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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Attention all passengers: the next stop is Yamaoka Station.” A cool female voice spoke over the intercom, barely audible over the rumbling of the subway train streaking through the darkness. “All passengers bound for Yamaoka Station, please gather your belongings and prepare to disembark…” 
 
    I wasn’t bound for Yamaoka Station, so I stayed put. Thumbing one earbud out of my ear, I stared out the window as the lights flashed against the bare, tiled walls of the Potomac Metro.  
 
    It was about ninety minutes after rush hour, so the subway car was barely half-full: mostly commuters coming home late from work or people heading out to enjoy a little nightlife. My backpack sat between my feet, with the corner of an economics textbook peeking out from underneath the flap. 
 
    What a day, I thought, leaning my head against the window. The glass was cold, and would be colder still in a few hours once night fully fell over the city. The chill leached down from the streets of Potomac City, especially these days. 
 
    It had been a long day, and it was far from over. I’d just gotten out of classes at Dartfeld College, but there was no time to party. An exam waited for me first thing in the morning, and a depressingly large chunk of that bulky econ textbook in my backpack would be involved in the composition of the questions. Miss Kennedy would kill me if I failed it, considering how much money she spent on my tuition. 
 
    The subway train rocked gently as we took a curve, knocking the backpack against my foot. I opened it up and leafed through my papers, searching for the book I’d checked out from the college library. I hadn’t had much time to read it in the last few days, but maybe I could pause my podcast and do some brain-stretching for a change. Anything had to be better than just sitting here. 
 
    But before I could find it, my cell phone buzzed. The sound of a notification cut through the chatter in my earbuds, and I took the phone out of my pocket and paused the music. Flipping past a news story about last night’s vigil for the victims of the clash between Clayman and Madrigal, I navigated to my text messages. I smiled as I saw that I had a new text from Bailey. 
 
      
 
    Hey there. Been thinking about you ever since last weekend ;) 
 
      
 
    No matter how many times I got a text like that from a girl, it never failed to make me grin like an idiot. A whole hell of a lot of things had changed in my life over the course of the last few months, but not that. Never that. 
 
    That drive to the beach was crazy, I texted back, glancing over at my own reflection in the subway window. A blond, 20-year old guy with a face full of stubble stared back, looking like he’d found out a short while ago he’d won the lottery. In a manner of speaking, I had.  
 
    I rubbed my cheek as I waited for Bailey to text something back, wondering if I ought to shave when I got back to my apartment or put it off until after the exam. 
 
    The phone buzzed again. Yeah it was. Soooo much fun! <3 <3 
 
    She’d added a couple of heart emojis to the end for emphasis. We’d ended up driving to the beach at two in the morning, grabbing a few drinks at a convenience store along the way. We hadn’t even made it out of the parking garage of the hotel. As I remembered it, we’d hooked up in the backseat, then a couple more times out in front of the waves. Dawn had found us snuggling under a blanket, ready to drive back to Potomac City and just barely make it to class. 
 
    So my Delta Chi sisters are having this totally boring sorority mixer tonight, Bailey texted. Even as the message appeared, three dots underneath it told me she was typing even more. 
 
    “Oh shit,” I whispered, weighing my options. “Any other night, Bailes, I’d be all over it…” 
 
    Before I could say anything, the next text had already appeared at the bottom of our messages.  
 
    I’m trying to figure out what I should wear, lol. Want to help me out? 
 
    As if by magic, another three dots filled the bottom of the screen. This time, they appeared for only a moment before an image loaded up. My eyes widened, and my heart skipped a beat.  
 
    Instinctively, I looked around to make sure no one sitting near me on the train could see my screen. 
 
    Bailey hid the top half of her face in the photo, but that’s about all she’d hidden. She wore no shirt, and only the work of the arm not holding the camera kept her from being totally topless. She held her tits with that wrist, pushing them up and squeezing them together. Her long, blonde locks hadn’t been combed yet, and hung around her like a messy halo. 
 
    Her cheerleading outfit sat on the bed behind her, draped over the blanket like a naughty promise. Bailey loved to flaunt her image as the heart-of-gold blonde cheerleader with just a little bit of edge. It was what drew me to her in the first place. 
 
    Most tempting of all were the pair of gray panties sheathing Bailey’s curvy hips. The contour of her mound was clearly visible through the thin fabric, and a faint wet spot had begun to form at the place where her lips gave way to the soft, pink folds within.  
 
    She’d probably just splashed some water between her legs to get the effect, but it didn’t matter. I was hard as a rock now, and had to cross one leg over the other in my seat to hide it. 
 
    Damn, what a girl, I thought, chuckling to myself. 
 
    You should come over, Bailey texted me. Help me pick out something cute to wear. Wanna come to the party with me too? 
 
    God, how I wanted to. And if thirty percent of my econ grade wasn’t set to be decided in the morning, I’d have jumped at the chance. 
 
    Can’t, I texted back. Big exam tomorrow. Make or break time. You know I would if I could. 
 
    A flood of sad emojis came back to me a few moments later. 
 
    That sucks, Bailey wrote back. You sure you can’t stop by really quick? My friends and I are gonna pregame, and I keep telling them you’re soooo cool and sweet… 
 
    As I tried to figure out how I was going to let her down gently, I flipped to the other conversations on my phone. Half a dozen other invitations waited for me. The cute Asian chick in my engineering class was trying to get me to go skating with her this weekend, and this goth girl I’d gone to high school with had been sending me pictures even more explicit than Bailey’s.  
 
    Life hadn’t always been like this.  
 
    A few months ago, I’d been happy enough to have one girlfriend. The thought of juggling a dozen dates (casual as they might be) was the furthest thing from my mind. That was before I’d started to show my powers, however. Nothing was the same after that. 
 
    Never before the big game, I sent Bailey with a wink emoji. Maybe tomorrow, to celebrate? 
 
    This time, the text took longer to arrive. As empathetic as I was, phones were still the bane of my existence. The digital medium robbed communication of so much depth and nuance, turning everything into short letters sent through the void. My cheat didn’t work over text messages or social media, which was both stressful and grounding in a way.  
 
    Aww, boo, Bailey finally wrote. You’d better make it up to me tomorrow ;) 
 
    I will, I promised her. Have fun at the party. 
 
    I tucked the phone away and rested the back of my head against the window. I can’t believe I just turned that down, I told myself, chuckling faintly. How is this real life? 
 
    Shortly after my eighteenth birthday, I’d started to notice a change in my perceptions. It started faint and slow. For the longest time, I lived in denial, telling myself I’d just gotten really good at reading faces and figuring out how best to respond to people so they did what I wanted. It wasn’t until I’d felt my econ professor’s headache and offered him an Advil after class—without the man ever commenting on his migraine or giving any sign that he was in pain—that I faced up to the truth.  
 
    I had superpowers. 
 
    Supers weren’t uncommon in Potomac City. In fact, this part of the world had more superhumans per capita than any region of the country. No one really knew why, though the scientists and talking heads in the media had dozens of different theories. Some said it was because Autarch set up his capitol here a decade ago, some people said it was the water, and then there were the tinfoil-hat theories.  
 
    I didn’t care much. I just focused on keeping it quiet. 
 
    A generation or so ago, turning out to be a super would have been great news. It would’ve made me a celebrity overnight, given me the power to do whatever I wanted and go anywhere I chose to go.  
 
    But that was before the war. Before Autarch beat the snot out of the various groups of supers and formed SENTRY chapters in every major city—a group of supers dedicated to ‘maintaining the peace’ and ‘identifying new superhumans in the local community’. 
 
    On TV, SENTRY were presented as peacekeepers. In reality, we all knew what they were: a cross between the Mafia and the Cartels. Except neither criminal organization had superhumans backing them up.  
 
    Officially, Autarch had no political power or ability to make decisions for humanity.  
 
    Unofficially, he was the God Emperor of Earth. 
 
    And he didn’t like people with my abilities. 
 
    The press call what I can do ‘radical empathy’: the ability to feel other people’s emotions as if they were my own. Some conspiracy theorists have called it ‘mind control’, but I’ve never been able to get anyone to do anything they don’t want to do.  
 
    I just happen to know what someone is feeling—if they’re hiding a secret, if they want someone to cheer them up, if they need someone to take them seriously, or if they want to toss their brain in a corner and go fuck hard at the beach. My powers could be useful in a thousand different ways, some of which I was still working on discovering. 
 
    The results spoke for themselves. To my teachers, I was the most responsive, attentive student they’d ever had. And to the hot girls of my college, I was the guy who was funny, sweet, or cocky on demand—and could get you off like no one else in the tri-state area. My empathy extended to other people’s pleasure as well as pain, which meant with all of my partners I could pinpoint exactly what turned them on and do it as often as possible. 
 
    It wasn’t hypnosis or pick-up artistry: my gift just gave me the ability to empathize. When you don’t merely know what people want, but feel what drives them, and what they secretly hope a guy would do or say when they come up to them at a party, it turns out you naturally become a guy that girls like to be around. 
 
    And it was that power that allowed me to feel the sudden wash of anxiety in the redhead a few seats away. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I sat up straighter in my seat, removed my earbuds, and listened in. Down at the front of the train car where the connection to the next section stood closed, a professionally dressed redhead sat staring up at a guy wearing what could charitably be called ‘rags’. Though she was controlling her facial expression well, I could feel the dread spreading through her stomach like acid. 
 
    “They’re everywhere,” the guy was saying.  
 
    Though there were plenty of empty seats on the train, the guy hadn’t taken one. Instead, he clutched the pole like it was the only thing keeping him from being pulled away into the darkness. His eyes were wild, like he’d seen a ghost, and a brief touch along the surface of his thoughts was all it took to get me to recoil away from his brain.  
 
    His mind was a wash of confusion and fear, bordering on complete insanity. The terror I felt inside of him made the woman’s anxiety feel like small potatoes in comparison. 
 
    “Please,” the redhead whispered, clutching her briefcase tighter. “I don’t have any money. And I don’t know what you’re talking about. Could you just leave me alone?” 
 
    I don’t think he hears you. Whatever shit this guy had been through, it was the kind that slammed a permanent barrier between you and the rest of reality.  
 
    I felt bad for him—he wasn’t a villain, just a crazy guy who needed some help—but that didn’t give him the right to bother random people on the subway and scare the shit out of them. 
 
    “The government doesn’t want you to know about them!” the man said, his eyes nearly bugging out of his head. “I’ve seen ‘em, I’ve seen ‘em all! They punch little holes in the paper—holes that let the light through! Except it isn’t light, shit! It’s not light at all!” 
 
    “Please stop,” the redhead whispered again. She looked around the half-empty subway car for some form of help. No one moved. 
 
    That pissed me off.  
 
    Without me even meaning to, I pushed outward with my powers and touched the minds of everyone in the subway car. What I felt made me sick to my stomach.  
 
    In a few of them—too few—I could feel their shame at not coming to the woman’s aid, along with their own worries of being attacked by the crazy guy if they stood up to him. But most people weren’t feeling that way at all. They were annoyed by the inconvenience—or even worse, completely self-absorbed. 
 
    I could feel my hands balling into fists. Don’t do it, I tried to tell myself. You’ve got an exam tomorrow—thirty percent of your grade. You’re not responsible for righting every wrong that happens in Potomac City… 
 
    Maybe not. But fuck, there were so many wrongs. It was like no one gave a shit anymore, not since Autarch took over and SENTRY became the police and the government all wrapped up in one. 
 
    Back in the old days, people wrote comics and stories about superpowered heroes helping protect the innocent, saving the weak from the strong. But reality was the opposite of that dream.  
 
    Supers did whatever they wanted in this city, and treated the rest of us like the NPCs in their personal Grand Theft Auto session. Like we were insects to get stepped on while they got their rocks off from it. 
 
    The guy’s ranting got even louder. Now the redhead pressed her back to the window as hard as she could, looking not to other people but to the little screen showing how long it would be until we reached the next station.  
 
    I knew I should have let her wait it out—that she’d probably just sit there and bolt as soon as the train stopped. The ashamed would stay ashamed, and the people who didn’t care probably wouldn’t even notice. 
 
