baby pink foam. The wall of bubbles was gaining on us, and I worried Norah had mixed it wrong, but as the rain beat against the bubble bath shield, it slowed. We left the pink mass behind and turned onto Memorial Way, the street that circled the park, with no one on our tail.

“That was totally insane, wasn’t it?” Piper demanded.

Augur nodded, then pointed off toward a narrow side street as he said something only Piper could hear. She turned off and we followed. The rain slowed to a trickle as we found a dark place to park under the awning of a convenience store gas-pump.

“What’s going on?” Norah demanded as she screeched to a stop.

Piper got off the scooter, and Augur moved into the driver’s spot. “I think this thing is still alive inside me. I think they can see me and the futures I’ve collected. The only way I know to keep your future protected is to leave and lock down my mind.”

“But what if you’re wrong?” I protested.

“What if I’m right?” he posed back. “You won’t need me after this. I know you can do it. The six are hiding with the towers, and you have to go into the tree.”

He pulled up the kickstand and took off without another word.

“What the hell does that mean?” Norah whined.

I sucked down a deep breath. “It means we have to go find the six. Let’s go.”

Norah dismounted and pointed up at me. “You’re going to blindly follow some vague-ass instructions like that? Claire, this is not you! I thought maybe you were feeling guilty about Megaton, but now I see you’re just smitten by Augur again!”

Pain stabbed through my gut with a red-hot flare of indignant heat. “Smitten? Can you see the future, Norah? Vague or not, Augur has real visions of the real future, and if we’re going to survive, we have to do our best to follow them.”

“Or we can use our brains!” Norah screamed, clearly not seeing what I was.

I climbed down from Elise’s back, and she protested, “This isn’t the time, you two.”

I stepped up to Norah until we were face to face. “I’m trying to do the best I can with what I’ve got. We need more people to take on the monster in the tunnels. It killed Megaton, and it almost killed Enscepec, two A Rankers. I’m not fawning over Augur’s predictions because I want back in his pants, I’m trying to keep us alive and fix this.”

She looked me up and down. “Could’ve fooled me.”

“Enough!” Elise’s deep bellow of rage sent bee stings through my stomach and pricked the back of my neck. She put one heavy hand on my shoulder and the other on Norah’s. The Foxian glared me down, tail flicking from side to side.

“We are not behaving like Terra’s Heroes,” Elise went on, shaking us both gently. I felt my shoulders drop away from my ears, and I relaxed my jaw.

I opened my mouth to start my apology, but Norah cut me off. “Just don’t right now, Claire. I don’t want another impassioned speech about how we have to make do with what we’ve got. Let’s just go.”

The tightness in my jaw returned. I grabbed onto Elise’s arm and stepped onto her knee, climbing her like a tree until I was in place. “Fine.”

The speed of the flicks in Norah’s tail shot droplets of water out in all directions as she walked to her scooter. She hopped on the back, saying, “You drive, Pipe, I’m going to throw grenades.”

Piper climbed on the scooter with a wary glance back at Elise. She revved the tiny engine to life and pulled away from the abandoned gas station. She kept the RPMs low, trying to quiet the little electric motor. Elise followed behind on the grassy median, keeping her strides long as she dampened the thunderous stomp of her feet.

Smitten. The word bounced around in my head along with the look on Norah’s face, the frustration in her voice, and the way she pleaded for me to use my head. Augur had led me to be implanted, and he had been wrong about the vision the night of Megaton’s death. Maybe I was— 

An ambulance screamed around the corner behind us, engine whining as it accelerated. I glanced over my shoulder to see the horde of zombified civilians not far behind. The streets ahead could all take us to Heroes Inc. through back alleys, but we’d need to lose the tails first.

“Norah!” I called, and Elise ran up alongside the scooter. “How many Lightning shots do you have left?”

The ambulance revved as it swerved toward the scooter. Elise jumped, flipped midair, and I tightened my grip on her neck to avoid being flung free. She slammed a fist down into the hood of the vehicle, popping the right tire with a bang. The ambulance brakes squealed as it zigged and zagged across the road. Elise flipped again, and I clamped my thighs against her ribs to hold on.

“That was freaking awesome!” I yelled, and Elise laughed.

“Three,” Norah called, and I pulled myself from the distraction of Elise’s amazing power.

“Blind Burst?” I asked as I loaded a bolt into my crossbow.

Norah looked over her shoulder at the approaching horde of slug-controlled humans. She chewed her lip and murmured, then yelled back to me, “I’m not sure that’ll be enough!”

Piper said something I couldn’t hear, and Norah nodded. “Okay, let’s do it! On three!”

“Elise, Piper! Turn after the burst!” I cast Lumen Bolt and swiveled to aim over the chasing masses. “One!”

“Two!” Norah twisted on her seat and pointed the sparking pistol behind us.

“Three!” we said together, and I launched the bolt. The green glowing metal soared through the air like a flare before Norah’s gun belched out a blue glowing zap of energy.

Before the two forces could connect, I turned front and buried my face in Elise’s black dreadlocks. There was a crack-zap BOOM, and my eyelids lit up with lime-green energy. Cries of pain and anger filled the air behind us as the trampling of feet quieted, replaced by stumbling and bodies hitting the pavement.

Elise angled as she made the turn down the street, and I pulled myself up to watch the blind zombies tripping over themselves. I looked to Norah, putting my hand out for an air-five. She smirked and returned the gesture.

With two quick leaps, Elise had us at the first alley entrance. Piper drove the scooter through the narrow passage and dumped it behind a pile of black bags. Without words, we jogged on toward the rival hero company headquarters.

Distant rolls of thunder followed us through the tall alleys that mirrored the roads. Not long after we began our creep through the back ways, sounds of commotion and combat filled the spaces between the rumbles in the atmosphere. It was as if the world itself was in the fight, but whose side was it on? I didn’t know. The tingling dread of Keensense swelled, alerting me to a greater threat, something bigger than the loss of one life or two. This was global.

Piper was in the lead, shadow stalking her way past intersections and scouting for danger as we made our way. She materialized at the edge of the last building before a main street, then slunk back against the dark wall. Orange reflected off the wet pavement and walls, rippling like the ocean. I crouched behind her, blood draining from my face as I watched the battle unfolding.

Fire raged in the Heroes Inc. headquarters. Swoops of green and bursts of gold stood out starkly against the black sky as heroes battled aerially. My gaze followed the flames down to the street where thirty or more heroes punched, kicked, shot, whipped, and stabbed at one another.

“What the f—”

I clamped my hand over Norah’s Foxian mouth, cutting her off, then placed a finger over my lips. We needed to assess the situation before we dove right into combat. I crept forward and laid on my stomach to get full view of the street to the left and right between stacked bags of trash.

My breath caught in my throat as I saw the fighting extend down the block, as far as I could see from my angle. I used Scan and my vision lit up with hundreds of tags of friends and foes. The Dark | Order/Chaos far outweighed the Light | Order/Chaos/Neutral. I focused and condensed the information down to a single, small data-point report.

I scooted back and lifted myself up against the brick wall, then projected that report in lime-green light for the others.

[image: image]

MY HEART SANK AS I watched the others fill with fear. There was nothing that four C rank heroes could do about this, nothing we could do to change the tides. There had to be another way.

A heavy footfall followed by a deep snarl spun me around. My eyes locked on the dark creature standing in the street. The thick maw was lined by razor sharp teeth, all dripping a sickly red. The seven bulbous eyes were wide with anticipation, and its hairless, rounded ears were turned toward me. It was no less than eight feet tall, large enough to look Elise dead in the eyes, but walked on all fours like a dog.

It snarled again and dug a clawed hand into the pavement. Its naked tail slashed through the air, cracking like a whip as it launched itself forward. I sucked in a breath to scream for the others to run, but all that got out was a yelp as I was yanked backwards by my horn.

Elise pulled me up over her shoulder, and I grabbed on to her antler crown. The creature roared behind me, and I heard its jaw slam down on the bricks with a crunch. Elise turned and sped through the alley, following Norah who sprinted almost as fast on all-fours.

I glanced over my shoulder to see the heads of two of the nasty rat-ish monsters turning around the alley behind us. Scan was down for another three minutes, but Keensense let me know the immediate threat was well beyond our capabilities.

“Oh shit!” Norah yelled, and I turned to face front. Another rat monster stood at the four-way intersection ahead. 

Elise skidded to a halt and flipped around, her fists ready to pummel. I dropped to the ground and turned to Norah as Piper puffed into view above the monster. She dropped daggers onto the thing’s back, driving the blades deep into its neck. The monster howled in pain and twisted its sickly face to look at its attacker.

The monster snapped like lightning, but Piper leapt from its back in a sideflip, dragging her blades along its ribs as she glided through the air with grace. I activated Lumen Burst, imbuing my friends with power, then turned to Elise’s monster and used Mark for Combat.

I pressed my back against Norah’s and loaded a bolt into my crossbow.

“This isn’t how I wanted to go out,” Norah said with a nervous laugh.

“Same. So let’s not.”
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ELISE DUCKED AS THE monster snapped its massive maw at her head. I used Take Aim and loosed my bolt. The metal tore into the creature’s snout and ripped out the back of its skull, giving me a critical notice, but the damned thing was still alive!

“Another one coming in from the left!” Piper shouted as her dagger sliced through her monster’s eye. Splatters of yellow covered the alley wall, and the creature shrieked, lifting a clawed hand to slash at Piper.

Norah threw a blue glowing grenade with a growl. It smashed against the newcomer’s face with a powerful zap of electricity. The creature howled with fury and ripped at its own head, trying to scratch away the attack. After a moment of futility, the monster roared through the magic, locking its gaze on Norah.

She cursed loudly. “Nothing I have is powerful enough!”

I cast Lumen Bolt and watched my Will drain down to half. “Get down!”

Norah rolled back, and Piper disappeared in a puff of smoke as I launched the shot at the badly injured monster. The shot lodged in its breast and detonated with a brilliant green, followed by slimy, putrid yellow. I panted as I looked at my nearly depleted Stamina bar. We couldn’t keep this up for much longer.

“Two incoming behind,” Elise said between powerful blows that shook the earth.

I spun again to check the new threat. Mark for Combat was on cooldown for thirty more seconds. I loaded a bolt, then picked up a rock from the alley floor and fast-balled it into the creature’s eye. It reared, then shook its head as it blinked its all-too-big seven eyes, one of them watering from the rock strike, then snapped as it lunged forward.

Elise pulled back, twisting at the hip, before unleashing a quick jab that threw the monster creature off-course, then a devastating right hook to the side of its head. I cast Mark for Combat, then imbued my crossbow with the Lumen Bolt and took aim. Elise pulled back for another swing, and I loosed at the monster’s face. Elise kicked off the creature as my bolt lodged in its head, then detonated.

When the green smoke cleared, slimy yellow puffs of fur coated the walls. The half-faced rat roared in pain as its shattered eye sockets oozed. Miraculously still alive, the monster took a step back as the next creature stepped boldly into Elise’s range.

“We need to get out of here!” I called as Elise slammed a haymaker into the monster’s blood-spattered head. The eight-foot rat went down, breaking concrete as it hit. The thing’s front legs splayed out in the splits, and a sickening snap followed as one of its clawed digits bent backwards against the brick wall.

“I know!” she bellowed, and every creature in the alley cowered for a blink at the intimidation effect. Everything cowered.

“Elise, yell again!” I shouted with hope in my voice.

“Ahhh!” she screamed at the injured creature, and it backed down a measure, limping a retreating step.

I laughed with glee. This could be our way out! “Keep screaming! Get really mad!”

I pulled Norah close and put myself behind Elise as she yelled nonsense sentences at the monsters. The rear monster snapped at Piper as she skirted around it.

“Not working! Get madder!” Norah called, her voice trembling with fear.

“Okay, well, I don’t really know what to do about that!” Elise replied, annoyance in her tone. The monsters winced, their slow advance hiccupping as Elise’s intimidation needled our insides.

I didn’t like myself for the lie on the tip of my lips. “I saw Edgar kissing Embergrace two days ago.”

Elise shrank visibly and took a step back. “What?” Her voice was a whisper as tears crept into the corners of her eyes.

“What do you mean, what? Doesn’t that make you mad?”

She flipped around, tears streaming down her cheeks. “No!”

Oh shit.

My jaw fell open as I tracked the advancing monsters, and the devastation I’d caused on my friend’s face. “I’m sorry! It was a lie. I was just trying to get you mad!”

“Tell her her feet smell bad or she sucks at math, not that her boyfriend is cheating on her!” Norah screamed.

Piper’s back touched mine, and I glanced over my shoulder at the lightning seared face of an angry eight-foot tall rat. The beast snarled, a leer exposing rows of jagged teeth. I’d killed us.

“Hey!” A young man’s voice carried over the snarls, and I glanced up, hope swelling in my chest. There, hanging off the side of the wall by a thin silvery string, was a masked child in a skintight, red-trimmed black jumpsuit. Awesome. We were toast.

“Haven’t you heard it’s rude to corner a lady?” the boy said with cocky sarcasm as he shot a grappling hook into the nearest monster’s snout. It howled in pain and thrashed, but the boy held it still. He wrapped the gun around a drainpipe attached to the wall, then launched himself to the adjacent wall.

The rat’s head snapped back hard, and it crumpled to the ground, twitching.

“Hell yeah!” Piper shouted, leaping into the air with a deep blue contrail that puffed into black. She reappeared in the air over another injured rat, dragging her blades across its ribs as she fell.

I loaded my second-to-last shot and used another tenth of my Will as I activated Lumen Bolt.

“S’cuse me!” the boy yelled as he swung past my face, his sneakers fluffing my hair as he went. I ducked back and blinked, then refocused on my target.

“Xeb, poof!” I shouted, and Piper disappeared in a wisp of black. I loosed the bolt, aiming for the deep gashes she’d made in the monster’s side. The rat’s chest puffed out, then the skin ripped, revealing green light. The ribs blasted apart, rocketing yellow guts across the alley floor.

The final rat slumped against the ground, and the little commando swung to a stop at the center of the corpses.

“Wow, you guys are a lot more experienced than the others I’ve rescued,” he remarked proudly as he surveyed the battlefield with hands on his hips.

Piper was already picking up my spent bolts and the enemy fragments as she said, “We’ve been doin’ this a while.”

He cupped his chin. “Really? I haven’t seen you around before... What’re your names?”

A beast roared in the distance, and buildings trembled at the stomp of a massive foot.

“Never mind, no time! Run ladies and, er, gentle-tree?”

The kid shot his grapple gun up towards the pipes at the end of the alley, then zipped away as it reeled back in. I looked to the others for confirmation they wanted to follow him.

Norah shrugged with frustration. “Not any worse than we’re already doing.”

“Seconded, let’s go,” Elise said as she pulled us all into her grasp.

My face smashed up against her shoulder as she hugged Norah and me to her bare, barky, muscled boob.

“This is the worst,” Norah cried with a lisp, her cheeks smooshed between Elise’s forearm and her sternum.

I couldn’t help the laugh that shot out of me, and Norah scowled. “Like you don’t look stupid,” she sneered, then laughed.

“Have they finally gone insane?” Elise asked.

Piper chuckled, the sound broken up by Elise’s heavy stomps. “They’ve always been bonkers, my dude. We all are!”

“Oh yeah!” Elise giggled as she skidded around a corner, tailing the Tarzan boy easily.

Though I had a limited view, it wasn’t hard to see where we were headed. I knew these back alleys well from all the times I’d taken shortcuts to the apartment. We were nearing campus.

We slowed, and Elise released her chokehold on us. I slipped to the alley floor and gasped. The boy put a finger over his mouth, and we all quieted.

He whispered, “I’ve been hiding everyone I find here. It’s pretty safe, for now at least.”

“How many people have you rescued?” I asked as I snuck up beside him.

He hummed in thought. “Prolly two hundred or so, I think.”

“Great work,” Norah whispered with a smile.

The kid pulled back his shoulders proudly. “Thanks!”

He gasped, placing a gloved hand over his mask-obscured mouth, then whispered between his fingers. “Monsters around. Gotta be quiet.”

The alley let out into a small graveyard behind the administrative office. The boy patted the headstones as he walked through, whispering, “Sorry about this,” as he went. He vaulted over the small metal fence and motioned for us to follow him through the shadows to the next building.

Our breath crystalized in the air as we crept between the bright orange campus lamps toward the science building. There was a distant growl, and the masked boy froze as his head snapped in the direction of the sound. After a moment, he waved us on to pass him toward the double glass doors. We hurried in, Elise having to crouch through the too-short doorway, and the kid pulled the door closed behind us.

“Could ya help me with this?” he asked Elise and motioned to the row of lockers next to the door. They got into position, and he said, “Lift and shift.” They picked up the row and quietly set it so it blocked the doorway.

He clapped a hand against Elise’s back. “Man, you’re buff! I might need your help reinforcing some barricades later.”

I stepped between them. “Who are you? What do you know about what’s going on?”

“Oh right, introductions! I’m Night Shadow,” he said as he extended his hand.

“Night... Shadow?” Norah echoed with a raised eyebrow.

Night Shadow shrugged. “That’s what happens when a five-year-old gets to pick their forever hero name.”

I took his hand and shook it hard. “We’re Terra’s Heroes. I’m Raven.”

“Groff,” Elise said with a little wave.

“Xebaria.” Piper flourished her daggers.