    But it’s hard to stop yourself when you’ve got super empathy. 
 
    I’m probably going to regret this, I told myself as I picked up my backpack. But fuck it. 
 
    As I stood up, I thought I heard the sound of a cat meowing, like I’d startled it from its hiding place. I looked around, thinking how absurd it would be for a feline to be hiding on a subway train, but there wasn’t anything around me except empty seats.  
 
    Must have been someone’s cell phone. People selected the craziest shit to tell them they’d gotten a new notification or text message. 
 
    The woman was halfway out of her seat by the time I got to her, on the point of fleeing. Not that it would have done her much good.  
 
    The guy clinging to the pole looked like a kettle about to boil over. Spittle flew from his lips as he ranted and raved. A cursory touch of his mind told me he was agitated and about to become very, very unpleasant. 
 
    I put myself between the business woman and the guy yelling at her. “Hey man,” I said, plastering a smile to my face as I prepared to work my magic. “What’s up?” 
 
    Several heads turned in my direction. Whether they were self-absorbed or just too ashamed to do anything, no one had actually expected another passenger to come to this woman’s aid. Seeing me step up to the task gave them something to look at. It was a show. 
 
    “Eh?” The man gave a little start. He hadn’t expected this, which was exactly how I wanted it. “Who’re you?” 
 
    A gentle push against his mind and I felt the terror within him easing a touch. I’d refocused him, and now it was time to give him a new outlet for his ravings. People loved talking about themselves, especially when they felt like they were being listened to and appreciated it. I hadn’t realized that before I gained my powers, but now I took advantage of it whenever I could. 
 
    “Just somebody who’s interested in the truth, man,” I said, keeping my voice casual and my powers focused on the inside of the man’s skull. Whatever emotions he was planning on feeling, I wanted to know about them even before he did. “I don’t think she’s been listening to you, but I have! Tell me about what you saw. She obviously isn’t interested.” 
 
    I jerked a thumb behind me at the redhead, who was staring at me the way people getting mugged in old comic books used to stare at Batman. I actually felt a little bit like a hero as I blocked her from getting the worst of the crazy guy’s ranting. People around us watched me like they couldn’t quite believe what they were seeing. 
 
    The man let off feelings of surprise. Clearly he hadn’t expected anyone to be receptive to his story. The fact that someone was there left him calmer.  
 
    “It was horrible,” he muttered, shaking his head back and forth. “Once you see it, you can never unsee it. The holes, they’re hiding them—they don’t want anyone to know how many of them there are! They can’t control it, y’see—it’s the one thing they don’t control…” 
 
    I wasn’t expecting the bolt of bitterness that filled my stomach at the man’s words. He’d just hit the nail on the head, a lot better than anyone had expected him to. I didn’t believe whatever gibberish he was telling me about ‘holes’ in the world, of course, but it certainly did feel like we were under someone’s boot. 
 
    “Tell me about it,” I said, chuckling gently like a coworker around the water cooler. “SENTRY’s got the whole city locked down tighter than a bug’s ass. Supers fight supers, and ordinary people get crushed. When Crimson Queen tosses some low-level cape through a building and destroys the whole thing, those are real people inside. Don’t they care about that!?” 
 
    Now I was getting heated. I couldn’t help it. It made me mad, watching the strong prey on the weak.  
 
    People were trying to rebuild Potomac City, turn it back to what it was before the ‘bad old days’ when it was a free-for-all between all the new superhumans discovering their powers, but how could you rebuild a city when a bunch of assholes with superpowers kept destroying it? It wasn’t like Autarch gave a shit. 
 
    I expected the man to agree with me. After all, we’d established a rapport. I’d fed into his delusions without stoking them, giving him the outlet he so desperately needed in order to calm down. In my peripheral vision, I could see the lights of Yamaoka Station just up ahead—in thirty seconds, we’d be pulling into the next stop and this would all be over. 
 
    Instead, a wave of fear and insanity washed over the man’s mind. 
 
    “It’s you!” The guy clutched at the side of his head, as if he could feel my phantom fingertips grazing the surface of his thoughts. “You’re one of them!” 
 
    Guilt flooded me. Once again, the guy was more right than he knew. Could he actually feel me using my empathy on him, or was it just a lucky guess? The possibility that he could, that maybe the guy had powers of his own he didn’t even know about, flickered through my mind but was quickly discarded. 
 
    “I’m not anybody,” I said, forcing out a laugh and holding up my hands. “I told you, man, I was just listening in—” 
 
    Suddenly the guy had a knife. 
 
    It looked clean and sharp, like he’d just stolen it from a butcher’s shop or the kitchen of a restaurant. He’d had it in his pocket the whole time, and as he drew it, it shook in his dirty fingers.  
 
    I heard passengers gasp, and someone on the other side of the subway car went for their cell phone and started recording. 
 
    “Fuck you, monster!” the guy roared, spitting onto the floor of the subway car. “You’re one of them—you’re the reason we’re in this mess—!” 
 
    He charged me. I could have dodged away, jumped to the side and put as much distance between myself and the crazy guy as possible. That would’ve been the smart thing to do, for sure. 
 
    But that would have left the woman behind me wide open. She’d have been the one getting stabbed, not me. So I took it head on, and did my best to stop the guy. 
 
    His insanity gave him strength, but it also made him unsteady on his feet. I managed to get one hand around his wrist and push the knife upward, aiming it toward the ceiling of the subway car instead of at one of the passengers. The man twisted, his face right next to my face, as we grappled over the knife. 
 
    “He’s one of them!” the man roared, tears streaming down his face from sheer anger. “You took everything from me! You ruined this city! You ruined the whole world…!” 
 
    Even as we struggled, I felt another pang of guilt deep inside. The guy was crazy, but he wasn’t wrong.  
 
    Superhumans had destroyed everything that was good in this world. Humanity nearly went extinct when the first wave of supers gained their powers, and even now, civilization veered on the edge of total and final collapse. Only in a few major metropolises, like Potomac City, did life go on like something close to the old days. 
 
    That guilt consumed me as I pushed the man back into the pole. He’s right, I thought, all the hatred and unfairness and injustice of Autarch’s reign filling me up like a strong drink. Fuck him, but he’s right…! 
 
    “Ahh!” The man backed away and dropped to his knees. The knife fell from his nerveless fingers and landed on the floor of the subway car. Quickly, I kicked it over to the other side of the train. I had no idea what had just happened, but I wasn’t about to squander the moment. 
 
    The sound of grinding gears filled the car as the subway decelerated into the station. A few dozen pedestrians lingered in the underground metro, their faces growing confused at the sight of what was happening in the car they were about to enter. 
 
    As the danger passed, the people who’d been ashamed began to rise from their seats. I knew they’d tell themselves later that they’d taken action, but really they’d all been cowards. Instead of giving a shit about them, I touched the man’s mind again, trying to figure out what happened. 
 
    What I felt shocked me.  
 
    His terror had been replaced with confusion, and guilt. He sobbed against the floor of the subway as the car ground to a stop and the doors opened, looking around like a child who got lost in a store. 
 
    Guess he had a change of heart, I thought, turning to the redhead behind me. 
 
    “Come on,” I told her. “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    She stared up at me blankly. I didn’t need my powers to know that she was struggling to process everything she’d just seen. 
 
    “But this isn’t my stop,” she whispered in a faint voice. 
 
    “Then get on another train,” I said, tugging her. “That guy’s not going to stay down forever.” 
 
    The redhead and I stepped off the train, and so did everyone else. Someone carried the knife from the car and tossed it into a trash can, wiping their hands vigorously with a handkerchief after doing so. The man in the dirty outfit was still sobbing when the doors closed and the subway car rattled off into the darkness. 
 
    The redhead and I watched it go, her hand still in mine. 
 
    “My goodness,” she finally said with a sigh of relief, staring into the darkened subway tunnel like the man might come barrelling out with his knife. “That was a close one, wasn’t it?” 
 
    I gently opened myself to her emotions, sifting through them. She feels guilty about the man, I thought, and is asking herself if there’s anything she did to set him off. She’s also pissed that it took so long for someone to notice and help her. 
 
    Sorting through someone’s emotions was difficult even at the best of times, but I’d gotten very good at it. 
 
    “It wasn’t your fault,” I told her, giving her hand a squeeze before letting it go. “I saw that guy talk to a couple different people before you. If it hadn’t been you, he’d have gone off on someone else.” I made a face, not needing to hide my disgust for the rest of the car. “I’m sorry no one else got up and said something. If I’d noticed sooner…” 
 
    The woman gave me a surprised look. “You’re apologizing to me? Young man, you may have just saved my life!” I could tell that both of my statements had hit the mark, soothing away exactly the worries she’d been carrying after the conflict. “It feels like someone should show up and give you a medal. You’re a hero.” 
 
    The smile fell off my face, and a wave of bitterness washed over me. “There are no heroes in Potomac City,” I said, shaking my head. “Just different types of villains.” 
 
    I could tell it wasn’t the most optimal thing to say. Still, this woman was feeling pretty grateful toward me. It wasn’t every day that someone put their body on the line to protect you. 
 
    “Well,” the redhead said, pulling up her sleeve and checking her watch. It was expensive, and thanks to Miss Kennedy, I knew exactly how expensive. I was a little surprised she wore it in public. “I was heading home after work, but after an encounter like this, I could use a drink or two to steady my nerves.” She looked me up and down, evidently liking what she saw. “Would you like to join me for dinner, young man?” 
 
    Shit. I really liked the way she called me ‘young man’. I bet it would’ve sounded even better in bed, but I’d already turned down Bailey. And that exam really was going to be make or break when it came to my econ grade… 
 
    I bit back a sigh. “Normally, I’d love to,” I said, hefting my bag. The redhead saw the corner of my textbook and nodded, recognizing my status as a student. “But I’ve got an exam tomorrow I need to hit the bricks for. As much as I’d love to be wined and dined by a beautiful woman, I have my studies to think about…” 
 
    The corner of the redhead’s mouth curled in a smirk. “Not much of a partier, I see,” she said, reaching into the pocket of her jacket. “What a studious young man you are! Perhaps I could treat you tomorrow, then, to celebrate your no-doubt excellent performance on the exam?” 
 
    It was the exact same offer Bailey had made, which made me smile. “Sure,” I said, figuring I’d find a way to juggle Bailey later. “Let me get your number?” 
 
    The two of us put our numbers into each other’s phone. Then, giving me a look that was almost awkward, the redhead leaned over and planted a kiss on my cheek.  
 
    “It’s good to know that there’s still people who care in this city,” she whispered, smiling at me. “I’m looking forward to getting to know you a little better tomorrow, young man.” 
 
    As was I.  
 
    I had an extra spring in my step as I walked the subway platform. The redhead stayed behind to wait for her train, and I sincerely hoped she made it home without any more incidents. 
 
    As for me, I had a couple blocks to walk to get to my apartment. No big deal— 
 
    Something black raced out of the shadows. 
 
    I nearly tripped over it. A slender black cat ran beneath my feet, meowing loudly as it raced for the stairs. What the hell? 
 
    “Who let a cat down here?” I asked, shaking my head. “Shit, this place is really going to hell, isn’t it?” 
 
    Trying my best to ignore the cultural implications of having a black cat cross your path, I took the stairs leading to street level and headed home.  
 
    I’d done my one good deed for the day. Now I’d spend all night studying, and trying not to think about Bailey or the redhead I’d made dinner plans with.

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She said I’m not much of a partier,” I told myself as I opened the door to my apartment. “She has no idea…” 
 
    I stepped into the condo and looked around, wincing a bit at the smell that hit my nostrils. For a twenty year old guy, the place where I lived was an almost unimaginable piece of luxury.  
 
    Most of my neighbors were much older and established, people who worked for what was left of the government or one of the big defense contractors out of Potomac City. The sight of a guy my age bringing people over and having parties was something of a surprise, but when a bunch of them showed up to the parties, it all ended up being alright. 
 
    “Hey Mom, hey Dad,” I said, putting three fingers on the portrait of me and my parents next to the door. “I’m home.” 
 
    They didn’t say anything back. They never did. 
 
    The picture had been taken when I was sixteen, just a few months before the accident. Both of my parents had been bigwigs at a firm that contracted with the government and SENTRY, helping to organize aid (in both mundane and superhuman forms) to developing communities around the globe.  
 
    They’d both been in Sri Lanka on business when a rogue super caused a highway disaster, killing dozens of motorists who’d been on their way into Sri Jayawardenepura. My parents were among them. 
 
    After their deaths, I’d been despondent. I don’t know what would have happened to me if it weren’t for Miss Kennedy, my mom’s old BFF. She’d stepped into my life and managed the sizable inheritance my parents had left to me.  
 
    The stereotype would have been that she was embezzling my money, enriching herself at my expense, but I’d taken a look over the numbers when I turned eighteen and there wasn’t a cent out of place. In addition, the investments she’d made had set me up pretty well for the future—which meant that I didn’t need to worry about tuition, or rent. 
 
    The condo had once belonged to my parents. They’d stayed here whenever they needed to be in the city for several days and didn’t have time to commute home.  
 
    They’d probably be rolling in their graves if they saw the mess. 
 
    Boxes of pizza and empty beer cans littered the floor. An empty baggie that had probably contained some of Josh’s weed (legalized by Autarch, of course) lay on the arm of my couch.  
 
    I’d thrown a party the previous weekend, and I’d been too busy to clean the place up after. 
 
    I decided to do so now. Chaos made for a bad study environment. 
 
    With a sigh, I shoved the mess to one side of the coffee table and put down my bag of books. Then, rolling up my sleeves, I got to work. Miss Kennedy had gifted me pretty much everything I’d needed to furnish the condo when I’d moved in after signing it over, and that included cleaning products and gloves. 
 
    I put on some music and got into the groove.  
 
    All the trash went into a pair of massive black garbage bags, and by the time I was done with the living room and the kitchen, both of them bulged like I was trying to hide a body. I bathed both rooms in so much cleaning fluid that the place stank of it, and opened the windows against the chilly evening to let out some of the fumes. As I worked, I hummed along with the tunes, enjoying myself in the rhythm of cleaning. 
 
    I swear I’d meant to keep the place cleaner. I just had one hell of a busy schedule. 
 
    Once I tossed the trash down in the compactor, the rest of the cleaning got easier. Fortunately no one had messed up the bathroom too badly, though my bed was an absolute mess.  
 
    Evidently I’d done an even better job than usual last weekend, because when I pulled the sheets from the mattress to throw them in the wash, I found a pair of black panties with a crumpled up note inside. XOXO Call me and a phone number, along with the name Jessica.  
 
    I smiled at both, then tossed the panties into the trash and added the number to my phone. I couldn’t quite remember which girl in last weekend’s bedroom fun had been Jessica, but I was sure she’d be only too happy to send a pic or two to remind me. 
 
    The bedroom was the last room to clean. Once I’d finished tossing all the panties and the other fun things my lady friends had brought over, I threw everything in the wash and cracked my books.  
 
    A Magic the Gathering card in between two pages kept the place where I’d left off (a habit I’d picked up way back in middle school), and before long I was making notes and studying my little heart out. 
 
    Once the washer clicked over, I pulled everything out and tossed it into the dryer. I lost track of time as I worked, the chilly evening turning into an even colder night. I shut the windows and turned on the heat as I studied, so into the groove that I wasn’t even thinking about Bailey’s sorority party or my date. 
 
    I was digging deep into Keynes’s theories of aggregate demand when my phone buzzed on the coffee table. At first I figured it had to be Bailey, sending me a flirty pic to show me what I was going to be missing out on at the party, but instead I found a text from Miss Kennedy. 
 
    Are we still on for Sunday Brunch? she asked. 
 
    I put a hand against my forehead. “Jesus,” I whispered, chuckling to myself. “I’ve really got a full dance card this weekend, don’t I?” 
 
    First Bailey, then the redhead I’d helped on the train. I was going to be doing enough partying that I’d probably show up to Miss Kennedy’s brunch in dark sunglasses, nursing one hell of a headache.  
 
    But I wouldn’t have missed it for the world. Miss Kennedy’s brunches were one of my family’s traditions, and even the death of my parents hadn’t stopped it. It was one date I fully intended to keep. 
 
    Not that it was a date, mind you. Miss Kennedy was a gorgeous woman, so gorgeous that sometimes waitresses assumed I was her boy-toy instead of something more innocent, but I never thought about her in that way.  
 
    Or if I did, I kept those thoughts to myself. 
 
    She’s not related to you, though, I reminded myself as I composed my response. Mom and her were just best friends growing up. So it wouldn’t be… 
 
    “Nope,” I told myself. I had enough women to worry about without adding her to the list. “Not gonna go there.” 
 
    Where I was going to go, however, was Sunday brunch.  
 
    Of course I’ll be there, I texted her back. 
 
    Good. I know you’re busy these days. I’d understand if you had to cancel. 
 
    Three more dots, then another message from Miss Kennedy. 
 
    What are you up to? Everything okay at college? 
 
    I grinned and shook my head. Miss Kennedy took her position as my godmother literally sometimes. She worried about me like her life depended on it.  
 
    Unlike most people who lived with that, though, I was able to peek under the hood. Which was why I knew she meant it for the best. Her concern for me was genuine, and not motivated by any desire to control me. 
 
    It’s great, I told her. Being a good boy tonight. Got a big exam tomorrow, so I’m studying. Might even eat a frozen pizza later. 
 
    I set the phone aside and rubbed my eyes. My stomach growled, and I realized it was already long past the point where I normally would have eaten dinner. I’d really lost myself in my studies.  
 
    Time for some food, I thought, flipping on the TV and grabbing the phone. 
 
    Burning the midnight oil, Miss Kennedy sent me with a smile. Just make sure not to over do it. Don’t drink too much coffee! 
 
    I shook my head as I went to the kitchen and threw a pizza into the oven. “Oh Miss Kennedy, you’re so predictable,” I said out loud as I went about prepping the oven and fixing myself a drink. “Next you’re going to ask me if I’m settling down with a ‘nice girl’ and starting a family.” 
 
    As if by magic, my phone vibrated again. I wish you’d eat something healthier than frozen pizza, Devin. If you had a girlfriend, she could be fixing you a decent meal… 
 
    “There it goes.” I chuckled to myself. 
 
    That’s a bit old-fashioned, I texted back. I can fix my own meals, thanks. I was joking about the pizza. I looked at the pizza cooking in the oven as I said it, then took a sip of my drink. 
 
    Good. See you Sunday! 
 
    I would. As I waited for dinner to finish heating up, I walked back into the living room and checked out the news.  
 
    Same old bullshit. Tonight’s top story was about Crimson Queen making a surprise appearance at a Silk Spice concert in Philadelphia. The news showed a video shot on someone’s cell phone from the third row, the whole audience going insane as Crimson Queen joined in on Silk Spice’s current viral hit.  
 
    I shook my head, nursing my drink along with my dislike of supers. 
 
    If SENTRY had a friendly, smiling face, it was Crimson Queen. She was gorgeous and personable, eating up the attention from cameras and fans alike. Half the guys at my college had posters of her on their dorm room walls, and probably went to bed at night picturing those muscular, superpowered thighs straddling them. I was the odd man out for not thinking she was the sexiest woman alive. 
 
    It was the eyes, I decided as I watched the video. She smiled, but it never reached her eyes. Those were as cold and calculating as a bird of prey, like she was constantly two inches away from going apeshit and nuking everyone with her heat vision.  
 
    I didn’t like any supers, not after what happened to my parents. But Crimson Queen might have been the one I was afraid of the most. 
 
    What would happen to me if I got found out? I wondered, watching as the footage dissolved and was replaced by a smiling blonde newscaster. It was a question I’d asked myself a number of times since manifesting my powers, and I’d never liked the answer.  
 
    New supers were processed at the nearest SENTRY facility, which in my case was right here in Potomac City. 
 
    Except I’d never seen someone with new powers come out of one of those facilities and start going to work protecting the city. I’d never seen them come out at all. 
 
    There are no public empaths or telepaths, I told myself for the umpteenth time as the oven dinged. Autarch doesn’t like them, because he can’t boss them around the way he can the other supers. 
 
    I had no illusions. If I got caught with unregistered powers, I’d never see the sun again. So I kept myself under the radar, hiding my powers from the world.  
 
    It had worked out for me okay so far. The subway might have seemed risky, but I’d never done anything that was an overt display of my powers. It had gotten a whole lot riskier when the crazy dude had identified me as a super, though.  
 
    “No more Boy Wonder shit,” I told myself, cutting the pizza and putting it on a plate.  
 
    The first bite burnt my mouth, but the rest were delicious. The newscaster had abandoned local news and was now talking about the battles between Autarch’s forces and the Confederacy of Capes out on the West Coast. From the way they talked about it, Autarch was winning, but who knows? All the news we got out here was filtered. 
 
    I didn’t really care about the war. I was just happy not to see my own face on the news that evening.  
 
    A flash of movement at the windowsill caught my eye, and I froze. Two crows hopped across the stone, squawking at each other and occasionally peering through the glass in my direction. By now the pair was a familiar sight. 
 
    “What’s up?” I asked, walking over to the window. “Building a nest over there? I keep seeing you two lately. Are you lovebirds or something?” 
 
    The birds took off into the night. Something told me they’d be back—that if I leaned way over the window, I’d probably find a nest tucked into the brick or something like that. With a shrug, I went back to my studies. 
 
    Facts and figures blurred before my eyes. I went over my notes, then went over them again, and by the time I finally rubbed my eyes and took a break, it was getting late indeed. I needed to head to bed if I was going to get up early enough in the morning to be ready for the exam. I didn’t want to be late. 
 
    “Alright, I think that’s enough,” I told myself, tucking my books into my backpack after sliding the Magic card to mark my page. “Even if I don’t get an A, I ought to be able to pass. Miss Kennedy won’t have anything to cluck her tongue about at Sunday brunch…” 
 
    I took a quick shower and headed to bed. As I scrubbed down, I thought about the subway, and the strange guy with the knife.  
 
    That could have ended up going very bad, very fast, and only now with the advantage of distance did I realize how close I’d actually come to total disaster. The last thing I needed with my powers was to end up in the hospital. 
 
    I’d heard that some supers could detect other people with powers who were close to them. And if I’d ended up in a hospital bed after being stabbed, it would no doubt be a super working for SENTRY who took my statement. The low-level ones did all the grunt work, while the godlike ones fought over cities and got people killed. 
 
    By the time I got to bed, it was nearly midnight. I curled up in bed and set the alarm on my phone, the screen shining in the darkness.  
 
    My thumb slid across the screen, and I found myself staring at my text messages from Bailey. My gaze lingered on the sexy picture she’d sent me, and I almost considered texting her. 
 
    That party’s probably just kicking into full gear, I thought, closing my eyes and laying back on the pillow. Hope she has a great time. Next party she goes to, I’ll definitely tag along. Maybe a couple of her sorority sisters will be into having a little fun… 
 
    My eyes closed, and I dozed off instantly. 
 
    Only to sit bolt upright a few minutes later at the sound of something in the room. 
 
    “What the hell?” I muttered, grabbing for my phone. According to the time, I’d only just passed out. What was that? 
 
    The window, I thought, recognizing the squeak. I’d been meaning to do something about that sticky frame for a while now. The window lay open a few inches, a chilly breeze blowing in from the night. 
 
    Underneath the window, moonlight shining off its fur, was a black cat. 
 
    I blinked. Was that the same black cat from the subway? 
 
    “Hey,” I said, feeling strange. I was almost tempted to pinch myself, but I knew this was no dream. “How the fuck did you get up here? I’m on the sixth floor, and there’s no fire escape…” 
 
    The cat let out a meow. 
 
    Then, right before my eyes, it began to change. 
 
    The cat’s feline body stretched and shimmered, lengthening like someone had applied a Photoshop filter to it. A wash of shadow rippled over its body, hiding it from the light, and when it faded, there was a woman standing in my bedroom.  
 