“Penelope. It’s nice to be alive and all, but we’re not safe here. The whole city is overrun.” Norah scrolled through her inventory, taking stock of her supplies.

Night Shadow zipped across the hall to inspect the orange-glowing menu. “Whoa, what kind of augment did you get for this?” He waved his hand through her essence, and it whipped about, as if disturbed, before reforming into her menu view.

“It’s not an augment, it’s our powers. We’re with the Stewards of Light,” she said with a hint of pride.

“Cool! I’m with Heroes Inc., but let’s not let that get in the way during this crisis. Come on, I’ll take you to the others.”

He led us through halls I knew well as we made our way to what the techies called the Antique Cellar. All of the old technology from before the Big Bang was kept as relics to be reviewed and studied, as if created by some ancient civilization.

He took the steps down to the lower level two at a time, but kept turning back to make sure we were still with him. When we reached B3, he turned right, away from the storage room. Instead, he led us down to a maintenance door. I’d never paid close enough attention walking around down here to notice it even existed.

The room was small, with a few old TVs mounted on the wall and a desk below them covered in dust. There was a bucket and mop in the corner of the concrete room, walls all bare aside from the TVs and a handwritten sign that read, Who maintains the human machine?

“We were really lucky that it was the start of Fall Break; there was pretty much no one here,” Night Shadow whispered as he moved to the back where another, even narrower metal door stood. Elise was going to have trouble sliding through that one.

On the other side was a rickety iron staircase leading down a tunnel lined with PVC and metal pipes. The ambiance was perfect horror movie conditions: low light, tight spaces, a constant humming, and only one way out. It screamed trap.

“Just hold on a second,” I demanded of the young hero.

He turned back. “What is it, did you hear something?”

“How do we know you’re not one of them?” I stood my ground outside the door.

“I’ll show you,” he said, unzipping the front of his suit. He pulled back the left neck flap until I saw the gentle white glow of a fragment just above his heart. “No slug, see? I’m clean.”

“Wait, so why are you trusting us if you haven’t seen our fragments?” Norah asked, a sly smile on her face. 

The kid froze, petrified.

I turned and ruffled up my hair, revealing the stone at the base of my neck. “I’m clean.”

Elise gestured to the exposed chip in her bicep. “Clean.”

“Whew!” He sighed and grabbed his chest. “For a second I thought I’d really messed up. Come on, it’s just a little farther.”

We followed him through the dark tunnel, and I snagged a yellow, slime covered bolt from Piper to help light the way. The green glow on the cramped walls only intensified my anxiety, but Keensense was quiet.

The stairs spit us out into a taller concrete corridor, one where Elise could actually stand all the way up, and we took that to a dead end with a door that read, Servers 120-280.

Night Shadow pulled on the handle and waved us in. “Welcome to the Survivors’ Club.”
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A FEW HEADS TURNED our way as we stepped into the dimly lit server farm, but the rest—a few dozen—didn’t bother looking. The machines stood a little over six feet tall, a few inches apart, for a few hundred feet. There was a desk to the right that had been pushed out of the way to make space for more people to huddle on the blankets spread over the tile floor.

I looked to the left down the row of servers, seeing more people leaning against the walls or the machines themselves. Dark bags hung around their droopy eyelids, and every second it seemed someone was yawning. I fought back my own yawn as I took another step into the room. 

It was warm, and there was a gentle, ever-present hum that filled the spaces between us.

“Look guys, more heroes!” Night Shadow said to the group as he presented us. The few heads that had turned looked away, disappointed.

“We thought you were going out to find help,” a deep-voiced man said as he stood, swinging a thick chain around his hand. He sported a pink scar across the left cheekbone of his dark face, black hair shaved down close to his scalp, and deep brown eyes. He looked us up and down with a disapproving glare. “This is four cosplayers.” 

“Looks aside, these guys took out two of the big rat creatures,” our guide replied, jubilantly.

“Four,” Piper corrected, then shrugged. “You helped with one.”

“Wow! Three and a quarter monsters!” The tall man waved his hands with sarcasm. His face went flat as he swung the chain around again. “There’s hundreds of those monsters out there, not just the rat-things, and, oh yeah, the whole city has lost its damn mind.” He turned to Night Shadow. “This isn’t help. This is four more mouths to feed while we wait for rescue.”

“Don’t be a fool, Rembrandt,” a girl with softly glowing lilac skin and brilliant blue eyes scoffed. “No one is coming for us.”

“Friends of yours?” I asked Night Shadow.

“Yeah,” he said, dejected. “That guy’s Rembrandt, and that’s Zenith,” he said as he pointed to the lilac-skinned girl. “There’s three more of us around here somewhere, or they might be out getting supplies.”

My stomach growled, and he looked down at my gut, pointing to the source of the noise. “Is that hunger or something else?”

I took a deep breath and felt everything I’d ignored for the past few hours while fighting for our lives. My leg stung sharply, and I was grateful for Dampen Pain. I was thirsty as hell, and my empty stomach was about the size of a pea. “It’s hunger,” I finally said. “It’s been a few hours since we’ve eaten.”

“If you’re going to be performing in tip-top shape, you need good nutrition.” He unzipped a pocket on his tight pants and slid out a crushed granola bar. “Take it, before the monster in your stomach makes you hangry.”

I smirked and took the crumpled package. “Thanks.”

“You’re bleeding!” He gasped and pointed to my leg.

“Was bleeding,” I said as I patted the pants around the dagger wound and winced. It was mostly dry... and fully painful. I didn’t want to know what it would feel like in Claire form.

“Raven, how long have you had that?” Elise demanded in a motherly tone. She picked me up under the arms and set me on the desk next to the wall like a child. Her chest rumbled a deep hymn as her hands glowed a soft yellow.

“Wait,” I stopped her from performing the spell and looked to Night Shadow. “Are there anymore wounded? She can heal us all at once.”

Elise held up a hand. “But I’m not certain—”

“It’ll be good practice,” I assured her.

Night Shadow looked at Elise, then back to me, then Elise again and pointed. “She?”

Elise straightened with her hands on her hips and a grumble deep in her gut.

“Whoa, never mind,” he conceded with a shrug. “Yeah there’s a few people who need help. I’ll go find them.” He took off with a chipper spring in his step.

When he was out of earshot, Piper pulled Norah close and formed a circle around me. “You heard him, didn’t you? Him, those two, and three more somewhere else. That’s six. The hiding six between the towers. Look at all these servers.”

“Piper, seriously? You want to trust one of Augur’s visions after all he’s put us through already?” Norah crossed her arms. “He nearly made Claire a zombie, he almost got us killed down in the tunnels, and then he just ditched us. Yet again.”

Piper waved off Norah’s anger. “Yeah, to protect us. Think about it. What did all the people say when we got to Headquarters?” she asked, looking to me.

“We’ve been waiting for you, Kai.”

“No,” Piper said, a smile forming under her black mask. “I’ve been waiting. You guys, I think this is just one creature, and the slugs are like little receivers. I thought about this a lot while we were trying not to die. That tree down there, it was something special. I felt it when I saw it, like it was something from the Big Bang. I couldn’t keep my eyes off it, and it made me feel things I shouldn’t have felt.”

Elise gripped her chin thoughtfully. “Piper might be onto something. The fruit with the slugs in it could be its control mechanisms.”

“So we should’ve gone with my plan of blowing up the tree all along,” Norah said, daggers in her glare.

I wanted to say that I’d made the best choice I could with the data I had, but it just felt like an excuse. I could’ve listened to Norah and taken her more seriously. We may have been able to take on the rat-monster in the tunnels, if it had just been one or two, and destroyed the tree. Then we wouldn’t even be here. No one would be dying in the streets or becoming slug-zombies.

“You’re right.”

Norah scowled. “What do you mean?”

I rolled my eyes. “I mean exactly what I said, no sarcasm or strings attached. I made the wrong decision. I was probably putting too much weight on Augur’s premonitions and not enough trust in our thoughts or feelings. I’m sorry. I could’ve done better. You guys trusted in me to make the right choice, and I made the wrong one.”

My gut tightened, and shame bloomed inside me. “It seems I’ve been skating from one wrong choice to the next my whole life, and the only reason I ever make it through is you guys.”

“Aww, that’s so sweet, Claire,” Piper said, her eyes twinkling.

My heart ached, and I hated myself. “And now here we are, trapped in the basement of our school, the world outside being taken over by some mind control tree, only a few hours from joining the legion ourselves.” I looked to the wound in my leg. Old blood soaked through my leather pants below my tightened belt.

Norah stomped her foot. “What about Augur’s premonition, huh? Finding the six? Here we are, and there’s six other heroes down here too. What if we’re exactly where we’re meant to be?”

I looked up, a scowl pinching my brow.

“Ah,” she tutted, putting her hand up. “Before you jump into contradicting me with all your data, remember what you just said fifteen seconds ago about not taking my opinions more seriously.”

I smirked. “You really believe this?”

She shrugged. “Seventy-two percent is pretty good odds. Plus, what else are we going to do, just wait here to become part of the psychic tree army?”

“Yeah, but we still have to convince the other six of this and get them to go on a freaking suicide mission,” I whispered with urgency.

Norah smiled and cocked out a hip. “I think I can convince Night Shadow.”

“Norah!” Elise glared down at her.

“What?” She feigned innocence, then bat her eyes. “I’m just going to ask him nicely.”

Night Shadow returned with two normies he ushered toward Elise. They looked at her warily as she explained how the healing magic worked, then down at their minor wounds.

She started to mention squirrels when I cut her off. “The magic is perfectly safe. I’ve been healed by it many times, including one incident where I lost my eye.” I showed them the scar on the back of my hand where Jitterbug had bit through to the muscle.

After some wiffle-waffling, they both consented to let Elise heal them. As she worked her magic, I noticed Norah working her own brand with Night Shadow. “Mind control tree monster?” he exclaimed, and she motioned for him to quiet down.

By the time Elise had finished healing all three of us, Norah and Night Shadow had talked to the other five heroes about the situation. The normies thanked Elise, surprise in their faces as they touched the fresh scars.

“Okay, gather up everyone!” Night Shadow said as he hopped onto the desk. Those closest to us crowded around, and the others—well over a hundred—crammed in between the servers as best they could.

Night Shadow switched his weight from foot to foot as he fiddled with his hands, then took a deep breath. “So, um, things are pretty grim out there, and uh, we’re worried that it’s only a matter of time until we’re... um, until it’s our time.” The crowd of normies bubbled with conversation, and he looked to Norah for help. I covered my eyes and sighed. What an excellent start to a rallying speech. I hopped up onto the desk next to him.

“Help isn’t coming for us!” I raised my voice to overcome the noise. The eyes in the room locked onto me, and poor Night Shadow shrank against the wall. “The city is overrun, the hero guilds are taken over by mind control monsters, and the world is in danger. We are the last hope in hundreds of miles.”

Fear painted the faces of everyone in the room, and a young girl began to sob. My gut tightened, and I took a calming breath. “I’m not scared, and you shouldn’t be either. We’ve seen the monster responsible for all this. We know where it is, and we know how to fight it. We will not fail.”

“But what about us?” a woman shouted from somewhere in the crowd.

“You can’t just leave us here to die!” another man chimed in.

I could hear the rabble rising in the room and put my hands out for quiet as I shouted. “Yes, we have to leave you! But we’re not going to leave you defenseless.”

I looked to Norah. “Give them everything you’ve got.”
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NORAH SLAPPED THE PINK liquid-filled bottle into the normie’s hand. “Remember, throw at a safe distance of at least twenty feet. It’ll expand quickly, and as long as it doesn’t get wet, it’ll compact down to the density of brick and effectively plug any hole.”

She moved to the next person, handing them their own bottle. She’d already handed out all of her black powder for grenades, keeping only what we needed for our leg of the mission.

“I’ve portioned it out so it will block a hole about ten feet cubed. When it meets resistance, it pushes that far in the other direction.” She moved on and handed a smaller kid her own vial. “So remember, throw from twenty feet away, or you might get a face full of it.”

“What if we get caught in it?” the kid asked, terror in her wide eyes.

Norah crouched and smiled at her. “Spit on it a lot and it’ll melt and set you free.” She leaned in and whispered, “Or just pee yourself, that’s a lot faster. I know from experience.”

“Ew, gross,” the girl giggled, her face filling with joy.

I turned to the crew of six heroes behind me. Zenith crossed her arms over her chest and heaved a sigh. “Are we sure this is even going to work?”

“We don’t have any other choice,” Night Shadow said as he stepped in. “If we stay here, we’re just waiting to die. At least this way we have a chance of being real heroes.”

“That’s right,” Norah added, and Night Shadow pulled his shoulders back as his chest puffed out. Adorable.

Piper snapped her fingers and dug into the pouch on her hip. “One more thing!” She pulled out three glowing fragments and held them out to me. “Who’d like to level up?”

“Nice work, dude!” I patted her on the back and took them all, holding my full hands out to the others. I opened my character sheet and saw that I was completely maxed out on all my stats, including Chaos. “Holy heck you guys, I’m maxed out!”

“Me too!” Norah said as she bounced up and down with glee.

“Dudes, we’ve been crushing it,” Piper put her hand up for a high five, and we all glared. “Oh right, absorb time.” She put her hand back on the pile, and I hovered over Absorb fragment: Party.

I gasped as I noticed the XP pool.

“Twenty. Seven. Thousand,” I said as the bright glow of the fragments lit up our tiny circle. We stared, open mouthed, at the light shining from between our fingers.

“Should we take it?” Elise asked.

“Yeah, dude, of course!” Piper said, bewildered.

Norah looked to me, her ears flattening against her hair. “But the fragments, they’re from the corrupt creatures. Raven, didn’t you say you were worried about that?”

I chewed my lip. I had said that. “Cost benefit analysis: We level up, get all our banked points, get two new abilities, or we don’t and face the wild as we are.”

“Or we become part of the psychic tree army,” Piper added.

“Are we going or not?” Zenith asked, sounding bored.

“We’re coming!” Norah growled over her shoulder. She looked at me. “What does Keensense think?”

I took a deep breath through my nose and let it out through my mouth as I let my eyes close. The nerves in my gut came to the forefront. I was scared about doing this, but there was no other choice for us from here. I took another breath and looked deeper. Keensense prickled the skin on my arms and shot down my spine, but didn’t stop and reside anywhere. It flowed through me like my worry, and thankfully didn’t settle in my gut.

“I don’t know, but I think it’ll be okay.” I looked at each of them. “What do you think?”

“Just do it. I’m ready to join the tree army if that’s what we’re meant to do,” Piper said as she straightened up.

Norah nodded, then Elise, and I pushed the air from my chest as I focused down on the fragments and began distributing their worth. Gray-tinged light flowed from my hands and into our own fragments: Norah’s navel, Piper’s chest, Elise’s biceps, and my neck.

Green light shone across the room as my fragment was the first to level, then Norah, Piper, and Elise. Power swelled down my arms, to my toes, and back up to my skull. I felt strong, ready to face anything. The fear I’d had before was gone, replaced by the drive to end this.

“Points out, double time,” I said to the others as the fragments shuddered their last. I dropped them into my pocket for Credits later and opened my spells and abilities.

Shaman’s Clarity was a no-brainer. I’d wanted it last level, and this time, it was mine. Three minutes of +X% to aim, +X to Agility and Chaos, where X was how many points of health I was missing. Anything that hurt me was going to pay, dearly. And sure, it had a twelve-hour cooldown, but it also had an additional passive ability that would turn the Eternal Torment routine into my bitch.
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USING THAT POINT OPENED up a new space conjoined by Shaman’s Clarity and Call of the Wild. I’d have to investigate later. I knew I wanted the Shaman Familiar, but there was no time for a “spirit quest” at the moment. I hunted over the abilities.
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THERE WAS NOTHING ELSE I wanted right now, so I switched over to the Martial tab in hopes it had something juicy waiting for me. The other talent tree was very empty and promised to hold some kind of awesome. All four open slots had two abilities to add to each.

The first slot had Death Dance and Lithe Dance. Death Dance increased my critical strike chance by fifteen percent and my hit chance by eighty percent for thirty seconds. That was intense, but not what I wanted right now. Lithe Dance increased Agility, Stamina, and Strength by two times my level for two minutes, which would be great in other circumstances, but I was only level eight. Adding sixteen to those three stats for two minutes wasn’t nearly the boost I knew I needed for this battle to come.

The second slot had Snuff Out and Venerated, two very different abilities. Venerated was a passive that increased my Charisma by three-fold. I was going to come back to that later. Snuff Out was a grapple move that wasn’t even worth my time.

The third slot had two passives: Inner Calm was vague in its description, one of many abilities that didn’t reveal its true function, but seemed as though it might allow me to perceive time differently than everyone around me for a few minutes, and Raging Storm, which increased movement speed by a hundred percent when my HP dipped below thirty percent. It didn’t end until my health returned to normal. That was pretty badass, but again, wasn’t what I thought I’d need for the fight to come.

Zenith sighed loudly. “Are we going or not?” she asked again.

“Just a minute!” Norah growled, and the lilac-skinned girl shrank into herself.

I returned to my menu, looking at the fourth slot. Thorns was the first ability. It was an armor I would cast over my own skin. Anyone who came into contact with me, no matter how hard, would suffer ten times my level in damage over five seconds. That was really cool. Damn. Why hadn’t I looked at the Martial tree before?