    Long blonde hair trailed down her back in rich ringlets, stretching all the way down to her shapely ass. She wore a skintight black bodysuit and thigh-high boots with pointed heels. A mask not much bigger than a bow tie was affixed to her eyes, as if to mock the very concept of ‘secret identities’. 
 
    There’s a super in my bedroom, I realized with mounting horror. 
 
    The woman wore a wicked smirk as she stepped out into the moonlight. 
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    “Devin Maxwell,” the woman purred in a smug tone. “We meet at last.” 
 
    If I didn’t know who was standing before me, I might have thought this was a dream. Recognizing her, I knew it to be my worst nightmare. 
 
    “Primadonna,” I whispered, sitting bolt upright. 
 
    This was bad. Really bad.  
 
    Primadonna was a member of the local chapter of SENTRY, a key part of the organization of supers who ruled over Potomac City. She was every bit as gorgeous as Crimson Queen. In fact, some of the guys in my classes thought she was way hotter. But she was nowhere near as popular, in part because she didn’t play the ‘game’ of appealing to the public. True to her name, Primadonna didn’t see the point in it. 
 
    She’d been a fashion model before manifesting her superpowers, one noted by all the gossip mags for her temper and vindictive nature. Her powers hadn’t tempered Primadonna one bit. She was even worse now.  
 
    Primadonna was a thief and an assassin. She treated Potomac City like her personal playground, a wonderland where she could indulge all of her worst impulses without consequences. She had a higher civilian body count to her name than a number of more powerful supers, simply because she was such a sadist. 
 
    “The safe is in the closet,” I said, gesturing at the closed doors on the other side of the room. “The combination is oh four, fifty one, then double zero. There’s cash and jewelry in there, and I don’t have any other valuables—” 
 
    Primadonna chuckled. “I’m not here for your money,” she said, and my heart sank. “I’m here because of what I saw on the subway tonight.” 
 
    Fuck. That goddamned cat hadn’t been a cat at all.  
 
    How long had Primadonna had her eyes on me? Did the rest of SENTRY know about my powers, or was this just her working alone? 
 
    Primadonna sashayed across the carpet, moving through my bedroom like a runway model on the catwalk. Even knowing I was likely about to die, it was impossible to keep my eyes off her luscious ass and high, firm breasts. Her outfit was zipped open almost all the way down to her navel in the front, showing off a generous expanse of cleavage. 
 
    Yeah, she’s way hotter than Crimson Queen, I thought, seeing her up close. Too bad I won’t have the opportunity to win any arguments at the beer pong table… 
 
    “A budding little superhero,” Primadonna teased, nibbling her bottom lip as she approached the foot of my bed. “Is that what you are, Devin?” 
 
    Her manner might have been seductive, but a quick skim of her feelings told me she was anything but. She was enjoying this, playing with me the way a cat plays with a mouse before devouring it. Any attempts she made at flirting or playing with her sexuality were only intended to fuck with my mind before she slipped the knife between my ribs. 
 
    Playing dumb wouldn’t get me out of this, but it might buy me some time.  
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said, trying to make myself sound as fearful as possible.  
 
    Supers were used to people bowing and cringing before them, so acting differently than the hoi polloi was a one way ticket to letting the superhuman know you were a threat and needed to be dealt with.  
 
    “What, that crazy guy on the subway train? I just did what anybody should’ve done.” 
 
    “Oh, you did a great deal more than that,” the blonde said. 
 
    Primadonna put one leg up on the foot of my bed, the curves of her clingy bodysuit drawing even tighter between her legs. It was a ploy to get me to stare, to take me off guard. I could feel the smug satisfaction rolling off her, like steam off the top of a hot tub. I wasn’t about to let her enjoy it. 
 
    “I watched you,” Primadonna said, leaning forward like she was relaying a fantastically juicy piece of gossip. “Wildflower was convinced. She’s been convinced ever since she picked up your scent, watching you through her little eyes, but I thought she was crazy. Not this boy, I told her. He’s not a super in disguise! And that most loathsome category of super. Not just a superhuman, but a telepath as well!” 
 
    I’m not a telepath, I wanted to say, but the moment the words left my lips, the game would be over. Primadonna would have just tricked me into admitting I had superpowers.  
 
    Instead, I bit down on the words, glaring at her as I let my feelers skim the surface of her emotions. 
 
    Maybe there was a way out of this. I’d talked my way out of some pretty sticky situations with my powers, after all. 
 
    Primadonna seemed a little put off by my lack of response. “Nothing to say?” she asked, cocking her pretty face to the side. “I’m complimenting you, telepath. You should be grateful I’m speaking to you at all. I could have killed you easily while you were sleeping.” 
 
    I grit my teeth, trying not to think of that. “Then you would have killed an innocent man,” I informed Primadonna curtly. “You’ve got the wrong guy. I’m not a super. I hate supers!” 
 
    Primadonna’s eyes widened. She rocked back on her heels the slightest amount, surprised by the level of vehemence in my voice. But then she was right back on her game, smug and sleek.  
 
    I hated her, and I hated that I knew she was going to do her best to fuck with my head before she killed me. 
 
    “Wildflower doesn’t make mistakes,” Primadonna said, sounding like she was trying to tell herself that rather than me. “Besides, a boy as average as you shouldn’t be able to pull as many women as you do. There obviously must be superpowers behind it.” 
 
    I couldn’t help it—I barked out a flat little laugh. “You’ve been snooping through my phone?” 
 
    The woman in the bodysuit lifted a hand and wiggled the fingers, grinning without the slightest bit of humor in it. “Guilty as charged,” she said, reaching her free hand toward her utility belt. “You’re going to have a lot of mourners at your funeral, Devin. I pity those poor girls’ eventual husbands. They’re going to have to live up to the boy who took them out on their carefree summer dates and died tragically young in his bed.” 
 
    “If you’ve looked at my phone, then you know there’s nothing to it,” I said. “I’m just a smooth talker, that’s all.” 
 
    Under the sheets, my legs tensed up. The plan I’d set up long ago unfurled in my mind, a little rusty from disuse. I’d only have one shot at this, so I’d better make it count. 
 
    “Smooth.” Primadonna rolled her eyes. “Sure.” 
 
    “That, and I’m really good in the sack,” I added with a shit-eating grin. “As I’m sure you’d know from snooping through my phone.” 
 
    Primadonna scoffed, but I thought I saw a telltale bit of color rush to her cheeks. “Keep telling yourself that, Devin. And yet…” 
 
    As quick as a flash, the blonde pulled something from her belt. A six-inch dagger rested in the palm of her hand, the hilt as dark as her outfit. A stylized P had been carved into the metal of the weapon, surrounded by swirls and curlicues as subtle as a blown kiss. 
 
    “Yet this does seem like an awful waste,” she muttered, her eyes traveling down to me. “A young man as powerful as you could prove to be useful. You might be worth more to me alive than dead, after all.” 
 
    Liar, I thought. One of the fringe benefits of my radical empathy was having a nearly perfect lie detector in my brain 24/7. Even the people who could control their face while lying their asses off couldn’t change what was in their brain, their own feelings gave them away. Because of that, I knew this was just Primadonna messing with me before she finished me off.  
 
    Her mission was to kill, not capture. But she’d draw it out a bit: give me false hope. 
 
    Bitch. 
 
    “Of course,” Primadonna said, tossing the dagger from one hand to the other, “the first step in that process would be admitting you’re a telepath. Can’t very well spare you because of your powers if you don’t have any powers to begin with.” A slow, sleazy smile spread across her face. “So what do you say, Devin? You used your telepathy to disable that awful homeless man on the train, didn’t you?” 
 
    Like you care about it, I thought, a surge of bitterness filling my stomach. You’d have killed him without blinking, you fucking sociopath. All you supers are the same—you treat human beings like they’re dirt. Worse than dirt! 
 
    “You can tell me,” Primadonna whispered, leaning forward. “It was quite heroic, Devin. No one could blame you for using your powers to save a little cutie like that. She even gave you a kiss after.” 
 
    The fact that Primadonna had been watching all of that in her feline form turned my stomach. “Go to hell,” I grunted, sitting up harder. I braced my hands against the mattress, preparing to strike. 
 
    Primadonna thought I was getting ready to run. Her smile told me I wouldn’t make it. “Telepaths are too dangerous to be kept alive,” she said, flexing her pouty lips like a model striking a pose in a men’s magazine. “Autarch’s orders. Unfortunately for you, we have all the psychic powers we need.” 
 
    She leaned in closer, lifting the knife. 
 
    “You’re just too much of a liability.” 
 
    The knife glinted in the moonlight, beautiful and lethal. Just like the woman who wielded it. Just before Primadonna struck, though, I did the last thing she would have expected. 
 
    I laughed in her face. 
 
    “Liability? Bitch, please. You have no idea!” 
 
    As Primadonna’s face scrunched up in confusion, I made my move. 
 
    I rolled—not to the foot of the bed, where the assassin expected to cut me off and stick the knife in, but to the side. The bedside table rattled as the mattress gently bumped it, the black alarm clock keeping time on top of it letting out a rattling noise. 
 
    If Primadonna had really been watching me, she might have figured it out. Why did I need an alarm clock, when I set the alarm on my phone? Why, indeed? 
 
    I slammed the single button on top of the clock, then leapt off the side of the mattress and rolled. Not away from the bed—again, what Primadonna expected—but underneath it. 
 
    The moment I hit the alarm clock, a hidden compartment opened at the foot of the bed. 
 
    A flashbang grenade rolled out, primed and ready. 
 
    Primadonna had just enough time to twist at the waist and see what she was facing before the flashbang went off in her face. I slammed my hands over my ears and closed my eyes as hard as I could, but the reverberation still left me disoriented and half-blind. 
 
    That didn’t matter. I had to get out. 
 
    I sprang from beneath the bed, pausing just long enough to note Primadonna’s sprawled form on the carpet. She was already beginning to recover as I reached the bedroom door, and by the time I was on the other side, she’d already spun to her feet and was in a crouch, shaking her head rapidly to try and clear it. 
 
    “You little twerp,” the blonde hissed, blinking like she’d been in a cave for the last day and a half. “And to think I felt bad about killing you!” 
 
    “No you didn’t,” I growled, hitting the light switches.  
 
    Two of them did nothing out of the ordinary at all, just controlled the light next to the bed and in the master bathroom. But the third was something I’d installed special, for just this sort of emergency. 
 
    The third switch resisted, then flipped over like a much heavier device. I shot my hand back as a set of bars dropped down over the bedroom doorway, slamming to the floor like a suit of armor. 
 
    The last I saw of Primadonna was her surprised face as I shut the door and ran. I’d prepared for this. Living under the radar didn’t mean living without preparation, and I’d spent Mom and Dad’s money on a hell of a lot more than just parties and textbooks. 
 
    Exhibit A: my bug-out bag. I rushed to the couch and threw out the footrest on the rightmost seat, then reached in and pulled out the backpack waiting there. Food, money, a couple high-tech gadgets, and a set of fake IDs—all of it was in there, arranged with the help and blessing of Miss Kennedy.  
 
    Rich people were always ready in case they needed to leave the country, she’d told me, there are coups, revolutions, and all sorts of reasons someone in our position might need to flee in a hurry. 
 
    I tossed the bag over my shoulder and bolted. I left the front door open. There was no point in trying to pretend anything was normal. If that got the cops to notice I’d disappeared earlier, that was probably for the best.  
 
    The sooner word got to Miss Kennedy that I’d flown the coop, the better. She didn’t know about my powers, but she’d have assumed something bad happened. Once she found out neither me nor my bag were accounted for, she’d know I was alright. 
 
    At least I hoped so. Knowing SENTRY, they might burn the building down, or blast it all to rubble. Where was Primadonna? 
 
    I’d locked her in the bedroom, but the window was still open a crack. She’d been able to climb up to it without any trouble, so it was too much to hope that she’d have any real difficulty making it back to street level.  
 
    I just had to pray the flashbang had scrambled her brains enough to slow her down a bit. 
 
    I tore down the stairs with knee-rattling leaps and made it to the front stoop. No sign of Primadonna, or any other supers.  
 
    Good. Another point in the ‘Primadonna was alone’ basket. 
 
    I was just about to pick a direction when I spotted the crows. 
 
    There was no doubt in my mind they were the same ones that had been nesting on my windowsill. How long had I been seeing them hanging around now, chilling outside my window in the evenings? A week? Two? 
 
    Wildflower, I thought, remembering the smug boasting Primadonna had been doing back when she thought I was helpless. She’s got little eyes everywhere, watching me. Shit. 
 
    I didn’t know Wildflower the way I did Crimson Queen or Clayman. She must have been an animagus—someone with the capability to see through the eyes of animals. The crows had been her spies, watching me as I went about my day. 
 
    Part of me wanted to know what I’d done to get her eyes on me in the first place, but I knew I’d never find out. Something about me had probably just interested her, and eventually, once she had confirmation of my hidden powers, she’d told Primadonna to go out and play. 
 
    I looked straight in the eyes of the lead crow. Then I gave it the finger. 
 
    It squawked back at me. Its high, keening cry sounded suspiciously like laughter. 
 
    “Asshole,” I grunted, racing down the street. The crows kept on cawing, their cries echoing down the street as I ran. They weren’t following, at least. 
 
    She controls animals, I thought, the next step of my plan coalescing in my head. If I stay on the streets, she’s going to be watching me. And she’ll sic that fucked-up bitch Primadonna on my position. I’ve got to get somewhere she can’t find me. 
 
    It was time to head underground.
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    Once I boarded the train, I briefly considered calling Miss Kennedy and explaining everything: my powers, the fight, all of it. No doubt she would have been willing to help me.  
 
    But risking her scared me, and as soon as I calmed down, I figured out a much better idea. 
 
    I’d been riding the subway for the better part of an hour, aimlessly traveling from station to station. I purposely let no rhyme or reason enter my judgment in which way I traveled. It had to be as random as possible.  
 
    Thank God that the Metro ran all night. It hadn’t always been that way, but frequent emergencies caused by supers necessitated the need to be able to get around the city at any time. 
 
    By now, though, I’d entered the least crowded time of the night. The bars wouldn’t close for another couple of hours, which would herald the final wave of drunk passengers heading back home, and nearly every route I jumped to was either empty or nearly so.  
 
    I didn’t see any sign of Primadonna. Even stranger, there were no other supers in the subway. 
 
    “I guess she really did come alone,” I mused, watching the lights in the tunnel roll by as we drove through the darkness. “SENTRY must not know about me yet. Otherwise they’d have shut down the transit system and rolled out the red carpet…” 
 
    I didn’t know why Wildflower or Primadonna wouldn’t tell their bosses about me, but I didn’t know why they would, either. Supers didn’t respect terrestrial authority. Up until now, they’d probably treated this like a fun game.  
 
    Stalk the college student, scare the shit out of him, then stick a knife in his chest. Only now that I’d proven myself to be no easy prey would they start treating this seriously. 
 
    As I rode from one station to another, I put my bug out bag on the seat next to me and started rifling through it. I hadn’t had an opportunity to check it over before I bolted. I’d just grabbed the thing and ran, hoping like hell I wouldn’t feel one of Primadonna’s knives between my shoulder blades. Now I had time to leaf through it and check. 
 
    I found all my documents where I’d put them. I had some food in there as well, along with enough cash to keep me stocked for a while.  
 
    Most of the cool gadgets I remembered sticking in the bottom were missing, however. About the only thing I had on me was a pair of light-amplifying sunglasses that would let me see in the dark and a pocket GPS to keep track of my location. 
 
    And the gun. 
 
    I lifted it from the bottom of the bag, checking it over. A black Beretta pistol, unloaded, with a small box of bullets. After checking both sides of the subway car to make sure no one was watching, I loaded it and tucked it into my jacket. 
 
    A gun wouldn’t do much against a super. Even the weakest of them had massively enhanced strength and speed, and their healing abilities were off the charts. Pumping every bullet I had into Primadonna wouldn’t do much more than slow her down and piss her off, but it was still something. And SENTRY employed human law enforcement agents, as well. 
 
    Fuck, I hope I don’t have to kill anybody, I thought, transferring some of the cash from the backpack to my wallet. I’ve gotta find somewhere to hide before the sun comes up. Somewhere out of the city. 
 
    Thinking about leaving the city made me remember my trip to the beach with Bailey, and an idea struck me. Reaching into the bag, I grabbed the black hoodie I’d stashed in there and traded my shirt for it.  
 
    It wasn’t much of a disguise, but Wildflower’s animals would be looking for a guy wearing a blue shirt. In the darkness, with my hood up, it might be enough to keep the birds from recognizing me. 
 
    Once I was done, I grabbed my cell phone. I wasn’t the most persuasive guy in the world over text, and I’d never been more frazzled during a conversation than I was for this one. Hopefully though, the girl in question wouldn’t require much convincing. 
 
    Hey, I texted Bailey. 
 
    “Come on,” I muttered, waiting for the three dots to show up. “Don’t be so wasted you can’t see the screen, Bailes…” 
 
    Hey! The reply text came almost instantly, without the requisite three dots. You’re up late. You okay? 
 
    Couldn’t sleep, I texted her back. Kept thinking about you. I added a naughty emoji, hoping that I wasn’t coming on too strong. At this point in the night, Bailey ought to be nice and toasted, thinking about me. And about the fun we’d had. 
 
    OMG, Bailey texted back. You’re bad! 
 
    Time to make my move. I want to meet up, I told her, my thumbs rapidly working at the keys. Are you still at that party? 
 
    This time it took the three dots a while to show up.  
 
    Finally the dots appeared, and then shortly after that a message. Yeah! Bailey wrote me. You want the address? 
 
    “Fuck yes,” I whispered, grinning. Sure. 
 
    She sent it. The address was for Jamais Vu, a popular club for the college crowd, located three blocks away from the Balamb Garden Station exit. I’d been there a time or two, and knew how to get in and out without much fuss. I could transfer lines at the next station and be there in fifteen minutes or so. 
 
    Once I told Bailey this, she sent me a string of naughty emojis that I wished I could follow up on. It wasn’t out of the question that I’d be getting laid tonight, but it was safe to say that it wasn’t on the forefront of my mind.  
 
    Survival was my priority, and I had to be careful not to risk anyone else. 
 
    Bailey’s parents have a car, I thought. The same one we took to the beach. If I can get her to give me the keys, I can get away from Potomac City. Far, far away. Once I’m somewhere secure, I can contact Miss Kennedy and let her know I’m alright. 
 
    It felt a little strange for my brain to be working in such a manner. The fact that my life would never be the same hadn’t sunk in yet. I was still thinking of the next objective, not the overall picture.  
 
    Two supers knew about my powers, which meant that SENTRY would have me on their radar soon enough. I’d probably be running for the rest of my life. 
 
    I shook my head. Fuck it. I couldn’t think that far ahead. And running was a hell of a lot better than dying. 
 
    I jumped at every shadow on the subway platform as I switched from one train to the next. No sign of Primadonna followed me as I headed to Balamb Garden Station. I scrutinized the shadows anyway, looking for any sign of a rat that acted a little too suspicious.  
 
    Shit, were insects one hundred percent safe? Could Wildflower peek out from a housefly or a mosquito? It made me a little sick to think about it. 
 
    Finally I reached the exit. Throwing the hood over my head, I lifted my backpack onto both shoulders and stepped out into the night. It was Thursday, and according to the students at Dartfeld College, Thursday was the new Friday.  
 
    The streets were packed with co-eds and frat boys, most of whom were drunk as skunks and having the time of their lives. 
 
    Normally, I’d have felt perfectly at home in such a crowd. Drunk people are even more obvious with their emotions than most people, which makes them easy to read. I would’ve lost myself in the crowd and had a great time. 
 
    Tonight, though, the whole thing felt morbid.  
 
    These people are partying like the world is going to end, I thought, and remembered that just last night was the vigil for the slain bystanders during Madrigal and Clayman’s fight. The two of them collided in the skies over Potomac City and fought across the college’s sports stadium, nearly demolishing it in the process.  
 
    Nine people had died, six of them members of the football team. 
 
    Watching the crowd through those eyes, it was easy to see why everyone was so drunk, so loud and boisterous. They could die any moment—be killed by a superhuman as quickly and easily as snapping a toothpick. Parties had gotten so much wilder in the era of supers.  
 
    When you could have your life ended by a clash between titans, YOLO no longer sounded like a cringey catchphrase, but a mantra to keep your sanity. 
 
    As I made my way down the street, the crowd thickened around me. Here, in a crush of nameless bodies, I could finally relax a bit. I forced myself to stop scanning the skies for crows, as doing so would just make me look suspicious. Keeping my head down, I headed toward the club where Bailey waited. 
 
    “Let’s go to the beach again,” I muttered, rehearsing my spiel. “Just you and me, Bailey. Let’s watch the sunrise together. It was so much fun last time…” 
 
    Someone bumped me, and I swung the bug out bag closer to myself as I walked. Not that I worried about some college student trying to rob me, but it was better to be safe than sorry. I moved slowly and deliberately, painfully aware of the fact that I was hiding a loaded gun in my jacket. 
 
    I saw all of it in a way I never had before. The drunk girls making out with frat guys, sometimes in threes and fours—the way that absolutely everyone was either high, wasted, or both—it teetered from a party to something more nihilistic.  
 
    All of us wanted a better world, were wide-eyed, idealistic college students. But how could you expect the world to get any better when half of it had been broken by people so powerful you might as well just go and call them Gods? 
 
    As I walked, I opened myself to the rest of the student body. It was easy, all I had to do was relax my mental muscles. I opened up and let the emotions of the surrounding world filter through me, tasting them like someone sampling every dish on a banquet line. 
 
    Lust, abandon, good cheer, and drunken hugs—I let it all run through my metaphorical fingers. Despite the supers chasing me, it felt good to let the energy of the crowd lift me up. The world blurred around me as I felt the altered perceptions of certain members of the crowd as my own, empathetically feeling their high as my own. 
 
    Talk about second hand smoke, I thought with a goofy smile. This was one of the best aspects of my power, especially during sex. 
 
    In the midst of the crowd, I felt safe. I moved with it, and barely noticed how the general flex of the living highway bent toward my destination: the nightclub where Bailey and her sorority sisters were spending their Thursday night with a little drunken revelry. 
 
    The club was called Jamais Vu, and it did double duty. During the day, it was a cafe for students, serving coffee and pastries while serving as a hub for meetups and scholarly arguments. After dark, they swept up the place and turned it into a dance floor.  
 
    The coffee was good day or night, though, and I was looking forward to grabbing a cup before I talked Bailey into getting hold of her parents’ car keys. It’s hard enough to elude a pair of supers and start a new life while properly caffeinated—without a cup of joe, you can forget it. 
 
    I broke from the crowd, swaying a little on my feet as I pulled my empathy back. The feelings of drunk, high brother and sisterhood faded, and I was fully myself again. I stretched and sighed before approaching the front door, where the bouncer already looked ready to let me in. He knew me— 
 
    A squawk froze me to the spot. 
 
    I turned slowly, like someone in a horror movie who knows the monster’s got them. There, on the opposite side of the street, a crow perched on a stop sign. One beady eye blinked at me as the light changed, and a cyclist drove between us for a moment. 
 
    “Shit,” I grunted. I was going to have to move fast. 
 
    Reaching down, I grabbed a rock off the pavement and tossed it across the street. The crow took off a moment before it would have hit, streaking off into the night with a squawking bark that sounded like mocking laughter. 
 
    I turned back around to see the bouncer staring at me. “What’d the bird to you?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s a long story,” I told him, shouldering my pack. “Mind if I come in?”

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jamais Vu was fucking hopping. 
 
    In contrast to all known laws of common sense or collegiate entropy, the proximity to last call had seemingly made the nightclub more crowded, rather than less.  
 