The second ability in the final slot was called Disarm, but the effect was a lot cooler than the ability sounded. Disarm would render any weapon completely useless for thirty seconds.

Any weapon.

That was absolute insanity, so overpowered. There was no way. It had to be a misunderstanding, mistranslation, or something, right? I read it again and checked for asterisks, but there were none.
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IT SUCKED THAT I HAD to be touching whatever it was, but still, that was just nutso. The bonus passive ability was also pretty awesome and would decrease my chance of having a giant salamander tail whap my crossbow off my arm by 6.6%.

I did a onceover on the Krav Maga abilities, then made my choice. Disarm was too useful now to let it slip through my fingers, especially for what I had in mind, since there were no restrictions.

A loud snort came from behind me, and I turned to see Zenith with her head rolled back, eyes closed, with her mouth hanging agape. She snored again, then smacked her lips as she looked at me. “Oh, are we finally ready then?”

“I’m good,” I said to the girls, and one by one, they nodded.

Piper grinned and rubbed her hands together. “You guys are gonna love this.”

“Love what?” Norah asked.

Piper whispered, “It’s a surprise.”

“Come on,” Rembrandt urged. “This mind control monster isn’t going to kill itself.”
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Chapter 26
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“REMIND ME AGAIN—” ZENITH panted as we ran—“why we had to take the subway?”

Night Shadow swung past us to the front of the pack as he answered the question the rest of us knew was only seeking to complain. “Nado’s bikes are twenty blocks away, deeper into the city, and the streets are swarming with slug-minded-heroes who are looking for us.”

Nado was one of the six, along with Justice, Kyroze, Rembrandt, Zenith, and Night Shadow. He’d been reluctant to offer up his bikes, since his customers would be “hella pissed” if anything happened to them, but a quick reminder that he’d have zero customers if we didn’t take the bikes got him to consent.

We’d considered taking a bus, but it would be too slow and easy to be overtaken by a mob of people. It’d also be too hard to avoid flattening anyone who got in our way. We wanted as few casualties as possible, and Nado’s crotch-rockets were just what the mission called for.

“I still don’t see how we’re any safer down here since, you know, we’re being chased by a pack of ravenous rats!” Justice, a seven-foot beef-slab of a woman, said with frustration.

My heart drummed in my ears, but thanks to the Steady Breathing passive, I wasn’t eating away at my Stamina nearly as bad as I used to. I looked around the sparsely lit tunnel and used Scan. Everyone’s name appeared over their heads, stats on how many volts were flowing through the third rail, and the nearest emergency exit distance, about five hundred feet ahead on the left. I looked behind and did a quick report on the oncoming horde.

“Seventeen C Rank, five B, one A!” I gulped down a huge breath of air. “Next service exit on the left, four hundred feet.”

“Got it!” Night Shadow replied, shooting his grappling gun toward the door.

“At least running for our lives up there, we would have more opportunities to escape!” Kyroze, a slender boy with a bow, whined.

“Save your breath for running, not complaining!” Rembrandt snapped as he pushed past me, sweat dripping down his temples.

Night Shadow had the service door open, bouncing on his toes as he yelled, “Run your asses off!”

I turned as I reached the door, crossbow loaded and Lumen Bolt cast. The rat horde was nimble for how massive they were. The smallest was the size of a Great Dane, and the largest, the A Rank rat, was the size of a semi. The fat bastard barely fit in the tunnel while running.

I took aim at the ceiling in front of the advancing pack and loosed. I didn’t watch the bolt slam home, but the resounding crash and flying shrapnel let me know it had done its work. Zenith and Justice were the last through the service exit, a rush of dusty air following after them as Justice closed the door. The floor shook as a loud rumble filled the tunnels outside. The lights flickered as cracks appeared in the stairwell wall.

The final boulder rolled to a stop, and Night Shadow whistled. “Mayor’s gonna be pissed.”

“The Mayor can thank us when he gets his mind back,” Norah smiled, her sharp canines poking into her bottom lip.

We took the stairs two at a time. My mouth was dry from panting in the cement dust, and my blood felt like molasses. I thought of the most mouthwatering foods I could, attempting to get some saliva to pool in my mouth to no avail.

“Nice work, Horns,” Nado said as he reached the door at the top of the stairs. “I can see the sign for my shop.”

It was completely by accident, but I wasn’t going to pass up the chance of looking like a badass to a rival hero guild. I gave him a little wink and a salute, trying not to appear like I was dying on the inside from hunger, dehydration, lack of sleep, and overworked muscles. I was grateful for all the Eternal Torments preparing me for this.

“All right, everyone catch your breath. I’ve got the remote to open the garage,” Nado said and held up a thin metal remote with seven different flashing buttons. “I’ll open it when we get close. I’ve disabled the safety sensor, so if you get stuck under it, it’s coming down on you.”

“Roger that,” Night Shadow said as he shook out his muscles and hopped from foot to foot like a boxer.

I exhaled hard once more before speaking. “Remember, go fast, split up if we have to, but converge on Memorial Park. It’s likely the tree knows we’re coming, so we’re racing the people on foot. We need an AoE disable of some kind that won’t kill everyone.”

“I’ve got it.” Zenith smirked, her skin glowing.

I was surprised at her offer to handle anything, but even more shocked she picked up the gamer term for area of affect. I nodded. “Let’s do this.”

“Everyone ready?” Nado asked, hands on the emergency exit as he looked out the window.

From my vantage point I could only see the neon signs for a noodle shop, laundromat, and “Road Twisters,” Nado’s bike shop. The streets were deserted, which was unsettling to consider. Either the tree knew where we were and was hoping for a surprise attack, or it had already moved all of its mind-slaves to protect it. It would be a delicate balance between saving the city and saving the individuals who got in our way.

“I’ll take silence as yes.” He took a deep breath, then pressed down on the red emergency exit handle. Sirens blared overhead in an instant, and lights flashed from the subway as we poured out into the street and sprinted toward the giant illuminated graphic of a motorcycle creating a tornado in its wake.

The ground rumbled as cracks appeared in the asphalt where my Lumen Bolt had struck in the tunnels below. Black rock blasted into the air as a bloody-faced twelve-foot rabid rat scratched its way to the surface. It was the A Rank creature, flanked by at least two of the B’s.

“Incoming!” I yelled and checked my bolt pouch. Only four shots left, but enough Will for a few spells.

I heard Norah cry out and looked over my shoulder just as she fell to the ground. She smacked her head against the cracked street and started sliding backwards. Before I could turn to save her, Night Shadow swung in from above, scooping her up and stomping the long rat’s tail wrapped around her ankle.

The master rat roared and whipped its naked tail about, trying to snap Night Shadow from his feet. I loaded one of my last bolts, activated Take Aim, and loosed in one breath. The metal barb stabbed into the rat’s eye, and its attack faltered. Night Shadow zipped away by his grappling gun with Norah in his grasp, though bleeding from her temple, still conscious and pissed.

“Let me at the stupid rat bastard!” she growled as they whizzed past me.

Nado and Elise were already at the garage, the others not far behind. My legs burned as I pushed them back into motion, praying the rats were slower. Justice and Elise stood guard at the garage door as people, the mind-slaves, rushed them like a wave.

Elise stomped and deep purple light rippled out in an explosive shockwave, sending flailing bodies high into the air as they sailed back fifty feet. The shockwave washed over me harmlessly and cleared a path.

“Come on!” Nado shouted from the door as he revved his sleek green bike. He tore off through the gap Elise created, followed by Zenith and Kyroze sharing an orange monster-cycle. Piper shared a bike with Rembrandt, who swung his chain in a massive arc as they rode, smacking the mind-slaves from their feet.

“I’m driving!” I heard Norah declare as I reached the edge of the garage. She ripped through the door with a howl of excitement as the bike did a wheelie, Night Shadow clinging to her back with far less joy.

There was only one whole bike left and three in pieces. “Great planning, Nado!” I screamed at his retreating figure. The mindless were gaining their feet, and the A Rank rat was shaking putrid yellow blood from its gaping eye wound.

“Time to find out how fast I can go,” Elise said as she dropped to one knee. I stepped up onto her back, squeezing my knees tight against her ribs.

“Good luck,” Justice yelled and revved the final bike to life. The roar of the chopper hurt my ears as she blasted out into the street after the others.

The enemy was closing in around us, unnatural leers plastered on their faces. “You will not escape,” they chanted together.

“Watch us,” Elise growled, and my guts tingled with the force of her emotion. The slug brains backed off a measure, fearing whatever Elise had planned for them.

I cried an indignant “Hey!” as she pressed one of her massive hands up against my butt. She sank into a shallow squat and exploded from the ground. I yelped, my hands clamming up as we left the ground. She grabbed the top of the neon bike sign and pulled us onto the roof.

“Holy shi—”

She blasted from the roof, and my head snapped back. Wind whistled in my ears as I struggled to pull my face against the back of her neck. We landed with a stone crunching thud that threatened to send me flying, but Elise’s well-planned hand placement kept me up.

She paused on the roof of the noodle shop. “Wrap your legs around my hips and your arms around my neck.”

I loaded a bolt into my crossbow, then wrapped my off hand around her neck and locked my ankles together at her belt buckle. Her huge hand gripped my forearm, and she clamped the other on my feet, holding them down against her stomach.

A snarl sounded behind us, and Elise shot from the roof before I could look back. My stomach tightened as we fell thirty feet to the ground. I pressed my head against her back and felt my brains slap around in my skull as we hit.

“I’d like to have some gray matter left after this!” I yelled as stars danced behind my closed eyes.

Elise took off like a jet-packed astronaut in low-g. I opened my eyes to see streetlights whipping past. She skidded around a corner, leaning into it so hard her elbow nearly brushed the ground. We ripped into the street with uncanny traction, and I looked down to see her bare toes had been replaced by snaking roots. She dug in with every step and rocketed forward, or sideways, and sometimes up into the air to dodge the people throwing themselves in our path.

My eyes watered from the freezing wind blasting against my face, so I retreated once more behind her head. As soon as the cold air left my cheeks, I felt the nausea of vertigo kicking in. I swallowed hard and looked over her shoulder again.

“Having fun yet?” Elise shouted with a hint of superiority.

“Maybe we should get one of those baby harnesses and some goggles next time!”

She roared with laughter, sending vibrations up my arm. I could hear the rumble of Justice’s chopper ahead as we got closer and gleeful hoots from a daredevil Foxian. We moved into the pack of bikes, the path kept clear by Rembrandt’s exceptional chain-whipping. I felt bad for the damage the mind-slaves would feel when they woke up, but better than being a slave forever... or dead.

“This is the best,” Norah screamed.

“Whatever you say!” Night Shadow replied as we moved up next to them. Norah weaved, dodging a downed citizen, and cackled maniacally.

“Heroes!” Nado yelled from the front as we turned onto Memorial Way.

A fireball soared overhead and exploded in a shower of sparks that singed our hair and clothes.

“Cluster on me,” Nado called as he slowed his bike.

We clumped up next to him as another fireball hurdled towards us from the sky. Embergrace floated above the entrance arch, held aloft by a hero I didn’t recognize with massive mechanical wings. Fire from the brazier at the center of the park rushed into Embergrace’s upheld hands, forming into another massive projectile.

“Join us or die,” the words came from all around us in a single voice as the mind-slaves closed in.

Nado revved his bike and held the front brake, causing the back wheel to spin him around as he yelled to us, “Stay close!”

Nado spun faster and faster, purple essence twisting around us. Navy blue light spread through our group like a fog as Zenith lifted into the air. Embergrace roared and launched the reserved fireball. Zenith put out her hands, catching the fireball in a bubble of blue energy. She spun, rocketing the fire into the sky where it detonated, showering us with harmless blue sparkles.

Zenith focused her essence around Nado as he whirled, faster than it seemed possible. The wind from his rotations whipped at us, and gravity felt as though it reversed as Zenith’s blue swirled with Nado’s purple. It was a beautiful aurora of color lifting us violently into the air like a twister.

Dirt, paper, plastic bags, bicycles, empty trash bins, and more curved around us as the storm of energy expanded, leaving us in the gentle eye. I couldn’t see Embergrace through the debris, but fire blasted against the tornado wall, melting in and around with the other color as it diffused in Zenith’s essence.

“Here we go!” Zenith cried and pushed her hands forward. Her blue, anti-gravity magic tugged on the purple, dragging us along like water skiers through the tornado. We left the motorcycles behind as Nado spun, keeping the momentum of the storm with us.

“This is so badass!” Piper yelled as she took a heroic flying pose. “Onward, to glory!”

The storm moved us over the arch and past trees, ripping dried leaves from the branches and sucking them into the cyclone. Fire blasted against the storm wall as we flew through the park, but nothing seemed to be able to penetrate the whipping winds, or perhaps, Zenith’s power.

“What now?” I yelled at Zenith.

Her lilac skin shimmered with sparkles of blue like the night sky at dusk. She looked at me with dark navy eyes and a smile. Her voice was effervescent, and the air smelled of flowers as she spoke. “Sleep.”
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Chapter 27
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THE WHIRLWIND OF FLAMING trash and purple energy dipped toward the ground. The wind slowed, and I felt Earth’s gravity taking effect on my body once more. Nado’s spinning came to a stop, and we fell five feet back to the ground, all of us but Zenith. Her blue essence sparkled with diamonds of white as the fog lifted from us and spread outward in a dome over the clearing next to the sprinkler shack.

Nado vomited, then gasped for air. “That was my longest cyclone yet,” he said, then promptly vomited up more yellow-tinged bile.

“Hurry!” Zenith called from above, the skirt of blue emanating from her outstretched arms sparkled brightly like a starry night. Embergrace and her winged ride advanced, drawing more fire from the brazier.

“I’m staying with you,” Justice declared and climbed to her feet.

Zenith’s arms trembled. “I can’t hold it much longer! Get to the tree!”

Enemy heroes stepped into the windblown clearing, their eyes set on the group of us below Zenith’s shield—if that’s what it was. The blue color was nearly white now, being overtaken by the bright sparkles.

Justice sucked in a deep breath, and the air around her glowed a soft pink. Her muscles bulged, and her short blond hair shot up into points. The pink aura around her thickened, and zaps of energy jumped from her fists, to her spiky hair, down to her feet. “Everyone go. I’ll protect Nado and Zenith!”

Elise nodded to the muscled woman. “Don’t die; we still need to see who’s the arm-wrestling champion.”

We sprinted for the shack, police tape fluttering in the breeze around it.

“Bubble bomb?” I asked Norah.

“One left,” she said and pulled the pink-filled vial from her bandolier.

Elise yanked the door from the hinges and tossed it into the clearing, then waited on everyone to pass her. The manhole cover was already set off to the side, and cracks had formed in the concrete around the tunnel.

“Night Shadow, grappling gun?” I asked and cast Lumen Bolt on my crossbow. He handed me the tiny gas-powered handgun as the others crowded around the opening to the tunnel.

I shot the anchor into the tin roof above. “How do I—”

“Retract, release, disengage, brake is the trigger,” he said in a flurry as he pointed to the three buttons near my thumb in succession.

Justice roared in the clearing, and thunderous blasts peppered the side of the shack with rocky shrapnel. The walls lit up with white as Zenith cried out, “I can’t hold it!”

I jumped into the manhole, holding tight to the gun with one hand as I dropped. The wire above vibrated, and I looked up to see Norah’s skirt and foxtail following me down.

I pressed the trigger to slow my descent, crossbow at the ready to release hell on whatever waited for us at the bottom. My feet touched down, and I released the gun as Norah came sliding down on top of me. I rolled out of the way, springing to my feet and pointing the crossbow toward the opening ahead. There was nothing there.

Piper whooshed by in a pool of smoky black as the others dropped down into the room.

“Bubbles,” Norah said as she tossed the pink vial to Elise.

She hucked the potion into the tunnel above and dropped out of the way as the foamy suds erupted outward. The chemicals fizzled, then sucked back down and solidified, blocking the exit. There was a deep boom, and walls cracked. Cement dust drifted down over us in the silence.

I looked to the lanky Kyroze, my heart pounding as I pointed up. “Are they dead?”

He smirked. “Just sleeping.”

I’d thought Zenith was using the word as a euphemism, but apparently not. I’d have to ask her how her powers worked when I saw her again, because I could use a good night’s rest.

Rembrandt stepped up beside me, the green of Lumen Bolt lighting up his face. “Let’s go bag us a monster tree.”

“It’s clear at the bottom,” Piper’s ethereal voice came from the deep tunnel before us.

“What’s the plan?” Norah asked as she joined me at the edge.

I sucked in a deep breath. We’d been so go go go for the past hour I hadn’t really felt the chance to breathe. I took one more deep inhale through my nose and out through my mouth. “There’s probably an ambush waiting for us down there. That’s what I’d do, at least.”

“So, what do we do?” Piper asked, her voice floating gently on the air.

I looked to Norah. “What’s left?”

She opened her inventory and scrolled through. “That torn rope, but it’s at thirty percent durability, just enough powder for the tree, tent, stakes, flint, sail, copper wire, salt, garrote, robes, et cetera.”

“Where is all that?” Night Shadow asked as he looked her up and down.

She quirked an eyebrow. “My inventory, where else?”

I nodded. “Okay, so my best plan is not fancy and involves me just throwing myself at the tree to phase it out.”

“You got Disarm?” Piper asked, her excitement palpable.

I chuckled. “Yeah, it sounded pretty awesome.”

“I considered it, too,” Elise said, then added, “It doesn’t sound like a horrible idea. If you can phase out the tree for thirty seconds, give us enough time to plant the black powder and get the hell out... that could work.”

“Wait, what? Phasing?” Rembrandt’s brows pinched in confusion.

“It’s a Krav Maga thing,” Norah said.

“Or maybe a Terra’s Heroes thing,” Piper added.

Elise patted him on the back. “Don’t worry, we’ve got it. Just cover us and run when we run.”

He threw his hands up in surrender. “Sure, why not?”

Night Shadow’s grappling hook fired into the rock above the drop, and he handed me the gun. “Lead the way,” he said, the material on his mask wrinkling in a grin.

I grabbed the proffered weapon and stepped closer to the edge. I wasn’t excited about this plan, but I knew it could work. The tunnels should be extensive enough that even if we got caught in the lower area when the powder went off, we’d survive it... probably.

Shit. I had no idea what I was doing.

I looked back at Norah and Elise, their faces hopeful. “If I don’t make it, or it doesn’t work— 

“I’m ready to die to save the city,” Elise said, beating her heart with a closed fist.

“Anything less wouldn’t be heroism,” Norah added, a smirk turning her lips up.

I smiled. “Or would it be martyrdom?”

“You guys have way too many inside jokes for me to follow,” Kyroze said as he shook his head.

I blew out my cheeks and stepped closer to the abyss. “Here we go.”

With both hands wrapped around the grip, I leapt off the edge. I controlled my decent with the trigger, and once I landed, used the Retract button to send the gun back up to them. I pointed my crossbow around the lower level and put my hand in front of the glowing green bolt to shield my eyes from the light.

Unlike I’d predicted, there was no ambush waiting, or at least, not here. I moved toward the split in the tunnels and looked farther, part of me hoping to see an enemy. Keensence prickled, but it didn’t flare up like I expected. They must be waiting at the tree.

Piper materialized next to me. “Are we gonna die?” she asked, her brow pinched with worry.

“Whatever happens, we’ll be together,” Norah said as she stepped up beside me. “I’m excited to see this thing. Our wifi router can’t even make it through one wall, but this tree is mind-controlling everything in a four-mile radius. That’s impressive.”

The roar of a monster rat rang through the tunnels and brought me back to three weeks before when I looked into the dark through Gary, waiting to escape, pleading for Elise to drag me up faster. Now I stood at the edge of that darkness, ready to march into it.

“You guys look super heroic right now,” Night Shadow said as he landed behind us.

Piper smirked and leaned forward so only Norah and I could hear her. “First groupie, nice work.”

It took another minute for Rembrandt and Kyroze to join us. All the while, the rat monster roared in some distant tunnel. Images flashed through my mind of the black fruit-slug, Jitterbug shaking as he scratched his leg, the rat shaking its head as blood poured from its eye, Piper as she ripped open the spider pig’s abdomen. Stop, Enscepec had said. It’s here. Had he known the monster tree was there? Had he known what it was capable of?

When Elise hit the bottom and gave Night Shadow his gun back, I collected my thoughts and took a breath. “I have to touch the tree to phase it out. Penelope is going to drop the black powder with a thirty-second wick, and we’re going to book it. If something goes wrong, the backup plan is to hack and slash the tree to death and anything else that gets in our way.”

“That tree won’t know what hit it,” Night Shadow declared, fist upraised with determination.

I took a step forward into the tunnel Augur had led me through, keeping my crossbow at the ready. The passage was eerily devoid of enemies, but the cries of monsters rang out with regularity, as if assuring us they were still here and could attack when they wanted. If the tree thought we were walking into its trap, boy was it in for a surprise.

The aurora of blue and pink rippled across the wall ahead. I turned to the group and silently motioned at the opening the light came from. The green of my crossbow lit up their nervous faces as they readied themselves.

I stepped lightly on my toes and used ujjayi breath to calm my heart and prepare my muscles. The rippling shifted and pulsed in time with my steps as if aware of my presence. No, I was just getting inside my own head. Even if it knew we were here, it wasn’t pulsing with my steps.

“Claire,” the sound of Augur’s voice punched me in the gut, stopping my heart. Why was he here? Had he been recaptured, or was it worse like he’d assumed, and the slug in his fragment wasn’t actually dead?

“Come into the light so I can see you.”

I looked at the others over my shoulder and put my hand out to Norah. She shook her head, but I insisted. With a disapproving frown, she handed over the vial of black powder and a lighter. I pointed to Elise and Night Shadow in turn, then mouthed “Grab Augur.” Elise nodded vigorously, and I could tell she was scared.

“Wait ten,” I mouthed again, holding up a hand and counting down on my fingers. They nodded agreement, and I turned away, looking back at the colorful light.

One last breath gave me the courage I needed, and I ran, vial held tight in my crossbow hand, the other ready to grab onto the first bit of tree I could find. I rounded the corner into the tree’s domain and was met with a heavy smack. Pain shot up my back as I flew face first to the ground. My HP bar dropped by ten percent, and I gasped. I looked up, eyes watering as I reached for the nearest root. A pink rat tail slapped down on my hand, then coiled around my wrist and yanked me from the ground.

“I didn’t want to have to do it this way,” Augur said, and my blurry eyes sought the sound of his voice. There, pinned against the trunk of the tree by snaking vines so black they swallowed up the light around it, was Augur.

The rat padded forward until I was held up before the imposter in Augur’s body. “I’ve experienced your peskiness on more than one occasion. How is it you were able to fight me off and free yourself?” Augur smiled. I tried to speak, but air refused to squeeze through my constricted lungs.

Augur sighed. “I’d love for you to join me so I can explore your mind and the realms you could give me access to, but it seems better that I destroy you and your friends.”

“Wait,” I gasped, my lungs struggling to let air in.

Augur, controlled by the tree, grinned. “It’s always the same with you humans. You think you own everything. Speak, then, tell me why I should wait.”

“I’ll join you willingly,” I gasped, my lungs still refusing to fill, “if you let all of them go.”

Augur’s brow pinched, and he touched his chest. “But this one is my favorite. No, that doesn’t seem like a good deal to me.”

The rat tail tightened around my wrist, and I gritted my teeth to prevent the scream from escaping me. Just as I thought my hand was going to pop off, the sound of a rapier on flesh ripped through the air, and I dropped to the ground. The rat screamed, and Piper dashed forward, parrying a hit meant to crush my skull.

I lurched to my feet, breath wheezing through my aching lungs as I stumbled toward the tree. Razor teeth blocked my path as a rat snapped at my outstretched arm. Elise roared, flying past me fist first. The rat’s head whipped back as she slammed into it, clearing me a path to the tree.

I tripped onto its trunk, activating Disarm as I made contact. A negative buzz rang in my ear, and a popup appeared.
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A STRING OF CURSES came to mind as I dismissed the popup, but none of that would be helpful. I looked up at the maniacal leer contorting Augur’s face and swallowed hard. “Plan B!”
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Chapter 28
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A RAT TAIL SLAPPED down in the dirt as I rolled away. Chaos erupted around the room as smaller, dog-sized rats dropped from narrow tunnels in the ceiling onto us.

“It doesn’t have to be this way!” Augur yelled, his voice projecting louder than I thought possible.

The massive monster rat stomped a claw-tipped paw down on my gut, and I caught it with both hands. Its razor talons flexed, trying to reach my tender belly. Pain lanced through my shoulder as a smaller rat bit through my leathers, dropping my HP to seventy percent.

I turned my head and speared it in the eye with the tip of my horn, trying not to lose the battle with the larger monster. The dog-sized gutter creature shrieked as yellow blood painted my horn and squirted onto my neck. It released its grasp on my shoulder and rolled over, dead.

Massive jaws bore down on me as the rat trying to play with my intestines switched tactics to bite my head off. The rat snapped towards my face, and I narrowly dodged. My HP bar flashed at 68% in the corner of my vision, and I triggered Shaman’s Clarity. My muscles tingled with anticipation, and I dodged the next chomp with ease. It was as if I could feel the monster’s movements and respond in time, but my weakening arms were shaking under the creature’s weight. I needed out.

The rat lunged for another bite, and Elise appeared above me. She caught the reaching jaws just before they snapped down, and the rat snarled with fury. Elise gave a deep, growling battle cry that jabbed into my nerve endings like thousands of needles. The intimidation ability affected all creatures in the area, and thankfully, the rat’s stomping foot released me.

Elise wrestled the monster to the ground as she pried its mouth open. There was a crack, crack, snap, and she ripped its mandible from its face. It cried, sounding like five babies wailing at the top of their lungs as yellow gushed from its torn mouth. The tongue hung loosely from its throat, and the creature kicked at the air, trying desperately to escape Elise’s grasp. I shot Lumen Bolt into its naked underside, dropping my Will to just a quarter. Green seeped through the gaps in its ribs, and the creature bulged out in unnatural bubbles as the bolt detonated and blasted open the rat’s chest.

The monster slumped to the ground as its exposed heart shuddered once more, then was still. I whirled around, hunting for the dropped black powder vial among the glowing blue roots and yellow blood.

An arrow whistled past my head, and a bark of pain sounded in my ear as something smashed against my back. I rolled out from under another smaller rat with an arrow through its eye. Kyroze launched another volley as two more rats leapt onto the dog pile that was me. One arrow hit true, and the rat flopped lifeless to the ground, but the other only grazed its target.

I ripped my dagger free, putting one hand out to catch the monster as the other stabbed up with the blade. More of the goopy yellow blood leaked out onto my chest, but there was no time to be disgusted. I pushed the corpses aside and did a kick-up to standing.

“Nice moves!” Piper shouted as she sailed over a spider-like creature, dragging her rapier as she went. It looked nothing like the spider pig we’d fought just hours before, but it was definitely a spider something.

I pushed the dead monsters around, still seeking the black powder vial I’d dropped at some point between almost getting smooshed and nearly having my head bitten off. Another creature sailed over me as I ducked down to investigate something shiny that was not the vial. An electrified whip shot out and zapped a feral-fanged cat with a head two times too big for its scrawny body.

“Anyone see the powder?” I yelled, hoping someone else in the fight had eyes on it.

Yet another hit to the backside had me slipping on the blood-slick ground. I shielded my face before landing in a pile of... oh my god, I had no idea what that was a pile of.

I rolled to my back, dagger at the ready, but the offending pusher had been Night Shadow, moving me out of the way for Rembrandt’s attack. A beam of teal energy carried on a thick metal chain shot through the air where I’d crouched and wrapped around the neck of a man-monster mashup. Rembrandt yanked down hard, and the humanoid wolf creature slammed to the ground with a yelp.

Piper glowed bright blue in my periphery. When it seemed as if the light would blind us all, her body burst into deep blue smoke, then reformed into three different Piper-shaped bodies. They took solidity, all having the appearance of being the real Piper. I used Scan to see that there was only one Piper and two Smoky Assassins, all with her same stats, abilities, and a portion of her HP and Will.

I jumped back to my feet as the trio of steel-wielding badasses made quick work of a new boss-level rat that was storming into the fray. They dodged, stabbed, feigned attack, and utterly confused the beast as they tore away at its quickly depleting health.

Norah screeched, and my attention snapped to her. Blood gushed from her bare thigh as a rat monster raked her again, ripping thick gashes down to her knee. I leapt over another chain attack by Rembrandt and dropped into a roll, dagger poised to stab into the offending creature.

Norah went down, cradling the wound, as I skewered the rat again and again. She scooted back against the wall, her eyes glossy. Scan dissipated, but before it did, it showed me her health was still at fifty percent, but dropping by one percent every second. I yanked my belt free and slipped it around her damaged leg.

“This isn’t working.” She winced as I tightened the leather strap and looped it to stay in place.

I looked over my shoulder at the carnage. Creatures dropped through the ceiling, rushed in from the other openings, swarming. It was insanity.

“I have an idea,” Norah groaned as a glass sphere appeared in her hands. Lightning snapped inside it, flowing where her fingers touched. I knew this weapon and what the lore of Terra’s Heroes said it could do.

I put my hand over it. “Not yet, give me one more chance.”

“We’re getting overrun!” Night Shadow yelled as he sailed overhead, landing a heavy kick on an approaching monster.

I put my hand on Norah’s shoulder, a thousand thoughts bombarding me as I looked into her defeated eyes. “I can do this.” I stood, fist clenched as I turned and locked gazes with Augur. I’m coming for you.

Lumen Burst triggered at a thought. Invigorating power washed over me as green light exploded from my fragment. I charged through the battle, my sights set on my target. He watched me with sly bemusement as I dodged enemy assaults, slid under clothesline attempts, and vaulted leg sweeps. My gaze stayed locked on Augur, and the noise of combat drifted away.

Breathe in, look deep. Breathe out, trust myself.

I leapt, my hands reaching, and collided with the snaking branches of the doom tree. It held me aloft, boughs whining as the limbs moved with unnatural jerkiness. My finger was just a hairsbreadth shy of his face, and I reached, begging, pleading for another inch.

“What is it you needed me to wait for? Was it this?” Augur held the vial of black powder in a dark hand. The black wrapped over his chest and throat leaked into his skin, corrupting him.

Visions bombarded my mind’s eye, taking me away from the view of my present. The tree under a dark sky, fire raining down, cracks in the earth. Separated. Alone. Diseased, help, infected, HELP. The sky was fire, the tree was broken. Screaming filled my ears, and I shook my head. Augur appeared before me again.

“No,” I wheezed. “It was...” I swallowed hard, straining against my bonds as I pushed harder.

His eyes glistened with amusement. A whip-thin branch black as night wrapped around my wrist and pinned it to my chest, then another, and the tree moved me even closer to Augur. “What was it?” he whispered, and I smelled death in the air.

Vines wrapped around my feet, up to my hips and chest, cocooning me in their darkness, but I waited as Lumen Burst counted down in the corner of my vision. I sucked in a breath, feigning inability to speak as I slackened my posture.

The branches pushed me closer until I was face to face with him. Heat filled my cheeks, and I hated myself. I hated that I’d waited so long to admit the truth, but worse that I wouldn’t even speak that truth to Augur. I had waited until he wasn’t even there, when he was trapped in his own mind, or perhaps even gone completely. Was there any of him left in there? I had to know.

“What is it?” he asked, smile almost kind as he moved me even closer. I could feel his cool breath on my cheeks and knew I was close enough.

“I love you.” I pushed forward just enough and planted my lips on his. They were cold like his breath. It wasn’t the kiss I wanted; it wasn’t even a good kiss. It was hollow and lifeless, but it might be the only one I’d ever get.

When I pulled back, there was some glint of recognition in his purple glowing eyes. It wouldn’t be over for Augur, not yet. Not as long as I drew breath, and maybe even after that.

But it was too late for whatever master pulled the strings on this puppet.

“I’m coming for you,” I growled, then bit down on the black vine that snaked around my wrist. Lightsliver glowed, sending a shockwave out from my trapped hand that made the blackness of the detaining vines tremble.

The popup for a Shamanic trance appeared in my vision with a twelve-minute timer, and I accepted without a second thought.

I’m coming for you.
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Chapter 29
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BLUE AND PINK STRANDS of energy guided me down, cradling me like a child, until my boots touched the deep blue plains. The night was dark, with few shining stars, and the horizon was blackened with tall mountains. The tree stood before me, branches reaching out in every direction as if it sought the sky.

“Alone.” The word rang out in Augur’s voice from above, all around me, but I knew it wasn’t him.

“How long have you been alone?” The knee-high wheat crunched underfoot as I walked toward the enemy.

“So long. Alone for too long.” His voice bounced from peak to peak as the mountains closed in around me and the tree.

“Why are you doing this?” I asked as I stood below the glowing arms of the doom tree.

Pain lanced through my temple as an image consumed me. Fire in the sky, cracking earth, ripping away from myself, ripping away from my pair. Gold reached out for me, and I reached back with blue, but we fell apart too quickly.

I squinted and refocused on the tree before me. “I don’t understand. I can’t understand what you’re showing me. I need words.”

“No words can show.”

“Try!” I screamed, and the pulsing pink shuddered. The mountains were spreading up toward the apex of the sky. Anxiety filled the space between me and the tree.

“No time. In me. It’s here.” Augur’s voice was panicked, and it killed me to hear the terror. I was doing my best, but it wasn’t good enough.

“I know it’s here, but where? Help me!” I shouted up at the tree.

The fruit shuddered, and the pink pulsed faster. “Help me! Disease, consume, eat, take, change, hurt!”

The timer in the corner of my vision flashed at nine minutes, and I moved closer to the tree. “If you’re not hurting us, who is? What is?”

Wind blew across the plains of wheat, bringing the stench of rot with it. The mountains had nearly consumed the sky, eating up the stars and atmosphere with hungry greed. I knelt at the base of the tree and placed my hand on the smooth bark.

Hurt, consume, help! it cried out to me in a barely there voice, and I nodded.

“I know. Breathe with me. Out, trust yourself, in, look deep.” I chanted and breathed through my nose, smelling death and fear.

A hand gripped my shoulder, and when I looked, my dark reflection looked back. She had long wild hair, bigger horns, flowing robes of black fire, and eyes like an inferno.

“You are treading dangerous waters, Pathfinder,” she said, her voice crackling and warped like it came through a shield of lava. “Why did you call me here?”

“It needs help, please,” I told my dark reflection. “We need help. It’s killing us.”