    As soon as I stepped through the doors I found myself face-to-face with a crush of bodies, packed together like sardines in a tin. If this had been a sold-out rock concert, I could have understood. But a Thursday night? 
 
    “It’s not even ladies night,” I grunted, wading through the crowd.  
 
    Trying to keep my backpack on my shoulders was a fool’s errand under these conditions, so I held it close to my chest. I was keenly aware of the gun tucked in my hoodie, and prayed like hell it wouldn’t fall out of a pocket or get noticed by anyone. 
 
    It helped that I was… well, me. Anyone else would have gotten shoved back, or been subject to rude gestures or worse, if they had to push through a crowd like that. But I could focus myself on making my own path, only moving aside those too drunk to fight back or in such a good mood that they wouldn’t mind.  
 
    In this way, social occasions that were normally a minefield were like an open book to me. I even ran into one of the other girls on my phone—the goth who’d been so adamant in filling my phone with filth.  
 
    She was with another girl, though, so I let her be. Crazy girls are fun in the sack, but not so fun when you’re stressed and fearing for your life. 
 
    “Devin!” Bailey’s voice rose over the crowd, just barely audible over the din. “We’re up here!” 
 
    I followed the voice upward to the second floor. It looked less crowded than the first, and there, up against the rail, were Bailey and her friends. They’d managed to secure a private table overlooking the dance floor, and the top of it was littered with bottles. Clearly, they’d all been having a very good time. 
 
    “This is the guy I told you about!” Bailey said, turning back to her girlfriends. “The stairs are in the back, Devin! Come on up!” 
 
    I didn’t need her to tell me that, but I smiled and waved all the same. Carrying my bag in front of me like a pregnant woman’s belly, I made my way past the bar and to the narrow stairwell separating the second floor from the first.  
 
    The bartender glanced at me as I passed, sizing me up as I took the stairs two at a time. I didn’t recognize her, which meant I hadn’t greased her mental wheels through past interactions. I filed that bit of information away for later and ascended. 
 
    By the time I made it to the top of the steps, Bailey was excited to see me.  
 
    “Devin!” she yelled, throwing her arms around me like we’d been separated for months, rather than a week.  
 
    She looked absolutely amazing, in a short purple minidress and matching heels. The dress was totally backless, save for a couple pieces of ribbon holding the whole thing closed in X’s across her back. The slit ended just above her ass, and showed off so much cleavage in the front it was almost criminal. 
 
    “Looks like you managed to pick out your outfit without me,” I said, grinning. “Bailey, can I talk to you alone for a second—” 
 
    Bailey was drunk. I could feel it when I brushed her mental state, just touching it made me sway so hard I nearly tumbled from my feet.  
 
    How the fuck did she manage to prance around in heels with that much alcohol in her system? Other than the drunkenness, Bailey radiated both pride and arousal. She was horny, in her element, and now she had her man with her. She wanted to show me off to her girls before she took me home and conquered me. 
 
    Too bad I had to rain on her parade. Blame the superhumans, I guess.  
 
    “Come here!” she said, beaming. She grabbed my bug out bag, thankfully only glancing into it, and tossed it over her shoulder without a second thought. “Why did you bring your backpack?” 
 
    Before I could formulate an answer, she was dragging me to her table. Four women sat around it, each in different states of inebriation but pretty much three sheets to the wind in aggregate.  
 
    All of them wore a Delta Chi pin somewhere on their gorgeous bodies, and belatedly I realized Bailey had hers pinned right over her right breast. None of them were showing as much skin as Bailey, but their outfits were skin tight and clingy. I could have pictured each of them naked without any effort. 
 
    “This is Devin,” she said, putting extra emphasis on my name as she pulled out an extra seat. “Soojin, this is the guy I’ve been telling you about. He’s sooo funny!” 
 
    “Hi, Devin,” the girl Bailey had called Soojin said. She smiled with the ease only alcohol and good company can give someone, gesturing at the empty bottles around her. “God, you’re all Bailey can talk about these days. You two are getting pretty serious, huh?” 
 
    A spike of anxiety radiated from Bailey at the question. She’s unsure about our relationship, I realized. Smooth it over, without promising anything. I liked the girl, well enough to try something beyond friends with benefits, but considering my current predicament…  
 
    “I’d say we’re taking things as they come,” I said, sliding an arm around Bailey’s waist. The words didn’t matter as much as the touch—we stood together in front of all her friends like boyfriend and girlfriend, and that’s the impression they got. “I sure do like her, though. We have lots of fun together. Did you tell them about the beach?” 
 
    “Did she?” another sorority girl said, rolling her eyes. “She’s going to have it turned into a movie if she keeps going on about it the way she does!” 
 
    As I looked from one girl to the other, I felt a wave of frustration. Normally, I’d be in my element here. I already had a firm relationship with Bailey, and her friends seemed to already be primed to like me. I could feel the way Bailey kept looking at the girl named Soojin, and could feel the little spikes of lust that tingled through her like they were my own.  
 
    If this night had unfolded the way it was supposed to, I’d have helped give the Delta Chi girls a hell of a fun night, then ended up in bed with Bailey and her friend. With my powers, I could see their desires written across their faces, like they had please let’s threesome scribbled on their foreheads in Sharpie. 
 
    And if I hadn’t had Primadonna show up at my place tonight, I’d have gone for it. 
 
    They’re all drunk, I thought, but they want to be more drunk. Play on that.  
 
    “Listen, girls,” I said, squeezing Bailey to me a little tighter. “I need to talk to Bailey in private.” 
 
    Faces fell. 
 
    “If you let me take her from you for a minute,” I told the group quickly, “I’ll come back with another round of drinks. What’s everybody having?” 
 
    Suddenly I was the most popular man at the table. I took their orders with a good-natured grin, knowing damn well I was just going to grab four vodka and lemon sodas. It was the sorority girl drink of choice, and none of them would have turned it down. 
 
    “Follow me,” I whispered, giving Bailey’s ass a squeeze. “We need to talk.” 
 
    “A good talk, I hope,” Bailey said back, following me to the stairs.  
 
    I could feel the mingled desire and worry in her body. She was trying to figure out if I was going to break up with her or take things to the next level. 
 
    Normally I’d have heightened that contradiction a little bit longer. I wasn’t being mean by it. It’s just that human beings love drama.  
 
    There’s a reason nearly every show on television relies on cliffhangers and big twists. Me keeping Bailey on edge all night only to tell her how much she meant to me at the end would have been her own personal season finale, and led to some truly hot sex. 
 
    It’s what I would’ve done if I wasn’t pressed for time. Unfortunately, the clock was ticking. 
 
    “Of course it’s good,” I said, watching Bailey descend the stairs. God damn but the girl was a walking wet dream. If the whole cheerleading thing didn’t work out for her, the runway or the silver screen would have been perfect landing pads for her. That ‘all-American blonde bombshell’ thing was really working for her. “Hang on, let me get your girlfriends their drinks.” 
 
    It was easy enough to maneuver through the crowd. The bartender looked tired but in her element, mixing drinks with a masterful quickness. She had short, spiky hair, a ton of piercings, and so many tattoos it was hard to discern her natural skin color. I liked her immediately. 
 
    Once I caught her eye, she made her way to my side of the bar. I could feel the wariness she’d shown me earlier, mixed with the vague curiosity she had for any strangers who didn’t fit the usual look of the college crowd. 
 
    “What can I get you?” she asked, looking from Bailey to me like she was trying to figure me out. 
 
    She wants a break, I thought, feeling the tenor of her emotions. But she also kind of doesn’t. She’s alive when she’s slinging a lot of drinks, and she loves a challenge. She’s a little bored, serving the same shit over and over again for drunk college kids. 
 
    I smiled as the impressions washed over me. “I have something a little… complicated for you.” 
 
    She cocked an eyebrow. “Complicated?” 
 
    Bailey’s eyes widened. Like most people, she thought I was being imposing on the bartender. She didn’t feel the woman’s feelings the way I did. She didn’t realize that this was just what the punk girl wanted. 
 
    “Dev, we don’t want anything crazy,” Bailey tried to say. “We—” 
 
    “You see, I’m trying to impress those girls upstairs,” I said, inclining my head in the direction of the table by the balcony. “You see them?” 
 
    “Oh, I see them,” the bartender said, narrowing her eyes slightly. She looked put off, but under the surface, there was obvious interest in where I was going with this. “Been quaffing prosecco and tequila all night, from what I remember.” 
 
    “Yes, well, I happened to tell them a little fib,” I said, leaning forward and dropping my voice to a conspiratorial tone. “They don’t have the most, ah, sophisticated tastes, and I told them that I could make them a very fancy drink that would knock their socks off. I’m afraid my honor as this girl’s date requires it.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” the bartender said flatly. “Let me guess—you want three Mojitos?” 
 
    I chuckled and shook my head, like that was such a common cocktail as to be insulting. “It’s called a Vieux Carre,” I said, working my lips around the French syllables. “I understand if you’ve never heard of it before. I just—” 
 
    “Bullshit!” I’d struck the nail on the head. The bartender’s eyes widened, her jaw falling slightly open. “No way a hayseed like you has ever tasted a Vieux Carre!” 
 
    “They drink them in New Orleans,” I said, looking the perfect mix of offended and challenged. “I know they won’t be able to tell the difference, maybe you could just whip up an Old Fashioned and I’ll tell them it’s fancier than it is—” 
 
    The bartender looked over, making sure she had enough back up. “Nah, fuck it! Let’s do this. I can’t believe I get to make an actual drink tonight, much less three of them!” 
 
    Smiling, I pulled a bill from my wallet and handed it to the bartender. “That’s for your trouble. Thank you so much!” 
 
    As the bartender started to work, chilling the glasses and preparing the mixture, Bailey blinked next to me like a deer in headlights. “It looks like she just came back to life,” she murmured, leaning in close to me. “I wish I knew how the fuck you just do that to people.” 
 
    “Do what?” I asked innocently. 
 
    “Just… I don’t know!” Bailey threw her hands in the air. “Make their day better. It’s like wherever you go, you always know exactly what people need. It’s crazy, and I kinda love it?” 
 
    She’d just given me my opening. “I know what you need,” I said. 
 
    Bailey looked at me like she wanted to drop to her knees right then and there. “God, yes,” she whispered, lacing her fingers in my belt. “Want to hit the bathroom as soon as we give the girls these drinks? I don’t think I can wait until we get back to your place. I’ve got to have you…” 
 
    Damn it. Another wonderful experience I was going to have to turn down because Primadonna wanted me dead. 
 
    “We’re not going back to my place,” I told Bailey. “We’re going for a drive.” 
 
    She swallowed, not understanding. “We are?” 
 
    Behind me, the bartender put the first cocktail down, a triumphant look in her eyes. “Two more, coming up!” 
 
    “I want to drive with you somewhere,” I said, lacing my fingers in her long blonde hair. It carried the memory of me doing it in bed with her, and she flushed deeply as she thought of all the things we’d done together. “Don’t you ever just want to get behind the wheel and see where the wind takes you? Just drop everything and go check out what’s on the other side of the horizon?” 
 
    “I… wow,” Bailey said. She sounded stunned, and unsure of how to react. 
 
    “I want to do that with you,” I said, putting my hand in hers. “Let’s go, Bailes. Just you and me.” 
 
    Bailey’s mouth worked soundlessly for a moment. Behind us both, the bartender finished and then set down the second of the three drinks. 
 
    Finally, Bailey’s face lit up. “Shit, okay,” she said, shaking her head. “That sounds crazy, but… fuck. You make me wanna be crazy sometimes, Devin.” 
 
    Something inside of me relaxed. “You make me wanna be crazy all the time,” I said, kissing her, already tasting the guilt. I didn’t like lying to her, and I liked the idea of leaving her behind and borrowing her car even less, even if it was for my survival. “Come on, let’s get these drinks to your friends and then we’ll head out. You think your folks will mind if we borrow the car?” 
 
    I snatched up the two drinks just as the bartender placed the third down on the surface of the bar. “And that’s three,” she said, a triumphant gleam in her eye. “You gave me quite a workout, new guy.” 
 