The mountains merged and melted into one another, blacking out the sky above.

“You already know what to do; you don’t need my help,” she said, and the images of the powder vial detonating, blasting me apart, ripping through Augur, Kai... No! There had to be another way. “This is the way you seek. Destruction is your only option.”

Help, please. Alone, disease, help. The tree whimpered as blackness closed in around us.

The reflection stepped back into the dark, her fiery outline bursting into a million sparks.

“Wait! Please don’t leave. We need help.” I reached out for her, but she was already gone.

The walls of blackness pushed in around us, and I held tight to the trunk of the tree. “Breathe in with me and out. Look deep, trust yourself. I can do this. I will do this.” I pulled the dagger from my hip and stabbed it into the tree. It shimmered, crying out into the night with a shriek that shuddered through my chest. I pulled my second-to-last bolt from the quiver and wet it with the clear glowing sap oozing from the wound I made.

“Just breathe,” I said again and loaded the bolt, aiming at the black. I loosed, and the shot ripped through the darkness, melting it away and revealing the sky. Anger poured down on me like a bucket of boiling water, and I shrank in on myself to hide from it.

Mine! This is mine, mine, MINE! I live here! A new voice, one that sounded much like Augur’s but full of rage, roared through the sky as the black seeped back in on itself.

Pictures forced their way into my eyes with rapid succession. The meteor, Dracoris, tore through Earth’s atmosphere. The hit, the explosion, the forty-eight dead. They were all here in the tree, with her. Her? She shimmered blue and pink, supple curves holding the minds safe in her arms. She wrapped them in comfort, for they could never leave, but they never brought her comfort and could never replace her golden love.

The rat; hungry, tired, scared. It bit, teeth coated in the black, the disease, the infection.

Pain. Fever. Hurt. Taking me. It’s taking me!

“I can’t!” I screamed, holding my head, and a popup appeared in my vision.
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“STAY!” I SHOUTED, PRESSING my temple against the trunk of the tree. The timer flashed again at six minutes. Why did the tree want to hurt me? Why couldn’t it just speak? Obviously it could, it had already. Why did it force those images into me?

“You see why I wanted to protect you from this,” Augur said as he walked beyond the pool of dark, just out of reach. He circled, watching me, the only thing in the blackness around.

Disease! The tree hissed the accusation at the image of Augur.

I watched him, holding my own thoughts at bay.

The vision of Augur spoke again. “I wanted you to join me in my world, where we could be together forever. That thing—” he jabbed a blackened finger at the tree—“is hurting you. Why cling to it?”

A plethora of replies slapped against the back of my throat, but I held my tongue. I’d spoken enough, and it was time to listen. He stalked like a lion in a cage, hungry eyes watching me as the tree’s sap oozed down my chest and over my legs.

“Say something!” he shouted, the black wafting out like smoke with his breath. It sucked back into itself, leaving me and the tree on our island of light.

Please... 

The darkened Augur sighed. “You weren’t ready for this, and it’s hard for you to understand what’s happening. You’re like a child come to awareness before they understand the worlds around them,” he mused, and the circle of blackness seeped in a little closer.

“What does that make you?” I asked.

He placed his hand against his chest, where his heart would be if he were human or even real. Whatever it was, it wasn’t Augur, just using his image against me. “I thought for a moment you’d forgotten how to communicate with your words,” he said. “This tree being is so primitive with its pictures and its screaming.” His fingers lifted to his lips. “I thought you’d forgotten love.”

“What are you?” I snapped, heat filling my cheeks and threatening to distract me.

The rat. The bite. The black. Infection. Fever. Disease.

He reached out to me. “I’m evolution.”

I raised my brow and turned away from the tree to look at him better. “What do you mean?”

“You can see how I’ve made wild creatures tame; they obey me, they are me, but they’re also still themselves. It’s hard to explain and easier to show.” He smiled and reached his hand into the pool of blue and pink light. He winced as his skin sizzled and smoked.

I stood and took a tentative step forward, keeping curiosity on my face to mask my murderous intent. “You tried to show me once already. I almost died.” 

Disease. It’s the end!

“I can promise no harm will come to you this time, and if you’re good—” he smirked and took a step back as a shimmering purple diamond cocoon appeared next to him—“I’ll set him free.”

Frozen solid in the tomb of amethyst glass was Augur. Inescapable worry, guilt, and anger moved me forward. The monster’s eyes widened in anticipation and delight, but I stopped just short of throwing myself into the black. It was a Glimmer, just like Augur had warned me of.

I looked to the monster and did my best to swallow back the fury, replacing it with a damsel-like whine. “Why are you so evil?”

“I’m not evil, I just am. If you want to be alongside me, to be with him,” he paused, gesturing to the trapped Augur, “all you need to do is say so. We can evolve together and bring order to chaos from this realm to yours, to the next.” He turned his open hand to me, reaching.

I looked down at my sap covered vest and pants, then back up to the monster. I chewed my lip. “I’m scared.”

The monster grinned with victory. “There’s nothing to be afraid of.”

I took another step forward until I could feel the swirling blackness distorting the air. It hungered for me.

Don’t.

I reached into the void. Black smoke slithered up my arm, seeking the quickest path to my fragment. I grabbed hold of the monster’s hand, and his eyes gleamed with triumph. The darkness compressed around my arm, sucking me deeper in.

I planted my feet and jerked the creature forward, pulling it into an embrace. The sap on my vest sizzled against his chest, and I smiled as I triggered Disarm. “Bye, bitch.”

The monster, the black, the Glimmer of Augur, all gone in a blink. I staggered back...

It worked!

The timer in the corner of my vision appeared and dropped by one second. Panic swelled in me. There wasn’t much time.

I turned to the tree. “You have to wake up! You’re clean, the disease is gone, but only for twenty-nine more seconds!”

Images filled me, of separation, burning skies, breaking apart in the atmosphere, destroying Denver, wilting alone in the darkness until a rat bit me... It didn’t hurt this time. The images were smooth and gave me understanding. It was from the other side of the Big Bang, but I didn’t know where that was.

“What do I need to do?”

The tree grew up, out, down, around me. The colorful branches scooped me up and lifted me into the sky as it expanded. The sun rose over the mountains, casting dim red light across the field of green glowing grasses. The entire world was alive with color. Her world.

You must destroy me, my sweet child. A branch caressed the back of my neck and another lifted to show me a fruit. It peeled open at her command, and the pit inside cracked, revealing a fragment.

Twenty-seven seconds flashed in the corner.

Another branch unfurled toward me, and I lifted my hands to catch the cargo it carried. A fragment, larger than I’d ever held, dropped into my waiting palms. The pink and blue color beat like a heart in time with the countdown of Disarm.

The plain silver band on my middle finger, Lightsliver, shimmered. The sky ripped open with a beam of white that blasted from the jewelry in hot waves. The tree, the woman of pink and blue with branches long and graceful, lifted me up through the dimensional breach, showing me one last image.

Her fruit shook loose, her bark peeled back, and fire ripped at her flesh. Fear and pain as she plummeted into the Earth, taking forty-eight lives with her. She didn’t know what to do with them, so she held them close even when they tried to leave. She didn’t want to be alone... but now it was time to die, and their time to go.

Then it was gone.

All gone.

Hairs raised on my arms as a chill lifted the warmth from my skin. A shiver shot down my spine, and I curled in on myself, but I was constricted by some rope. A far-off memory of twisting black branches came to mind, but I waved it off. I wanted to sleep.

“Claire,” the voice was soft and far away.

There was something in my hands. I slid my fingers across the smooth edges, the sharp points, and squeezed it gently. It was like glass, but warmer, and it beat like a heart.

“Claire.” It was Augur, and it sounded urgent, but I was warm here and safe.

Needles punched into my stomach as I heard the deep voice of Groff. “Claire, wake up!”

I opened my eyes, but it burned. Blackness blurred my vision, and smoky ringlets looped across my pupils. I blinked and tried to focus on the figure in front of me.

“She’s awake!” Augur screamed.

My lungs seared angrily, and I gasped in a huge breath past soft, spongy chunks. The timer in the corner of my vision ticked down; 22, 21, 20. I coughed and felt the chunks I breathed past fly out of my sour, death-flavored mouth. It was worse than the garbage pile, worse than the yellow blood. Blegh, what was it?

“Claire, what happened?” I heard Piper and felt hands ripping something from my legs. I didn’t know what happened, but I knew we were running out of time as the countdown dropped in the corner of my vision.

“Sixteen seconds,” I coughed the words out. “Powder!”

My arms were ripped from my chest, but I held tight to the heart of glass. I dropped to the ground, cold seeping in through the wounds on my arms, legs, and face.

“Get Augur,” someone shouted, and the whipping shriks of a rapier through crumbling leaves followed.

The countdown flashed an angry red as it hit ten seconds. “We’re out of time. Powder. We have to go.”

“I’ll do you one better than powder,” Norah said, and I saw lightning blue move to the base of the tree.

Giant rats dashed about, confused and lost, as if they didn’t understand how they’d come to be so large. Spider creatures and feral cats, monster wolves and blobs I didn’t recognize walked about listlessly. The infection was phased out of existence, leaving them all without the brain to pull the marionette strings.

Someone grabbed me under the arm and pulled me into their chest. It smelled of fresh mushrooms and spring water. “E, we’re out of time.”

“I know,” she said, and I was jostled, over and over and over. It hurt my brain, but holding tight to the beating heart in my hands made it a little more bearable.

“It’s blocked above! Where do we go?”

“The other tunnels have to lead somewhere, right?”

I curled around the thrumming warmth of the glass and turned my face into Elise’s barky chest. The image flooded back like a memory I was living again, but it wasn’t my life. It was hers. The glowing woman, the tree of power. Not just any power, but my power. Elise’s power, Piper, Augur, Megaton, everyone. The fragments were all hers.

“There’s no way out!”

“How long do we have?”

“Seconds,” I said as the heat of the heart beat into me. I felt the pink wash over my skin, the blue through my veins, the life into my fragment. She was dying for us.

“Put me down,” I said as I held the heart close to my chest. Vines of light wrapped around it from within me, and my eyes focused on the glossy power stone. It wasn’t just a fragment, it was a core, a whole core.

Elise set me down as the timer struck zero.

“Boom,” I whispered and held up the heart, looking into the glass as an aurora of pink blanketed us. The dirt floor and walls trembled, and my elbows shook with weakness, but she was here. Her ghost wrapped around my weak muscles, hands and branches both propping me up as I let her sacrifice herself for us.

Blinding blue lightning ripped through the dirt tunnel, cracking the walls and burning them at the same time.

“No!” Augur growled like an animal, reaching for the stone in my upraised hands. It was too late for the monster inside him.

The blue buzzed around us, drowning out sound but infusing my muscles with untold power. The dome of pink energy that enclosed us flashed, sucking up the explosion and channeling it through me like a lightning rod.

The vibrations shook me from my toes to the crown of my head, but I stood tall and strong.

This is not the end, my daughter.

I know, Mother.
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BEEP, BEEP.

Beep, beep.

The sound went on and on, sending jolts of pain from my eyes to the back of my skull. My lungs ached as cool, sterile-smelling air filled them up. I held the breath at the top for just a second. My ribs hurt. The breath whooshed out through my clogged nostrils, warmer than before.

Beep, beep.

Beep, beep.

It was annoying as hell. Whatever was in my nose was even more annoying. I tried to reach up, but my arm only trembled in response. My eyelids opened at my command, but barely, and a white blur bombarded my vision. I promptly shut my eyes as the beeping increased in tempo.

“What’s your name?” a soft voice asked in my ear.

“Cl—ai—,” my voice croaked out of me. I swallowed and tried to clear my throat. “Claire,” I said again with more force. The word felt like needles against my tonsils.

“What happened to you, Claire?”

Visions of pink and blue, lightning and thunder, collapsing dirt, Mother in all her strange, other worldly beauty, my heart exploding with fear and love, the disease, Augur’s evil smile, fire in the sky, the rat, collapsing dirt, pink, smile, fear, love.

I gritted my teeth and tried to stop the onslaught. “I don’t know.”

A warm hand touched my shoulder. “That’s okay. Is there something I can get you?”

“Pad Thai,” I said instinctively. I hadn’t had noodles in a long time, and my stomach ached with some feeling that might have been hunger.

The voice laughed. It was a man. I tried to open my eyes again and saw the blur of brown and pale tan over me. “You need proper nutrition for now, but I’m certain your friends would be willing to bring you some in a few days.”

Faces flashed in my head, and I knew their names. Elise, Piper, Norah, Augur, Night Shadow, Nado, Zenith—these were my friends!

Trembling earth, sonic boom, electric walls, falling sky. I tried to blink away the vision, but it looped on repeat until all of it was flashing at once. It grew into a single, three-dimensional image that rotated in every direction simultaneously. My insides twisted, and I tasted acid at the back of my throat.

I picked apart the mess, focusing on the faces. Elise, Piper, Norah, Augur. I chanted in my mind until the pictures of my friends were all that remained, and the rest faded away. Fear swelled where the nausea had been.

“My friends.” The words pushed tears up from the pit of my stomach and sent them cascading down my cheeks.

“They’re okay.” He pushed me back. I hadn’t realized I was getting up. What was that weird feeling in my arm?

He went on as he eased me onto the pillows, “You saved them. Somehow. That’s what everyone is trying to figure out right now.”

My head was swimming with images of the pinky-blue tree wrapping her arms around my glowing green and shielding us. Pain lanced through my temple at the return of the banished pictures. A bubble scooped us up, returning us to the surface like air trapped deep in the sea on its journey back to the sky.

“It was Mother,” I wheezed as I closed my eyes again to slow the flashes of light and destruction. I wanted to forget it all.

“What?” I heard his voice drift away on the black that swallowed up my eyes and mind. It took the pain away, waving like fire and smelling of sulfur.

“You’ve been a busy girl.”

I knew the voice. It was Raven, but not me Raven, it was her. She left me.

“Hello, coward,” I said before I could see her.

The outline of fire with orange eyes appeared in the darkness. I could feel her smile.

“I’m not afraid.”

“Then why did you leave?”

“It wasn’t my place to stay.”

We were quiet. I had no body, but I watched hers move about the blackness. The outline of lava slithered back and forth like she was pacing in front of my hospital bed.

She spoke again, “I could have helped you.”

“But you didn’t. You abandoned me,” I said with spite.

She chuckled. “I owe you nothing.”

“You are me.”

She stopped, her orange eyes tracing over where my body would be, if I could see it.

“I’m not you,” she said, the fire of her body burning brighter. Maybe she was right. Her long hair was wild, her horns tall, twisted, and thick. Her eyes were like fire, and mine felt only like embers.

“What do you mean?” The accented voice, a distant murmur from a far-off place, pulled my attention.

“Looks like our time is up,” the shadow said with a smirk.

“We’re not done here,” I shouted and tried to point, but without a body in this dark place, there wasn’t a limb to operate. 

“We are for now,” she said, her inferno eyes locking on mine. She rushed towards me until all I saw was the yellow heat in her irises. I squinted my eyes against the pain and opened them to white light.

There was a blur of bald head, yellow jumpsuit, and red gloved fists. “You speak nonsense,” Enscepec said, and though it hurt, I smiled. It was good to see he made it through the chaos.

“Apologies, Master. I’m not well.” There was something fading... blackness, lava eyes, betrayal? What was it? The white was washing away my dream.

Enscepec sighed. “I am no longer your master.”

“What?” My gut clenched, and I sat up.

He placed a hand on my shoulder and pushed me back onto the bed. Pain lanced around my left side from sternum to spine.

“Ouch.” I winced and took a shallow breath.

He nodded, a severe look on his face that belied his playful tone. “Yes, you broke tender little ribs in that fight, but earned your rank up in the process.”

“We ranked?” I asked, breathless.

He smiled. “Congratulations. I am no longer your master.”

He tried to sound pleased, but unlike before when his stony face hid a jest, this time his expression laid everything bare. He was sad to be losing us.

I didn’t want to open my character sheet, because if I opened it, he’d be right. My chest tightened as I recalled his strict, disciplining nature and the hours of Eternal Torment that came as a result of my disobedience. The weeks of sore muscles and sweat and tears and anger. I wouldn’t trade a second of it back for anything, except maybe to get another few months of his training.

“You are hesitating,” he said in a knowing tone.

I huffed and opened my character sheet.
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“THERE IT IS,” ENSCEPEC said and pointed to the rank section. I hadn’t realized I was sharing it with him.

I had so many questions! How had we leveled up? Ascension level two? Paths? What was that? Where did all these stat additions come from? What the hell happened?

“Any case, you are okay, that’s what’s important.” Enscepec stood to leave, and I snatched his wrist.

“I still want you to be my Master. I know the life debt is paid, but...”

He sat again, a sly smile on his lips, or perhaps that was the trick of my blurry vision. “I suppose you saved me again with saving the city.” He cupped his chin in thought, then held my hand. “Yes, I will pay this debt with additional training. You still have much to learn, and you’ll need a coach.”

My brow pinched together. “A coach?”

“Oh, eh. Perhaps I speak too soon.” He patted my hand with finality. “I need to go.”

I nodded, the snaking tubes in my nose wiggling uncomfortably as I did.

He stood and walked to the edge of the curtain, then turned back, fear in his face. He wanted to say something, to ask, but he didn’t. Instead he smiled. “Get well soon, Claire.”

“Alone again, finally,” the shadow of fire and smoke said as she paced in front of my bed. Enscepec parted the curtain and walked away, oblivious to her presence.

Shit, so I’d lost my memory and my mind?

“Not exactly. You’re just perceiving multiple dimensions at once. It’ll stop once you pick a path, and you must pick, soon.” The smoky horned woman circled, moving through objects when they got in her way.

“I’m not you, by the way, just to Claire-ify.”

“Cute,” I retorted, “but I never said that.”

“You did, actually, four minutes ago.”

“I was asleep four minutes ago.”

She raised her hands as if to say “duh,” and looked exasperated.

“Fine,” I conceded. “What do I need to do?”

She waved a hand, and the green character sheet for Raven appeared in my vision. “Just as I said, you need to pick a path.”

I looked at the tab, but I didn’t want to open it. Typically, I was excited for anything I’d earned, but this didn’t feel earned. Mother, whoever she was, died for me to have this.

“Yes, and she died for you! You should be grateful and pick a path.”

I quirked a brow. “Why are you in such a hurry? What’s going to happen if I don’t pick right now?”

“Your bones will melt out of your body,” the smoky shadow said, deadpan. She was full of shit, and I knew it.

She growled. “Fine. Nothing will happen. I just have to keep hanging around. Apparently the elders have taken an interest in you, and they want you to pick our path. You connected with someone on the Astral plane—” a green hand reaching out to the sky as I floated in a calm ocean snapped into view and disappeared just as fast—“and unfortunately, that someone was me. Now they’ve sent me to convince you to tap into our realm for your powers.”

I balked. I remembered the woman I’d connected with when I was floating in the aurora, and it was not this childish coward.

“I can hear you, you know. That was rude. And also, yes, it was me, just not now me. It was future me, or so the elders say.” She said the last part with sing-song annoyance. I quirked a brow and suppressed my mental reaction.

The smoky woman shook her head. “Doesn’t work like that. I know what you’re thinking even when you try not to think it. The Demon realm and the Earth realm travel along the same linear timeline, but on the Astral plane, anything is possible. Like, literally anything. It exists completely outside of the laws of time and gravity, and a few other rules that your primitive realm has not yet discovered and doesn’t have names for.”

I decided to play along. “Fine, how can I tap into the power of the Demon realm?”

“I don’t know how to say it in simpler terms. You’re a Skro, well, you’re also part whatever this pink thing is,” she said and gestured to me in my frail form. Apparently, she’d never seen a human before.

She rolled her eyes. “Stop interrupting me, and no, I haven’t. In any case, Skro are half demons. I mean, you’re not just any Skro, you’re Raven Gressahla, leader of the true peoples of Terra in the Shaman realm. Your ancestral line is legendary even among my people. That’s saying something.

“You’ve ascended and need to pick a path because your bloodline options are open. You’ll get to pick another path or advance whatever you’ve picked at the next ascension, if you make it that far,” she added with a bit of annoyance. “You walked the line of the Demon realm, you touched me before you’d even unlocked your bloodline. That’s powerful. You’ve got strong Demon blood in you, and you should pick the Demon path.”

I scowled. “Says the person who a-ban-doned me when I was about to die, when my whole world was on the brink of hostile takeover.”

She growled and threw her hands up. “It wasn’t my place to help you! I’ve said that!”

There were footsteps at the door, and the smoky demon glanced that way. She stepped up to the bed, her lava hand grabbing the metal at my feet. It whined and sizzled. “I’m watching you.”

The curtain flew open, and I jumped. The Director marched toward the seat at my bedside. “Did I wake you?”

I blinked a few times and shook my head. “No, I was just dozing.”

He tapped at the holopad in his hands. “How are you feeling?”

“I don’t know how I did it. I already told the nurse, and I think Enscepec. I don’t know,” I said as the memories of more than one interrogation pushed to the forefront of my mind. How the hell long had I been here?

He looked up, flipped the holopad upside down, and set the stylus aside. His aging blue eyes bore into mine. “How. Are. You.”

I took a deep breath, and my ribs ached, but it felt good to take in all that air. “Worried.”

His balding head wrinkled. “Why?”

“My mother has a lot of bills. I don’t know how long I’ve been here or if she’s been needing me. I don’t know if my friends are alive, I think someone said they were fine. I don’t know what happened to the city or how many people died. I don’t know if Augur made it,” I trailed off as the Director’s eyes softened.

He put a hand against my shoulder. “We don’t deserve heroes like you, Raven.”

My throat tightened, and my eyes watered. “Well, you’ve got me.”

He smiled. “The Heroes Inc. group is okay, even the three who had stayed outside of the underground. Groff, Xebaria, and Penelope are fine, better than fine, you’ve all ranked up.” He paused, grinning.

When I didn’t react, he went on. “Your mother has been calling and texting you nearly nonstop, but she’s okay, just worried for you.”

“How long have I been here?” I asked, lifting my hands to tug on the tubes in my nose.

He pulled my hand away. “Three weeks. You were—” he paused, looking for the right word—“you were in a coma when we got to you. You’d done something, and your fragment was using wavelengths we’d never tracked. Where did you go?”

The smoky figure of the demon girl with wild hair appeared in the corner behind the Director. She put a finger to her lips, as if to hush me.

“I don’t know,” I said, which was not a lie.

He turned over his pad and tapped on the holoscreen, I assumed to start a voice recording. “You don’t remember anything?”

The demon stalked through the room, arms crossed. There were daisies on the windowsill. I could see the tops of buildings not far below. I must’ve been in the SoL facility, because no hospital in the city was this tall.

“Claire?” The Director prodded, using my human name.

I turned my head back to face him. “I remember color, pink and blue. I remember a rat and a woman made of light and tree. There was fire in the sky and fear on the earth and love in her heart in my hands.” I pinched my nose bridge. “I sound crazy.”

“You sound like you’ve been in a coma having interesting dreams,” the Director said with a chuckle. “Your brainwaves were off the charts with activity for the first week.”

“What about the other weeks?” I asked, and the demon in the corner rolled her head around like she was bored.

He didn’t move, but I could see in the way his eyes darted up and away from me that he was going to lie. “It’s not important data or very interesting—”

“Director, if I’m going to help you, I need to know what you know.”

He straightened. “I’m sorry, it’s classified data.”

“It’s my data, my life!”

“And it’s still protected under the Heroes Privacy—”

“Don’t try to pull the law with me!” The Director’s head jerked back in disbelief as I cut him off. “I voted on that one. I’m well aware that the act allows me access to all of my medical information as a contractor with the Stewards of Light.” Heat swelled in my cheeks and chest at the audacity, and I glared him down.

He took a deep breath, then tapped a button on the holopad. He set it aside and leaned back in the plastic chair. “Your brainwaves dropped to levels seen in completely vegetative patients. It was as if you weren’t there. Your heart stopped six times the first day, but Augur was adamant that you’d make it through, so we continued to revive you.”

My stomach tightened at the mention of his name, and the feelings of hunger disappeared into butterflies. Goddamn butterflies when the Director had just said I’d died six times.

He went on. “After thirty-eight hours, your brain patterns returned to normal, and you woke up seven hours later.”

“I—” my voice cracked, and the Director handed me a small plastic cup of water. I drank it back and felt the sudden need to drink everything else in sight, vase of cloudy daisy water included.

“I’ve been awake for a week and a half?” It felt as though I’d just woken up today, or was it yesterday?

He nodded. “You’ve said a few things, had a few visitors, but you weren’t very coherent.”

I tutted. “Nonsense like hearts in my hand and pink women made of lights and trees.”

He seesawed his head. “More like speaking gibberish.”

The demon grumbled in the corner, drawing my attention for a fraction of a second. The Director looked at the demon, but didn’t react.

“Something there?” he asked, accusation in his tone as he looked back at me.

“Flash of light, sorry.” I smiled.

He picked up his holopad and made a few taps. “You managed a few words in English, but otherwise you were speaking something else. It didn’t seem to have a consistent pattern like language, but you replied to questions as if you knew what you were saying.”

He held the pad up and flipped the display as a video played. Piper, Elise, and Norah were standing around my bed, their faces filled with apprehension.

“How you feelin’, dude?” Piper asked, her voice loaded with worry. Not just worry, but fear.

The image of me smiled. “Cldip rdshaaa-tra-trin foaep.”

What the hell?

The demon in the corner of my room chuckled, but it was easy to keep my eyes on the holopad as Elise sat at the edge of my bed and put a hand on my leg. “Claire, we can’t understand you.”

The image of me scowled, producing a series of guttural clicks and additional nonsense words as hairs raised on my arms and Keensense bucked like a wild horse.

The Director stopped the playback. “Anything you can remember will help us.”

The demon leaned over the edge of the bed, and this time I fought to keep my attention on the Director’s face. She growled. “You cannot tell him you’re plane-shifting; he’ll cut you open.”

I swallowed hard, the fear of lying to the Director or suffering the consequences of the demon at the foot of my bed warring in my head. “I need time,” I said, settling on something that was neither a lie nor the truth.

He smiled kindly and stood from the uncomfortable-looking seat. “Of course. There’s plenty of time. The doctor said you should be able to get up and move around in the next two days, so I’ll see you in my office soon.”
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Chapter 31
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I LEAPT OVER A SHORT snow mound and dashed down the salt strewn sidewalk towards the Administrative office. The fall break had been extended by three weeks since everyone was still recovering from the city being turned upside down and their minds turned inside out, but my payments had not been postponed.

Luckily, Elise had been my emergency contact on my paperwork for school, and she spotted me the payments while I was in a coma. Now I had everything I needed to pay down my debt and then some.

The Director hadn’t been pleased when we discussed what happened, as it was a very short conversation that consisted almost entirely of, “I don’t know.” While it wasn’t a lie that I didn’t know what had happened to me, I also remembered flashes of black fire and lava eyes, some secret. But that was all I remembered, flashes and feelings, no concrete information.

When the interrogation was finally over, the Director awarded me a special medal—it was even made out of real metal—and pinned it to my chest. It read Stewards of Light at the top and Protector of the City at the bottom. I didn’t really feel like I deserved it, since I didn’t remember how I’d managed to save the city... but it was nice to be recognized for once. And also horrible to be recognized. Getting out of the SoL building took almost two hours.

Every four feet someone was stopping me to say thanks or ask me how I’d done it or if I was scared or if I would train with them. The events that took place below Memorial Park were classified, of course, but not like it mattered. I had no idea what had happened and remembered only fragments of fighting and flashes of light. It was infuriating for the doctors and scientists to not get a straight answer out of me, but even more so for me that I didn’t have an answer to give. My mind, the one thing that was supposed to be dependable, had failed me.

By the time I’d made it out of the building, I was exhausted, but it was already time for class, and I wasn’t letting my entire thesis go to waste because of a stupid coma. Missing a payment would get me kicked out of school, and while I could still publish my thesis as a dropout, being kicked out of one of the foremost colleges in the country wouldn’t do me any favors in finding a job.

But a job wouldn’t be anything I had to worry about for a while! The “Rainy Day Fund” Denver had for random monster attacks was an unbelievable small fortune. Even split four ways, it was still enough to subsist on for a year or more if we were conservative. Well, a little less for me, since I had some mad bills.

I took the stairs two at a time and reached for the door to the administrative office, but it was already open. Augur stood just beyond the threshold, door propped open with the toe of his black boot. He wore black dress slacks and a red button-down under a heavy winter coat and scarf.

The sting of his trespasses hit me all at once now that the city was no longer in danger. “What are you doing here?” I asked, acidity dripping from every word as I passed him. 

He closed the door, remaining in the warmth of the quiet admin office with me. “I just enrolled.”

I laughed. “Why? They know who you are, Captain Visions.”

“Captain Visions is someone else, but yes, they know I’m Augur. I decided I’m interested in 4D Data Compression and Storage.”

The amusement left my face, and I quirked a brow. “What are you playing at?”

“No games. I’m interested in where the course can take me.”

“Whatever, I’ve gotta get to class.” I shook my head and turned to the financial advisor’s office.

“Me too,” he said after me, a self-satisfied pluckiness to his voice. “I’ll wait so we can walk together.”

“Do what you want,” I said, trying to push down the hope bubbling up in my chest. I swallowed hard and ignored his sudden interest in me. I had other things to be happy about in this moment that his meddling wasn’t going to stomp all over.

I turned the handle to Regina Vizio’s office and let myself in.

“Just one second, wrapping up this new applicant,” she said without looking at me. I took a seat and set my bag down, then checked the clock. Fifteen minutes until class, but this shouldn’t take long... if she’d hurry up with Kai’s paperwork.

She swished at the screen, and the document zipped away into the web. “Okay, Claire, let’s talk payments. You were very fortunate Elise Williams was able to cover you.”

“Yeah, she’s an awesome friend for taking care of my debt while I was in a coma. Would’ve been pretty cool if those payments could’ve been paused while I was involuntarily unconscious—”

“Claire, that wasn’t my doing, so you don’t need to be mad at me about it.”

I tapped my teeth a few times, then went back to what I was saying. “But what’s cooler is that you don’t have to worry about payments. I have everything for this semester and next year.”

I could see in the way her brows rose and the tiny smile that crept into her cheeks that she was wondering what I’d done to get that kind of money in such a short time while I was involuntarily unconscious. Nonetheless, she typed away on the holoscreen and pulled up my account.

“How will you be paying?”

“Same account I’ve always made payments from.” I smiled sweetly.

The question was eating away at her as she pulled up the bank information, but she managed to remain professional about it. “Okay, here we are. I’ll need a signature from you confirming the payment amount and post date.”

She turned the screen and handed me a stylus. The numbers thirteen thousand nine hundred and fifty-eight hung in the air above the dotted line. Goodbye, looming debt! I swished the stylus across the screen in a series of loops until the signature I used as Claire appeared on the page.

“I’m sure that felt pretty good,” Regina said, trying to inch her way in on my celebration moment.

“Eh, it was okay.” I stood and grabbed my bag from the floor.

I pulled the door open, and Regina stuttered, “Alright, well, you know where to find me if you need me!”

I gave her a salute and shut the door as a huge grin lit up my face. It promptly disappeared when I saw that Augur had in fact waited for me. I was tired of being tricked by his bullshit, and so whatever he was playing at now wasn’t getting through my resolve this time.

He smiled and opened the door to the outside for me. Cold winter air chilled the grumpy thoughts in my brain, and I took a deep breath of the freshness.

We walked quietly, and I wasn’t sure if that was more or less irksome.

Finally, he spoke. “It’s your mom.”

“What?” I asked on reflex. My pocket vibrated, and I pulled the phone free. It was my mom. Ugh, I hated his stupid parlor tricks.

I answered on the third ring. “Hi, Mom, how are you?”

“Oh my god, honey, guess what just happened?” She squealed with delight, and the grin returned to my face.

I knew what had happened, but she didn’t know that... “What is it?”

“I won some kind of lottery at the hospital! All my insurance bills were paid off, and they said I wouldn’t have to pay for another treatment, ever again! Isn’t that great?” Her voice was near shrieking levels, and I could tell she was trying her best to hold back tears.

“Oh my god, Mom, that’s incredible! You’re free!”

“We’re free! Now I can buy that new holoscreen I’ve been needing, get back up to speed on the mortgage payments, and I won’t have to ask you for any more money!”

I wasn’t going to hold my breath on that last claim, but that was fine. I was really happy for her. “Yeah, totally. That’s so great, Mom, I’m really glad things are going so well.”

“Oh, and you! We haven’t talked for a few days, and last we spoke you were still pretty under the weather, but you sound great now. How are you?”

Before I could get a word in, she was diving back in, her ADD in full swing. “Oh, and all that stuff about Denver being overrun by some parasitic virus, sounds just like 2016, doesn’t it? I’m so glad for all the heroes in your city though; you guys were so lucky!”

“Yeah, definitely,” I said, my smile drooping.

“The news reports were saying that something like three hundred people died. I’m so glad none of them were you or your friends. I miss you so much—”

“I miss you too, Mom. I’m super sorry, but I’ve got class in like two minutes, so I’ve gotta go.”

“Oh,” she said, the sound of rejection in her tone like a slap to the face. “Well, you have a great day at school, sweetie. I love you so much, and I want you to come home over the break if you can.”

“Yeah, I’ll see if I can make it happen. I love you too, so happy to hear about your payments. Talk again soon.” She repeated her farewell, and I did too, then managed to hang up.

“You’ve still got six minutes,” Augur corrected with a smirk.

I stopped amid the snowy trees at the center of campus. I could feel my patience about to snap, like the overloaded rope that had pulled me from the monster pit. “What are you doing?”

He turned, the playful grin gone from his face. “Just because we didn’t talk for a few years doesn’t mean I don't care about you, that I didn’t care about you the whole time.”

I scoffed. “It wasn’t just, ‘oopsie, we lost touch,’ Kai, you ghosted me. It was as if you’d never known me or any of us. You know how much that hurt Elise’s feelings? And Norah? She’s still pissed.”

He looked down. “I did what I thought was best.” 

“Way to collaborate with anyone else on what’s best. Super awesome teamwork.” I kept walking toward class, and he followed.

“Look, things are different now—”

“Not for me,” I shouted and he flinched.

I clenched my jaw against the onslaught of anger I wanted to spit at him. “You hurt me. You... you—”

“Broke your heart?” he offered and I turned away, rolling my eyes.