    “You loved it,” I told her, not needing to sugar-coat it. When you understood people as well as I did, you knew exactly what keys opened their locks. Effusive praise would have just made this girl roll her eyes, but a cocky nature did wonders for her. “It’s the only fun you’ve had all night.” 
 
    “Ain’t that the truth,” she said with a snort. When I tried to hand her more bills, she wouldn’t accept them. “Come give me another challenge when we get slower,” she said, a little gleam in her eye like she had a challenge for me, too. “I like a man who knows his liquor.” 
 
    “If I’ve got time,” I promised her, knowing I didn’t. I would’ve felt bad about taking the free drinks if I hadn’t tipped her in advance. The only people getting screwed in this transaction were the bar’s owners, and they’d made money hand over fist tonight. “Upstairs, Bailes.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    Together, Bailey and I made our way back to the table of drunk sorority girls. Only to discover as we reached the top of the stairs that we had an unexpected visitor. 
 
    For a moment, I tensed up, then I relaxed. A man stood next to the table, eagerly chatting up two of Bailey’s sorority friends.  
 
    He wore a beanie and a flannel shirt, the top three buttons open to reveal the stylized logo of a local death metal band. His stubble was thicker than mine, and he kept patting a bulge in the front of his jacket. I knew what was in that pocket, just like I knew the sorority sisters were probably going to buy it. 
 
    It was my friend Josh, the college’s hardest hustler. I hadn’t seen him since the party I’d thrown last week. 
 
    Josh looked up as Bailey and I approached, his eyes widening in recognition. “Devin? Dude, what are you doing here? Don’t you have that big exam tomorrow?” 
 
    Of course Josh would be here. And of course he’d be trying to sell weed to college girls. Josh got a small stipend from his parents to pay for gas and groceries, but his real source of income was the primo weed he supplied the local frats and sororities with.  
 
    No one knew where he got it. I’d heard every rumor, from a cousin in Miami to a secret underground hydroponics lab. I didn’t smoke the stuff, so I didn’t really care, though Bailey definitely liked it. 
 
    “Devin just couldn’t stay away,” Bailey said as we set down the drinks. “He decided he needed to come out and party with us.” She wrinkled her nose as she looked Josh up and down, frowning. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Josh rose up on his heels, as if challenged. “Oh you know, just hanging out,” he said, flashing a shit eating grin. “Conducting a little business…” 
 
    Bailey scoffed and rolled her eyes. “Alright, whatever. Watch out Soojin, he’s going to rip you off. The prices this guy charges for an eighth ought to be illegal.” 
 
    “That’s because mine’s the best,” Josh defended, grinning before turning back to me. “Seriously though, dude, I’m surprised to see you here. You’re usually Mr. Goody Two Shoes when it comes to studying. Don’t you normally save the partying until after all the hard shit’s done?” 
 
    As I stared at Josh, something clicked over in my head. Josh was here. And Josh had a car—a beat up old station wagon his parents had gifted him shortly after he got his acceptance letter to our college. The thing clunked like a bunch of old cans tied up with string going down the road and smelled like pot, but it worked. 
 
    More importantly, it was probably right outside. 
 
    “Hey dude, come here for a second,” I said, putting an arm around Josh’s shoulder.  
 
    He looked a little put out to have been interrupted in the middle of selling his wares to Bailey’s sorority sisters, but he followed me away from the table. We headed for a quieter corner of the room, where I could ask him a couple of questions. 
 
    “What’s up?” Now that we were alone, Josh’s grin widened like a fox put in charge of a hen house. “Man, Bailey’s pussy must be some gorilla grip shit if she got you to come out to Jamais Vu the night before your big exam—” 
 
    “Listen, I don’t have a lot of time to talk,” I said, cutting Josh off. It was rude, but he’d forgive me, I could feel that he was in a good mood. Which I needed, if I was going to pull this off. “Did you drive here?” 
 
    He stared at me for a moment, confused by the question. “Uh, yeah,” he said. “We don’t all live on the Metro like you do, dude…” 
 
    Perfect.  
 
    “I need a favor,” I told him, looking over at Bailey. “A fucking huge one, but I swear I’ll pay you back for it later. I need to borrow your car.” 
 
    Josh’s eyes widened. “The Green Goblin? What do you need my car for, dude?” 
 
    “It’s… complicated,” I said, making eyes at Bailey from across the room.  
 
    It wasn’t for her benefit, but for Josh’s. He’ll think it has to do with a girl, I thought, knowing just how to play this. With Bailey. Josh is a big believer in bro code, he’d give one of his friends the shirt off his back if he thought it would help them get laid. World needed more Joshes. 
 
    Josh noticed. “Yeah, I’m sure,” he said, peering over his shoulder at Bailey. “Shit. Alright, I can give you the car. I’ll take an Uber home or something.” He looked at me, crossing his arms over his chest. “Can you have it back to me by tomorrow? Right after class?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I lied. “Bailey and I just need it for a night. I’ll even gas it up for you. And between you and me, you might not need to take an Uber home. Soojin’s got a thing for you.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Josh looked back at the Asian sorority girl, his eyes practically filling with hearts. She was sipping at her Vieux Carre, making a face like she’d just discovered her new favorite drink. 
 
    “Seriously.” 
 
    Josh’s face grew doubtful. “I don’t know, man. She’s never given me any sign that she’s into me…” 
 
    “Trust me,” I said, running my mental fingers across the surface of Soojin’s emotional state. “It’s buried deep down there, but she’s got a crush on you.” I thought it over and decided what play I would have made in Josh’s shoes with my empathy. “Offer to give her more weed than she’s got money for, and tell her she can get the rest tomorrow. She’s shy around her sisters, and she won’t jump your bones until she can get you alone. She doesn’t want the rest of Delta Chi to think she’s a slut. Also, do me a favor and don’t hook up with her tonight. She’s way too drunk. You don’t want to be that asshole.” 
 
    Josh stared at me like I’d grown a second head, but it was clear from the look on his face that he believed every word I’d said. 
 
    “Dude,” he whispered, shaking his head with an awestruck expression. “One of these days, you’re going to have to explain to me how it is you do that.” 
 
    “I just read a lot of books,” I said, holding my hand out for the keys. “Win friends, influence people, all that stuff. But in reality, I just try to listen. Come on, dude—I’m dying here.” 
 
    Every moment we delayed was another that Primadonna could be zeroing in on my position. Looking around the second floor of the nightclub, it occurred to me how keenly exposed we were up here, and how easy it would be for a super with the requisite powers to take us all out with one shot.  
 
    My muscles tensed as I scanned the room for any sign of Wildflower’s animal friends, or Primadonna’s cat form. 
 
    With a shrug, Josh handed me the keys. “Take good care of the Goblin for me. May he lead you to the promised land!” 
 
    I thanked Josh, then made my way back to the table. Bailey had polished off one of the drinks the bartender made, and looked even more tipsy than before. As I approached the table, she turned and threw her arms around me, nibbling at my bottom lip. 
 
    “I can’t wait to start our adventure,” she purred, grinding her hips against me in that way she knew I liked. “What did you need to talk to Josh about?” 
 
    Grinning, I held up the keys to Josh’s station wagon—the vehicle he referred to as the Green Goblin. “I got us a ride. We don’t need to head to your parents’ house after all. We can get right out on the road—” 
 
    That was as far as I got. Bailey kissed me harder, her mouth covering my own. My own thoughts swam as I opened my empathy, literally feeling how turned on and needy she was for me. I couldn’t help it—I wanted this woman, badly, and feeling how much she wanted me too was a huge turn on. 
 
    “Good,” Bailey whimpered, breaking the kiss. “‘Cause I need you right fucking now, baby. Come on!” 
 
    I tried to take control back of the situation. I really did. But I couldn’t help how turned on I was. Bailey’s own arousal coursed through my bloodstream, trickling through the connection of empathy between us.  
 
    I hadn’t been careful enough to guard my mind against it, and now, I didn’t really want to. My cock throbbed like an iron girder in my boxers, pre-cum soaking the fabric as my mind filled with thoughts of being inside Bailey. 
 
    Her girlfriends looked so jealous of us, too. What made it worse was that I touched their minds, sensing how badly they wanted to be in Bailey’s shoes. Fuck, I was so goddamn hard! I needed to throw Bailey in the backseat of the Green Goblin and pound her until she screamed my name— 
 
    Get a grip, Devin! I needed discipline, without it, I’d be dead. There are supers hunting you! 
 
    “Buy everything Josh is selling and then some,” I managed to gasp as Bailey dragged me away.  
 
    The trip from the club to the alleyway where Josh had the Green Goblin stashed was a blur, little more than a haze of making out and groping each other. The crowd pulsed around us as we stepped out into the night, a teeming mass of drunk, needy humanity. As we entered the alley, I threw Bailey up against the brick, pinning her to the wall as we made out hot and heavy. 
 
    “Fuck you’re so hard,” the blonde gasped, grinding her wet pussy against me through her panties. She’d hiked the hem of her purple minidress up over her ass and mound, or maybe I’d done that while I was spanking her on the way out. I didn’t remember, and it didn’t matter.  
 
    She wanted this. She wanted me. 
 
    But I had to get away from Primadonna and turn Bailey down somehow. I couldn’t let her get into the car with me and make herself a target. 
 
    “It’s so naughty that we’re doing this out in public,” Bailey gasped, eyeing at the narrow entrance of the alley as she bit her lip. Out on the street, people walked by completely oblivious to the hot grinding going on just feet away. “Ungh, I need that dick now! Put me on the hood of the car and pound me, stud! Pull these panties to the side and give me that fucking cock!” 
 
    I could feel Bailey’s fingers tugging at my belt, unlatching it with skill. “Bailey, we need to get out of here,” I tried to tell her. My thoughts pushed through the hot soup of arousal in my brain, rising to the surface with a sluggishness that would have shocked me just a few minutes ago. “It’s fucking dangerous—” 
 
    “I know,” she said, misinterpreting my words. The naughty gleam in her eyes told me she didn’t care if some drunk co-eds saw her getting railed on the hood of my friend’s car—that she was so turned on, she couldn’t think straight. “That’s what makes it fun! I can feel how bad you want me, Devin—I don’t think I’ve ever felt you this hard before.” 
 
    I didn’t think I’d ever been this hard before. God, Jesus, fuck, why’d the world test me like this! I needed to turn her down, now. I needed an excuse to flee ten minutes ago! 
 
    With a gasp, I lifted Bailey off the wall and tried to set her back down on the ground. But instead, she wrapped her legs around me and shifted.  
 
    Suddenly, we were leaning against the passenger side of Josh’s car, and then Bailey had the door open and she was straddling me in the passenger seat. The windshield fogged up from the heat as she ground her wet sex against me, dry humping like there was no tomorrow. 
 
    Fuck, that felt amazing! I couldn’t wait to be inside her. No, get a grip! 
 
    “Bailey, the trunk,” I said, the panic welling within me as I tried to parse together a feeble excuse. “I think he might’ve left his wallet in the trunk, can you check it for me. We’ve got—” 
 
    “After I have you,” she panted, tugging her panties to the side. Her fingers pulled at my zipper, freeing my cock from the confines of my pants. “I’m so fucking wet for you, babe. I want you to feel it—” 
 
    Another ten seconds and we’d have been fucking like wild animals across the passenger seat of Josh’s car. I wanted it, she wanted it, and the rest of the world didn’t matter. Even the thought that supers were tracking down my every move couldn’t penetrate the raw, primal wash of biology and need inside of my brain. 
 
    So it was almost a blessing that the person sitting in the backseat coughed and gave themselves away. 
 
    Instantly, I was on full alert. I pushed Bailey off me, sitting up as the shadow in the backseat resolved into the form of a person.  
 
    In the blink of an eye, Primadonna was sitting two feet away from us, her long, silver knives held in her gloved hands. 
 
    She’d found me. 
 
     
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh my God, you’re that girl from TV!” Bailey’s eyes widened as she tugged at her skirt, the alcohol in her bloodstream dulling the surprise at finding someone waiting for us in Josh’s car. “The model who’s a super! Primadonna, right?” 
 