I sniffled hard, not willing to let any tears drop on his account. “You never had it to begin with.”

“Yes, I did. And I still do.”

The anger was mounting, and I didn’t know how much longer I could hold back all the obscenities that waited on the other side of the dam. I turned back to him. “You are so pompous, you know that? You act like you can show up in my life, pretend nothing happened, and go back to being my best bud, or my boyfriend, whatever angle you’re going for right now. I’m not a tool to make your perfect future come true.”

The two-minute warning bell rang from the speaker at the corner of the Computer Science building. A cool breeze lifted the delicate snowflakes from nearby snowbanks, swirling past us. He was truly thinking about what I said, and he wasn’t using his powers to try to work out the argument. He was here with me, now, doing his best to do it on his own.

“I used you,” he started.

“Tch, understatement.” I crossed my arms, and he looked at me, exasperated. My posture screamed defense, and I wasn’t done with this conversation, so I uncrossed my arms.

Kai took a deep breath, and started in. “I’m sorry. I know I have a lot to make up for, and I’m willing to put in the work. I didn’t ‘ghost’ you because I didn’t care, it was the opposite.”

“But you didn’t have the decency to even say goodbye. You were just gone.” I wrinkled my nose as hot tears crept up to blur my vision.

“You wouldn’t have listened!” He closed his eyes and took a breath. “You’re so stubborn, all the time, Claire. If I’d told you what I’d seen, you would’ve told me we could just fix it, that we could fix it together. I looked at every possible future, and there was no fix where I didn’t leave.”

The students around us were running into class, and I wanted to run away with them, but knew I had to finish this. I thought about who I was three years ago; just a stupid late teen with big dreams and no taste of reality. I was stubborn... I am stubborn.

“Was it this?” I asked, gesturing to the world around us.

Construction trucks beeped in the distance as repairs were made around the city. Cranes swiveled and dropped cargo in Memorial Park, working to repair the damage Norah’s nova blast had caused. All in all, the city had been left in a rough state, but it was strong, and we would bounce back.

He shook his head. “It’s still out there, another year or so, but it’s changed now.”

“Which perhaps would suggest that if you’d consulted me on the matter, we could’ve done something about it, right?” I crossed my arms again, tighter than before, a feeling of hot, angry victory blooming in my stomach.

He nodded. “I did what I thought was right at the time.”

The words struck me. That was all I’d done, too. The whole ordeal with the tree and the slugs, I’d made all my decisions with the best intentions in mind, using all I had, until I let the others down.

In the end, we were only able to resolve it together.

“What you did to me, to all of us, was unbelievably shitty,” I started, and a glimmer of hope entered his eyes. “You’ve got a long way to go.”

He smiled. “Like I said, I’m willing to put in the work, and I know where I stand.”

The session bell rang and I pointed at him. “We’re going to talk about this vision, all of us together, soon.”

“Of course,” he said with a shallow bow, then fist pumped and said in a boisterous voice, “But now, to class!”
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Chapter 32
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MY PHONE BUZZED, AND I tried to ignore it, but the notification appeared on my school holoscreen too. Damn me for connecting the message app to my school account.

Piper: My dudes, we need to review all this juicy ascension stuff tonight!

I typed a reply. We should do it over some Pad Thai. You wouldn’t believe what passed for food in the SoL infirmary.

Elise: I’m super down, eh... but could Edgar maybe come? We haven’t gone on a date since before he was de-slugged.

Piper: Ew, you went on a date when he was still slugged?

Elise: No! Since before that, when no one was slugged yet.

Norah: Claire, did they tell you who started all this? Or do you know? I’m just curious what butt-munch I need to slap later.

Claire: No idea. Director wouldn’t tell me much, either, oh, but we did get the Stewards of Light “medal of honor.”

Piper: Yeah, we got ours a few days after all the shit went down. Have you checked the stats on it? I was really surprised there were some!

Norah: I also saw our joint account jump to six digits.

I smirked.

Claire: Yeah, apparently the Director wanted to make sure we were properly compensated for the work we did.

Piper: Noice, but it was mostly you... somehow >_>

Mr. Juhl walked down my aisle, and I quickly hid my message app, and my smile, until he passed.

Norah: Seriously though, nice work. Now we can live like queens!

Elise: Or at least get an apartment with separate bedrooms.

Claire: Aw, E, you don’t wanna be my beddy-bye-mate anymore?

Piper: She’s upgraded her beddy-bye-mate, sorry, dude. You can room with me!

Norah: We should put Piper in her own apartment building, the only way we’ll get away from her snores. ZZZZZZZ

Claire: But in seriousness, you guys, I’m pretty sure the Director was just worried we’ll try to apply for another Guild now that we’re famous. They don’t want to lose Denver’s Sweethearts... Think about all the big sponsors we’ll reel in.

Norah: Such is the way of things. Maybe we should shop around, show them who’s really the boss >=)

Elise: Whatever we do, we need to be more careful. I can’t have my dad knowing I’m... well... who I am. He’ll freak out, and not in a cute fan-boy way.

Piper: Roger that. I’m so glad my rents know and are good at keeping secrets. They’re the best.

I tabbed over to my code window and popped out a few lines that came to mind during our chat. My attention drifted to the seat two in front of me and one to the left where Augur sat. Ugh, better to get that conversation over and done with through text.

Claire: So, guys, something’s happened, and I wanted to talk to you about Augur.

Piper: We already talked to him.

Norah: Yeah, he practically groveled.

Elise: He said he wasn’t going to try to talk to you until he got all of our approval, to make it easier on you. Kinda sweet.

My gaze shot back up to the chair where Augur sat. He was buried in his computer screen, scrolling through pages faster than I thought he could possibly be reading.

Claire: Great... So, we’re all on the same page. Or will be. He said he would talk to us about the vision soon.

Piper: It’s not that interesting, really.

I glared at the back of his head, fuming, then returned to the text on the screen.

Claire: He already told you that too!?

Norah: Well, yeah, the apology for doing the shitty thing has to come with an explanation of why the shitty thing happened. Did you forgive him without actually figuring out why he ignored you?

Another notification came in on a different chat channel, one of the classroom apps that used his real name...

Kai Benson: Get ready for the best class announcement ever.

I looked up to see him staring forward, a tiny smirk on his face.

“Okay, everyone, with the few minutes we have left, I’ve got a special announcement.” Mr. Juhl propped a hip up against his desk and read from his holoscreen. “We’ve been invited for an exciting three-week trip to Naples, Italy, to visit the Xion Heroic Research Institute!”

He paused to allow the class to voice their excitement. When no one spoke up, I gave a loud “Woot woot,” to cheer him up, and a few people around me clapped once or twice.

“We will be their guests and research partners at this time, working alongside the professionals at XHR Institute. This hands-on experience will be phenomenal for your careers, and I mean, come on, Naples, Italy!”

He paused again, and the class cheered a little better than the last time. “For those of you who can make that commitment next semester, this is an all-expenses-paid trip by the XHR Institute—”

“Woo!” I screamed even louder, clapping vigorously. The rest of the class followed suit, now very excited about the prospect.

“Yes, very good. It’s an all-expenses-paid trip, and, huge bonus points, founder of Xion himself, Doctor Benito Gilberti, will be opening up their suite to us for the Hero Olympiad at the new colosseum!”

Keensense perked up at this, and I listened to what my gut was saying. Something was amiss, but I couldn’t tell what.

“Oh, no way! Isn’t the Hero Olympiad being held through most of June?” someone behind me asked.

“Right you are, Mr. Hunter. XHR Institute is one of this year’s hosts and the primary sponsor. Boy, they sure do have their priorities in order.” Mr. Juhl’s eyes sparkled with admiration.

“But June is the summer,” some girl said with annoyance.

Mr. Juhl laughed. “Correct again, points to Ms. Bowen. The deal gets even sweeter. You don’t have to miss class, and you will be paid for all your work at XHR Institute. We didn’t agree to Credit values yet, but I’m sure it will be more than generous.”

Keensense gave another flicker of warning. Something was off about this. I scowled and looked to Augur. He was already looking at me, eyebrows raising in excitement as he grinned. He pressed enter on his keyboard, and a message dinged on my screen.

Augur: This is going to be fun, 72% guarantee.

The dismissal bell rang, and I jumped. Keensense was making me jittery. I had to get that shit under control.

I unplugged my keyboard and jammed it into my backpack as Mr. Juhl stepped up to my desk. “I really hope you’ll be able to make it. That friend I told you about at XHR, I talked with her about the premise of your thesis, and she would be thrilled to work with you while you’re out there.”

“Yeah, I would love to go, of course. I mean, I’ve never been overseas so a free three-week trip to Italy, and also the Games are going to be awesome. I’m just sad you told us with six months to go.” I feigned excitement through my worry. If I was going to be a hero, I’d have to walk face first into danger, and following the tingles of Keensense was a perfect way to get in trouble.

“Five months, and it’ll be here before you know it.” He patted me on the shoulder and paced back to the front of the class.

Augur stepped up beside me, a smile plastered to his face. I zipped up my pack and slung it over my shoulder, unamused. “The course is going to take you places, huh?”

He sighed. “I’ve been banned from playing the lottery or investing in stocks, and I really don’t have that great of a salary as a mid-range A Ranker. But more importantly, I didn’t get an invite to the Games.”

I pouted at him as we walked from class. “Aww, did dat hurt your wittle feewings?”

He rolled his eyes, but then smiled as he looked at me with fondness. “I missed you, a lot.”

My throat constricted as I felt the years of his abandonment crash down on me in a flash. He must’ve seen the shift on my face, because he cleared his throat and moved on. “In any case, no, I’m not offended that I didn’t get invited to participate. I’m worried, because you will.”
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Epilogue
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“LANGUAGE ANALYSTS ARE still having a difficult time piecing it together,” the woman paused, apprehensive. “Are you sure she was saying something?”

“I’m positive.” The man nodded, his gaze locked on the city outside his window. “Status on the other records?”

“Incoming, a bit slower than we expected, but it’s all there.”

“They’re far less important than she is. If we can—” he cut himself short. There was no reason to discuss the details again. “What’s the status on her invite?”

“Requested to the board, no response yet.”

The man pinched the bridge of his nose. “It’s—”

“Paramount,” the woman cut him off. “I know. We’ll get her.”
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NEW WORLDS GET NEW kings, and that’s exactly what Abby thinks she’s found in her boss’ hacked code.

With a cataclysmic asteroid careening toward Earth, the VRMMORPG project Viridian Gate Online has become more than just a game, and Abby thinks her boss, Robert Osmark, wants to be more than just its founding father.

Now, Abby holds a hacked key to the kingdom that could earn her a punishment worse than death. To uncover the secret that drug lords and corrupt politicians paid millions for, Abby must dive into the game she helped create and team up with one of its AI creations. It’s a race against the clock as she tries to discover what’s hidden in the secret code before Osmark can crown himself ruler over all that remains of humanity. 

From James A. Hunter—author of Viridian Gate Online, Rogue Dungeon, War God's Mantle, and the Yancy Lazarus Series—and debut author J.D. Astra, comes an epic new entry into the Expanded Universe of Viridian Gate Online that you won't want to put down!
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Chapter One: Apocalypse Hacking

THE CLICKS AND CLACKS of my keystrokes reverberating off the empty chairs and standing desks at Osmark Tech were the only sounds, aside from the hammering of my heart. I’d been afraid before, working for Osmark, but never this scared. If I was right, they would do much worse than kill me for what I was about to commit.

My cursor lingered over the “deploy to prod” button. Under normal working hours, my fresh lines of code would’ve been peer-reviewed, sent through the sanity checker, unit tested, then deployed to staging. But eight months straight of crunch coupled with the impending doom of the planet left everyone eager to get to their capsules when Osmark dismissed us not an hour before.

I glanced around the large open space one more time to ensure everyone had in fact gone, my heart still jackhammering away. My finger trembled as I pressed and held the left-click down. I could still back out, forget what I’d read, forget I had seen what Osmark had planned.

“No one else is going to stop him. You must figure out what these ‘scrolls of allegiance’ are, and why so many high-rolling wretches paid out the wazoo for them,” I reminded myself, then inhaled deeply.

“Plus, you spent your entire overtime bonus check sending Jack that capsule. You’re gonna need something more than just the end of the world to break the ice when you meet up again, and you know how much Jack loves a good dungeon crawl. If that’s what this is. Who knows what billionaire drug dealers pay millions for in a virtual world? It could be full of godmode codes that somehow subvert our anti-cheating protocols.”

My hand curled to a ball as I retracted my finger, doing the undoable. The screen read, “Committing new code to production. Estimated Completion —> 280 seconds.”

The building trembled at the sound of a muffled crash, accompanied by terrified shouts, and my gaze shot past the screen to the fading light outside. It had been a while since I took more than a fleeting glance out a window, a few days at least. Most of us had elected to stay indefinitely at Osmark Tech since the global announcement of 213 Astraea weeks ago, as it was just safer here.

I walked to the massive UV-protected glass framed by columns of wide-leafed plants that hadn’t been watered in weeks and looked down the eight stories to the streets below.

Chaos. That was the only word to describe it. Someone had driven a truck through the screaming mob, trying to ram down the doors of Osmark Technologies, but they had failed. A fiery, smoking wreck lay at the foot of our building, and civilians scrambled to get out of blast range.

When Osmark ordered security improvements for the front desk a few months ago, reinforcing the walls and windows of the bottom floors, I thought it was just because of the recent mass shootings, to protect us from something like that. Not something like this. Not trying to protect us from desperate cries for salvation.

213 Astraea, nine miles of pure destruction, was what they were terrified of. A mass of rock and ice carving a path through space on a collision course with our little speck of paradise: Earth. I was scared too, but less so. I knew I had a chamber waiting in the basement where I would hopefully transition into the game I’d been helping develop for the last four years. A lifeboat for humanity. Viridian Gate Online.

A lifeboat that had cost me six precious months with my father and being there for his dying breath. It’s critical, Osmark had said, life altering. I wish he’d told us all the truth sooner—it would make resenting him for missing my father’s funeral a little harder. But no. Osmark was a deplorable man and a terrifying boss. He’d known about Astraea for months and refused to tell us until he realized DevOps wouldn’t complete until it was too late. He told us a few weeks before the global announcement, some kind of incentive to work harder.

Still, I chose to trade the last minutes of my father’s life for work. Osmark had needed me, but if I had left, even for one day to see my father into the ground, he would’ve made sure no one needed me. I would’ve been blacklisted to the tech industry, my career and sole source of income destroyed.

If I’d known then there wouldn’t be any other sources of income today, I would’ve gone to see him, at least one last time. To hell with Osmark, he would’ve taken me back. We had been desperate for Senior Systems Architects for months since the last three abandoned the game at the news of Astraea. The excuses didn’t make me feel much better, but now that we all had somewhere safe at the end of the world, I was less upset about my choice.

Plus, I had another choice now and a new purpose. I was going to discover Osmark’s plan with these in-game “scrolls_of_allegiance” and end his reign here, before it could transfer into the game. He would never control anyone like he did at Osmark Tech, never again.

I took one last glance below and mourned the loss of so much life. They wouldn’t get in, not until I and the other employees transitioned into the game, and even then, there were only four hundred capsules they could use. In a day or two, a security team would run a raffle and bring in one thousand two hundred people from the screaming mob. With the transition taking up to seventy-two hours, a little under twelve days left until Astraea hit, and a one in six chance of dying instead of transitioning, we could only save about twelve hundred lives by reusing our capsules. A few less, if we counted the technicians who had the gut-churning job of removing the corpses from the capsules and cleaning them for another occupant.

My watch buzzed, and I turned the face toward me. “Deploy Complete” read the email title. I jogged past the desks full of half-drank coffee cups, plates with pizza crusts, and empty packets of Skittles. My computer screen came to life at my touch, and I checked the full deploy log. “Warning: error in (NullObjectReference-CaCoCa_Scroll) - Line 241.”

The pounding in my chest dropped to the pit of my stomach.

“You have got to be shitting me.”

I pulled up the console, fingers dancing across the keyboard like a drunkard’s ballet; violent and clumsy. No, no, no. This can’t be happening. Not now! I checked my watch again: 5:28. I had approximately thirty minutes to get to the Integration Room: our mass grave. I needed to watch this push through to completion. There was no way I would go into V.G.O. not knowing if the code was actually delivered.

Line 241... the line referencing the in-game object [Aleixo_Carrera-Scroll_of_Allegiance.OBJ]. How is that possible? The object doesn’t exist yet? I traced the lines of code backwards through mentions and discovered the culprit.

Tricky son of a bitch. Osmark had the game data committed, but the .OBJ for the actual scroll wasn’t in there. He was going to run a patch in approximately eleven hours that would remove the <inactive> flag and deploy the scroll .OBJs automatically.

I could just create my own scroll .OBJ from any random asset lying around and copy the data... but that might not work. There could be something else at play here and—

“Attention, all employees,” the PA system rang out, and I jumped, my train of thought derailed. “The Integration Room will be locked for your safety in approximately thirty minutes. If you have elected to participate in Osmark Technology’s V.G.O. integration, please wrap up your personal affairs and proceed to sub-level three to claim your capsule. Thank you.”

The synthetic voice was more than enough to raise hairs. Osmark and his core team were at the pinnacle of AI creation, making things so close to real, they’d pass a Turing Test some humans couldn’t. So, why they had gone with a cold and jagged, easily distinguished AI voice for the office PA, I guess I’d never know.

I turned my attention back to the problem at hand, pushing and prodding at Osmark’s security systems, praying not to set off any alarms. Blocked, rigged, protected... damn it. There was simply not enough time to do this hack. I’d have to get creative, quick. I pulled the desk into standing mode, and my back straightened as my fingers gained their last purpose.

Selentium was from the days of old, it was automation script for the web, but I knew how to make it sing for any task. I cranked away, script after script, lacing together a fragile plan. Coroutines within subroutines emerged until finally I had it. My automated script would open the console and run command line to deploy my filesync to prod exactly five minutes after Osmark’s. Meaning I would be delivered a copy of that Scroll of Allegiance five minutes after he was and know exactly what he was up to with that secret area. Or that was my hope.

I’d have to pick my username carefully, as that was the only thing binding this code to my in-game persona. A few keystrokes, a username, that’s all that stood between Osmark and the likely tyranny of what remained of the human race.

The overhead PA system sprang to life again. “All employees, please be aware the Integration Room will be locked for your safety in fifteen minutes.”

Just enough time for a test run. I set the timer on the automated script to the current time and drummed my fingers, rat-a-tap, rat-a-tap, as it executed. Command prompts opened, filled with lines of code, and closed. I sighed as the deployment screen read, “Committing new code to production. Estimated Completion —> 280 seconds.”

I chewed on my bottom lip, watching the seconds tick down and not allowing other thoughts, self-defeating thoughts, to enter my mind. The server came back with the same error on line 241. Perfect. I changed the time back, set the computer to stay awake, and unplugged the monitor, just in case someone wandered through and felt like turning it off to save a few watts of power at the end of the world.

“All employees, please be aware the Integration Room will be locked for your safety in ten minutes.”

“I know!” I roared at the ceiling.

My heart thumped again as I imagined missing the deadline. I grabbed my backpack and jacket... then stopped. I wouldn’t need them where I was going. The straps slipped from my shoulders, and I reached for the picture of my mom and dad on my desk.

“I’m so sorry I wasn’t there. I’ll make you proud, I promise.”

I returned the picture to its place on the desk and jogged from the empty room. The typically bustling halls were devoid of life. Everyone had either gone home to accept their fate or run to the Integration Room for their final transition. I pressed the button for the elevator and imagined what it would be like to live life out in a video game. Not even live it out, but live forever.

I loved RPGs just as much as the next nerd, but to never grow old, never raise a family—unless Osmark had another team working on a secret fertility project—it would be life without progress. Well, not so true. We would have our character levels, stats, the talent tree, gear, and plenty of dungeons to raid as long as the ever-present, godlike Overminds did their jobs. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad.

Ping! My eyes shot forward as the elevator doors opened, and a familiar face stared back at me. “Hi, Leon,” I said without much gusto. Leon was a technical artist. He had spent his last few days making sure noses could scale appropriately to face dimensions.

“Hey, Abby. Headed to the Integration Room?” He placed his hand against the door for me.

I nodded. “Yeah. Just wrapped up the last call with my mom,” I lied. I called my mom three days ago and begged her, for the very last time, to accept Osmark’s offer for family of the V.G.O. team to transition into the game for free. She refused. I miss him. I want to see him soon. She believed in an afterlife. Believed that my father was waiting for her in heaven. I hoped she would find peace at the end, no matter what happened after death.

“Yeah, it’s nice to have some family to confide in at the end of the world.” He shrugged his shoulders, gaze dropping to his shoes. Poor guy, he probably didn’t have anyone.

The elevator doors tried to close again, and I hurried in next to him.

“So, have it all planned out?” he asked with a plastic grin as I pressed B3.

“Have what planned?” My voice peaked a little too high, my heart pounding as I thought of the code waiting to deploy on my machine.

He elbowed me casually. “I assumed Abby the Architect would know exactly what race you were going with, what city you’d make your home, what class you’d pick.” He laughed. “You’re such a planner, I figured you would have everything worked out by now.”

I gave him a curt smile. I had some of it planned, sure, but it’s not like I couldn’t roll with the punches. That was the point of Viridian Gate Online: as soon as you felt you had your bearings, Sophia or Enyo would throw a curveball.

The Overminds, computer AI game-masters, were always ready to increase the difficulty or create a new challenge. Strife was the point of Enyo’s existence, and Sophia sought balance, though it was a vague term. It sought to ensure the player had just enough difficulty to remain entertained, but not so much they wanted to ragequit.

Three months ago, ragequit would’ve meant a loss of revenue for Osmark Tech, but now, ragequit meant something entirely different. How would someone quit the game? Suicide, was it even possible? Could you end your simulation voluntarily? The questions turned my gut.

“Anyway, I hope you make it.” He gave me a nudge as the doors to B3 opened, and he walked away.

“You too,” I called after him, my short legs unable to keep up with his please get me out of this situation pace.

I did hope Leon made it. I wanted to make it, too.

The white concrete walls amplified the sound of Leon’s hasty retreat from me, and I felt more alone than ever. I was going to die. Perhaps my consciousness would be copied into the game simulation, but perhaps not. There was a near 17% chance that I would die for real and never make it into the game permanently.

The unending thump of my heart faltered as I thought of my whole life. Was it a life I was proud to lead? Maybe. My thoughts fell on my father, my mother, how I wasn’t there. Sure, I would call, and I would video chat, but it wasn’t the same as being there. Was I a good person?

“Attention, employees, the Integration Room is now closing.”

My breath caught in my throat and I ran. The doors were sliding shut, but I slipped through with a sigh.

I took in the tomb: short ceiling, maybe eight feet, fresh concrete everywhere, organized, methodical, and sterile. Osmark had bought and renovated this space months ago for a “storage center.” What could we possibly store as a tech company, other than servers?

Coffins. Or their equivalent. We would die in the capsules. Either by transitioning from our bodies into the game or by being incompatible with the code and wasting away into cardiac arrest after three days. Then our bodies would be removed, and the capsules reused for some of the dying mob outside the gates of salvation.

My eyes roved over the claustrophobia-inducing landscape, and the memory of the first death, the first disappearance into the game, replayed in my mind. I recalled Osmark and his right hand, Sandra, standing on the stage in front of employees and investors, describing the incident.

They’d downplayed the death like it was just another failed prototype, wrote off the loss of human life like a dysfunctional server. What they didn’t explain was how they’d lost the human consciousness into the code. It was processed and digitized, then vanished into the trillions of functions executing every second.

“Abigail Hollander!” 

UGH! Abigail is not my name! I wanted to say, but I turned to Tristen, my manager-who-wished-he-wasn’t-my-manager, with a terse smile.

“What’s up, Tristen?” I hoped he wasn’t going to go on about, “Now that I’m not your manager anymore, could we like, go out for pizza some time?” Or would it be roasted chicken now? I didn’t think pizza made it into V.G.O.

He eyed me with teeth clenched. “You were cutting it close. What were you doing?”

My stomach fluttered at the thought of what I was actually doing for the last hour. Hacking into Osmark’s private code, inspecting his future commits, writing automated code to copy them, and more.

“I had to call my mom. She didn’t want to transition, so I had to say goodbye for good.” I entwined my fingers, not wanting them to wiggle and look suspicious.

“Oh.” Tristen looked down, then placed an awkward hand on my shoulder. “I’m really sorry.”

“It’s fine. We said what we had to say, and I’m ready.” I filled my chest with air in an attempt to shake his hand from my body, but he held tighter.

“That’s good. We need people like you in the new world.”

The New World, Osmark’s world. My resolve returned. I wouldn’t let him dominate the people who put their faith in him, in Osmark Tech. Sure, they may “survive,” but would they be saved? No. They were entering into a dictatorship they couldn’t have imagined. Not on my watch.

“Yeah, totally. I hope it’s just as awesome as we coded it.” I smiled again, trying to get out from under his grasp, but his grip was strong as he pulled me into an embrace.

“It’s going to be okay.”

I gritted my teeth and pulled away. “Yeah, it’s going to be fine.” I offered him a punch to the shoulder, and his cheeks flushed red.

“What’s your username? Maybe we could meet up?”

I bit my lip. “I haven’t picked mine yet. I haven’t had a chance to play at all.” I shrugged to mask the lie about not picking my name, and he laughed.

“Yeah, cool. Great. Well, maybe I’ll just see you around.”

My lips pursed. “Yeah, definitely.”

He shuffled his feet, and as I turned away, he grabbed my hand.

“Abby...” His voice was soft.

“What’s up, Tristen?” I didn’t want to hear it again. I wanted to get into the game. I wanted to start leveling. I needed to get a head start on Osmark, because his people definitely had a head start on me.

“I just wanted to say... you’re awesome.”

I stopped short. It wasn’t the same old rhetoric of why aren’t we dating. He was just being nice.

“You’re awesome too, Tristen.” I smiled.

He nodded. “It was nice being your manager. I hope these last eight months weren’t absolute torture.”

It was perhaps my last human interaction ever. I had to make it count. I had to try my best.

“Yeah, you did a great job. I hope you make it.”

He gave me a thumbs-up, classic Tristen. “I’ll see you in there. My tag is Triskiller.”

I groaned under my breath. What a terrible name to be stuck with for the rest of your life. But whatever.

I walked the rows, looking for “H.” So many D’s, what the heck? Ah, “H.” I walked in a few capsules to find pod 8. It was open and ready to receive me.

Unlike in Star Trek, the pod next to me didn’t have a glass cover. I couldn’t see the person inside, couldn’t watch them decay as their body died in the transition.

“Ms. Hollander. Please remove your clothing down to your underwear,” the pod said in the same artificial PA voice.

“Why?” I asked, though when I looked down, the clothes of those near to me littered the floor.

“The transition can be difficult on the body, and heat regulation is important. Removing some items of clothing can help us do that at a lower cost.”

There Osmark goes with the costs. Of course, do it fast, do it well, do it cheap. He wanted every point on the iron triangle, and he got it. Not by noble means, but he got it. This game would be amazing, a technical wonder, completed by slave labor and crime. Who would oppose him at the end of the world, though?

I unbuttoned my shirt, removed my flats, then my slacks, and hopped up into the tanning bed gone VRMMORPG simulator. I took my last breath in this world and closed the lid with the touch of a button.

It was dark for a moment, and as the machined whirred to life, so did the white loading screen. “Hello, I’m the CEO of Osmark Technologies, Robert Osmark, and I’d like to personally welcome you to Viridian Gate Online, the most advanced full-immersion video game in the world.” Osmark’s voice was unmistakable. 

I blinked hard, and his face came into view. Such a retro, Steve Jobs look. Thin-rimmed, round glasses, dark turtleneck, and shaggy hair about his face.

He went on. “Viridian Gate Online is truly the first of its kind. And that’s not the typical hyperbolic language so cavalierly tossed around in tech circles. No, I can assure you, I truly mean this is the first of its kind.”

Yeah, yeah, yeah. Get me into the game!

“Our revolutionary work with massive memristive neuromorphic computing systems has created a paradigm shift in AI technologies, and the result is an experience second to none. Moreover, through Osmark’s patented NexGenVR capsule you will experience a whole new world as though you were there in the flesh. Even the pain is real.”

The system stuttered, Osmark froze on screen, and the robotic voice of the AI took over. “Patch 1.3_e announcement update: Employees of Osmark Tech.”

Osmark’s face resumed its idle movements. “Hello, employees of Osmark Technologies, or close friends and family of the employee.” I was tired of hearing his nasally, droning voice, mostly because I’d heard it so many times in the last few months.

“You have done us, no, humanity, a great service. Either you contributed to the game, Viridian Gate Online, or you supported a technician working day and night to complete this new world. For that, we all owe you our lives. This couldn’t have been possible without you and the contributions of our benefactors.”

Benefactors. Right. He meant the politicians and criminals. Those able to give worldly support for virtual compensation when the end came.

“In the next seventy-two hours, you may experience some discomfort, and at the end of it, one in six will not be able to survive the transition to the game. Allow me to explain how it works.”

Osmark’s recording went into the layman’s version of the nano-tech copying the brain’s patterns line for line into a digital form over the next three days.

“Truthfully, that’s far more candid than I ever expected to be about how the process works, but this is the end of the world.” Osmark offered a genuine, yet exhausted, smile. I appreciated that. He was a dick and a whip cracker, but he could be real sometimes.

He went on to further explain that the nanobots now coursing through my veins would be copying my essence and uploading it to the servers deep underground, protected from the catastrophic EMP 213 Astraea would discharge on entering our atmosphere.

“We installed neural inhibitors into all the capsules which automatically logged players out after six hours of gameplay, but Patch 1.3 has changed all that. The neural inhibitors have all been disabled, and after twenty-four hours of in-game time, the logout button will permanently disappear, leaving you stranded in the game.”

No skin off my back, I didn’t plan on logging out.

“If you choose to upload yourself to Viridian Gate Online, you have a chance at surviving Astraea, at least in a digital form. Now, let me take a moment to address some of the concerns circulating around the internet rumor mill. First, I can personally assure everyone listening to this message that Patch 1.3 is our last major update—the game is locked, and all essential functions are now being administered by the AI controllers.”

The Overminds. I knew them all pretty well, understood their roles. I had to. My code needed to know who to call to complete a function, so I’d had to learn them all, though I only created code for two of them: Enyo, the Overmind of Chaos, and Sophia, the Overmind of Balance.

Osmark went on to discuss the fears of hacking, which we “secured” against. We certainly did our best, but someone with time and a lot of dedication could hack what we did. It would be hard, nearly impossible with the time the world had left, but they could do it.

“By watching this warning, you hereby remove all liability of damages from Osmark Technologies, its corporate owners, and its subsidiary entities. Would you still like to proceed?”

I knew what needed to be done, and I was the one to do it. Even if I only had three days until my heart stopped, perhaps stopped for good, I would make them count. I would make Osmark pay.

I cherished my last moment as a living, breathing, fleshy being, then answered. “Yes.”

<<<>>>

Quest Alert: Continue Reading Firebrand

Continue with Abby to find out what happens next! 

Quest Class: Rare, Class-Based

Quest Difficulty: Easy

Success: Read on to continue the adventure! 

Reward: 15,000 EXP; Title: The Firebrand

Accept: Yes / No?

<<<>>>
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TO THE MOST WONDERFUL man in my life, my loving partner, George. You’ve been listening to my ridiculous rants and conspiracy theories, helping me as I struggle to undo the knots in my mind, and reminding me that Google is a thing that I should use more often. Your additions to this story were invaluable, and the late-night pizza baking saved my life. In short, I couldn’t have done it without you. I look forward to every single step of this journey with you.

To eden Hudson, an insanely talented author, cheerleader, editor, and friend. This book wouldn’t be half as good as it is if you weren’t there to keep me on the rails. Thanks for putting up with 3am texts in all caps, messages five miles long about the next plot point, and my weird as hell brain. Thanks for appreciating me the way I am. You get me, bro.

To my rad publisher and the huge team that makes Shadow Alley Press more than just a collection of authors, editors, artists, and readers, but a family I’m proud to be part of. You guys are the freakin’ best, and I literally couldn’t have done it without you.

To the readers... You guys rock! Keep reading, being curious, and sharing your greatness with the world. Without you, the art of storytelling would die. I hope you enjoy what lies ahead.
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YOU CAN FIND EVEN MORE books and awesome recommendations by checking out the litRPG Group on Facebook!
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YOU CAN FIND EVEN MORE books and awesome recommendations by checking out LitRPG Books on Facebook!
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GameLit and Cultivation on Facebook
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AND, IF YOU LOVE GAMELIT and Cultivation and want to find more awesome books, check out the GameLit Society on Facebook! Or if you’re a wuxia diehard, you’ll want to stop by the Western Cultivation Stories Group!
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About the Author

        
            About me... I'm a baller. Keyboard crawler. 20 inch display, on my ink scrawler. Holler. Getting flayed tonight, all my characters getting splayed tonight!

In my spare time I love to cook, hike, play video games, and spend quality time with my people.

Three questions people never ask me are; how do I look at myself in the mirror, what's in the box, and what does it take to build a story with likable characters in an interesting setting with important goals?

The answer to the last is determination, dedication, and sacrifice. I've been working at being a writer since before I could string more than two sentences together, and it never gets easier, but it does get better.

I'm surrounded by people who love and support me, which is the most amazing gift the universe could ever give. I will never give up, never surrender, and hopefully, keep on entertaining for the rest of my life.
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About the Publisher

        
            We love books and we are crazy-passionate about publishing the best adult Science Fiction, Fantasy, and Action-Adventure around.


Though our stories can be thought provoking at times, our primary goal is to entertain readers with wild stories and interesting characters you can’t walk away from. We want to whisk readers into a different world where the impossible is possible, where monsters lurk around every corner, but so do heroes, always ready to swoop in and fight back the dark.


We are also deeply dedicated to the authors we work with. For us, publishing is less about individual titles and more about supporting the authors we love. We want our writers to succeed, to thrive, to sell books, and to pursue their fiction passionately. We also want ALL writers to succeed and achieve their dreams of crafting excellent books and connecting with an audience who will love what they do. We firmly believe there has never been a better time to be an author. We also believe publishing is not a zero-sum game and that a rising tide lifts all boats. For that reason, we offer a variety of writing resources for folks looking to grow as wordsmiths or publish their books independently.


Find out about all our great books at www.ShadowAlleyPress.com
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