    Primadonna had clearly expected me to be alone. The fact that I wasn’t made her snicker. “You really had to go get your girlfriend before you ran?” the blonde hissed, shaking her head with a derisive look. “Men. You can have the Grim Reaper himself breathing down your neck, and still all you’re thinking about is pussy…” 
 
    Bailey gave a little start as the words sank in. “Devin, you know Primadonna?” She looked from the super to me, her face filling with worry. “What’s going on here?” 
 
    “Don’t you worry about it,” Primadonna said, gesturing with a knife for Bailey to leave. “I’ll play with you later, little girl. I like my toys wet and scared, and it looks like your little superhero boytoy did a good job of the first thing.” 
 
    “Super…” All the color drained from Bailey’s face. “What is she talking about, Devin!?” 
 
    Fuck.  
 
    We were dead.  
 
    Fuck. 
 
    There was no way Primadonna would let me or Bailey out of this alley alive, and my fuckbuddy was going to spend our last moments forcing me to confess about my powers.  
 
    “Bailey, run,” I growled, trying to shove her away with my foot. “Get the fuck out of here, right now! It’s me she really wants—!” 
 
    Primadonna made a snap decision. Her arm came down, the silver knife in her hand pressing against the nape of my neck. I felt a short, sharp pain, then a thin ooze of fluid as her steel drew blood.  
 
    I heard Bailey yelp, her whole body freezing up as she realized this was no game. 
 
    “Both of you get in the car,” Primadonna growled. “Step in nice and slow, little girl. Go get in the driver’s seat, or I slash your boyfriend’s neck right here and now.” 
 
    Bailey stared at me in horror, her bottom lip trembling. 
 
    “Don’t listen to her,” I said, trying and failing to read the tenor of Bailey’s emotional state. It was hard to focus on my powers with a knife to my neck, hard to think of anything except the nearness of my own mortality. “Run, Bailes! Don’t get in the car!” 
 
    But Bailey cared about me. Might have already been in love with me, if I was really willing to admit it to myself. My powers made me the ultimate charmer, and I’d sure as shit charmed the hell out of the college’s hottest cheerleader. 
 
    Bailey couldn’t look at me. “O-okay,” she said, lifting her hands. “Don’t hurt him, alright? I’m coming.” 
 
    Despair filled me as Bailey ran around the hood of the car, coming around to the driver’s side.  
 
    “That’s a good girl,” Primadonna whispered, her tone filled with malice as she snatched the keys to the Green Goblin from my hand. “You trained her well, superhero. Too bad you trained her so well that she’s about to get herself killed.” 
 
    Thoughts of escape flashed through my mind. I saw myself elbowing Primadonna in the face, diving from the passenger seat into the alley, and taking off like a rocket down the street. I pictured reaching the subway station and hopping on the next train, rushing to safety as the superhuman screamed in frustration behind me. 
 
    But with that knife to my neck, I couldn’t do shit. 
 
    Bailey sat down in the driver’s seat, her hands still raised to her shoulders. She shut the door, and Primadonna slammed the one on the passenger side to match it. All the while, she kept that knife of hers handy. 
 
    “There,” Bailey whispered with a trembling voice, watching Primadonna through the rearview mirror. “I did what you asked. Now let him go!” 
 
    Primadonna chuckled, low in her throat. “That’s not how this works, sweetheart,” she said as she turned to me. “You did a good job eluding me, hero. Your little Home Alone apartment of traps was a nice touch. If I had it my way, I’d consider your cleverness ample application to let you join the ranks at SENTRY.” 
 
    “Then why don’t you?” I snapped, keeping my neck stiff as the knife played an inch from my skin. “Tell your bosses I’m more powerful than they thought.” An idea occurred to me, and I smiled. “Or do they not know about me yet, Primadonna?” 
 
    The sour look on her face told me I’d hit the nail on the head. “You know, you really have been a pain in my ass,” Primadonna hissed, shaking her long blonde locks. “This has been the hardest night I’ve had on the job in a long, long time, Devin. I can’t remember the last time my prey surprised me to this extent.” 
 
    “Please,” Bailey pleaded. “Just let us go.” 
 
    It was no use. She might as well have been begging a brick wall. What the fuck could we do?  
 
    My mind raced through the possibilities. Bailey could crash the car, or run. Maybe she could distract Primadonna if she bolted, but the chances were greater that she’d just end up stabbed. I couldn’t risk her in that way. 
 
    Primadonna didn’t even hear Bailey. “I’m sorely tempted to take you home with me,” she whispered, her voice oozing wickedness and lust against the back of my neck. “If Autarch weren’t such a pain in the ass about exterminating telepaths, I’d bring you back to my place and play with you the way Crimson Queen does with her little pretties.” I could feel her frown without her having to turn around. “I guess I’ll just settle for a little one-on-one time with your girlfriend…” 
 
    Wait a second. I could feel Primadonna’s thoughts. 
 
    I’d been feeling them the whole time, I just hadn’t been focused on them. All this time, I’d been assuming supers would be immune to my abilities. That their minds would be just as enhanced as their bodies—that breaking into their emotional state and sampling the raging rivers of their thoughts would be exponentially more difficult than doing it to, say, some sorority sisters or the cute barista at the coffee house. 
 
    But it was exactly the same. Primadonna’s body might have been sculpted by the gods to make her a perfect thief and assassin, but her mind was no different than anyone else’s. 
 
    Holy shit. 
 
    It felt so unfair to make this realization just as I was about to die. I’d just made one of the most important discoveries of my lifetime, and my lifetime was nearly over.  
 
    Suddenly, I understood why Autarch had a blanket prohibition on telepaths being allowed to live—why people with powers like mine were hunted and feared even by the superhuman set. 
 
    Guns couldn’t touch a super. Ordinary people were little more than insects against them, like ants trying to resist the magnifying glass in the sky above them. 
 
    But on the playing field of the mind, superhumans were exactly as vulnerable as everyone else. 
 
    As Primadonna looked over at Bailey, savoring the look of horror and despair on the cheerleader’s face, I focused as hard as I could on the superhuman’s mind. Touching her thoughts was like sticking my fingers in toxic waste.  
 
    I’d empathized with the emotions of a lot of people I didn’t want to have anything to do with afterward, but I’d never before felt someone so utterly narcissistic, so completely self-absorbed. She was a brat in every sense of the word: an absolutely sociopathic monster. In touching Primadonna, I knew with a bone deep certainty that for her, other people more or less didn’t exist. 
 
    That level of solipsism shocked me. How could anyone live this way without going completely insane? 
 
    I watched Primadonna preen in the rearview mirror and realized the answer. They couldn’t. 
 
    The anger I’d felt on the subway welled up inside of me, magnified a hundred times over. This wasn’t right. It wasn’t fair! People like Primadonna didn’t deserve to rule the world. They were monsters who had to be brought to heel! To be broken, like rabid animals, and collared and controlled…! 
 
    The thoughts were fucked up, but since I was about to die, I let them roll. All the while, I felt that something that had thundered behind my eyes on the subway, filling me like a strong drink just before the homeless guy collapsed into sobs. Somehow, I knew I could do more than just feel what Primadonna was feeling. 
 
    I could make her feel what I was feeling. 
 
    I’m only going to get one shot, I knew, pressing back against the seat to give me a hair’s width more space between my neck and the knife. Better make it count— 
 
    Someone knocked on the passenger window. 
 
    Primadonna froze, her eyes sliding to the side. “The fuck?” she hissed. 
 
    The passenger side door opened. The chill washed over my right side as I looked over to see Josh standing in the alleyway, grinning like a fucking idiot. 
 
    “Dude, you were so right!” he said, practically vibrating with excitement. “Soojin and I are going to meet up tomorrow! I just wanted to tell you—woah! Hey. You’ve got two girls in here? Didn’t know Bailey was into that—” 
 
    That was as far as he got. With the same level of annoyance you or I would use to swat a fly that had come into our general vicinity, Primadonna removed the knife from my neck and jabbed it between Josh’s collarbone and his jugular.  
 
    He let out a little gasp as the tip pierced flesh, reaching for the hilt of the blade like he wasn’t quite sure if it was real. 
 
    “No!” I screamed. 
 
    Josh sank to the pavement, blood coating the front of his shirt. Primadonna had just stabbed him, maybe even killed him, and she’d done in exactly the same way I closed an annoying pop-up ad. 
 
    I looked up and caught Primadonna’s eyes in the rearview mirror. There wasn’t an ounce of sadness or remorse in her gaze, just the cold look of a killer as she pulled the other dagger from her belt and lunged for my neck. 
 
    YOU’RE A MONSTER! I thought as hard as I could, reaching for that something inside of me and tugging at it as hard as I could as the hatred, the disgust, and the whirlpool of emotions I felt toward this piece of supershit stormed through me. 
 
    Then I closed my eyes and waited for the end. 
 
    It didn’t come. 
 
    Instead, I could hear sobbing coming from the backseat. 
 
    I opened my eyes and saw Primadonna in the rearview mirror. Tears streamed down the blonde’s face as she stared at the knife in her hand. Her shoulders shook with huge, shuddering sobs, turning her almost ugly as she heaved with the onset of grief. 
 
    Primadonna looked even more shocked and confused than me. “What the fuck!?” she gasped, staring down at the prone form of the college student on the concrete. “Oh my God, I think I just killed him! What… why do I care that I killed somebody? I’ve killed so many people!” 
 
    I seized the moment. I had no idea how I’d just managed to stun Primadonna, or if my powers had changed her for good or just slowed her down a bit. But one of my best friends was laying on the concrete, possibly bleeding to death, all because she’d been slightly inconvenienced by his presence. 
 
    I wanted Primadonna to hurt.  
 
    I wanted her to feel what I was feeling.  
 
    I stepped out into the street, trying not to look at Josh. If I focused on him and what he was feeling, I’d get swept into it, and then Primadonna might recover and kill us all. Instead, I grabbed the back door and tugged it open, then reached in and grabbed the super as hard as I could.  
 
    Her body was surprisingly light, and in her current condition she didn’t even try to stop me as I pulled her out of the car. 
 
    “Why am I feeling this way?” Primadonna demanded. Her face scrunched up like a kid who’s been punished, more tears streaming down her cheeks. “What the fuck did you do to me—” 
 
    I was about to do a hell of a lot more. I grabbed Primadonna by the hair and dragged her onto the dirty ground, slamming her down next to my friend. Josh gasped and sputtered, his eyes widening in disbelief as he saw me straddle the superhuman and grind her face against the concrete. 
 
    “Look at him!” I roared, turning her face so that she had to see. “Look what you’ve done!” 
 
    My voice was no longer my own. A rage like nothing I’d ever felt before filled me, ripping away my senses as I ground the writhing super against the concrete. Something had flipped a switch in my brain into Beast Mode, tearing out all the empathy I normally felt for those around me. 
 
    “You monster!” I yelled, pouring into Primadonna a short lifetime of guilt, rage and unfairness I felt for supers and their psycho dystopia. “You bitch! You think you can kill people and get away with it? Fuck you!” 
 
    Wrath like fire stormed inside me, and not just for Josh.  
 
    It was everything.  
 
    The injustice of living in a world where superpowered humans cut ordinary people down like cattle, the football team that had been in the middle of practice when two supers burst through the stadium and sent the whole thing crashing to the ground, the deaths of my parents. Every time I touched my fingers to their photo, pain flashed through my mind, turning white-hot with rage and frustration. 
 
    All of this I channeled into Primadonna, flowing like molten gold into a melting bucket long filled to brim. At some point, she stopped struggling and crumbled, so utterly broken that she could do nothing but sob. If she’d hoped that this might produce some sympathy in me, she was sorely mistaken. 
 
    Something dark and vicious had a hold of me. Was this what it felt like to be a supervillain?  
 
    To be a God? 
 
    Something snapped inside of Primadonna’s skull. I felt it break like a dam bursting, a tremor passing through the blonde’s body.  
 
    Primadonna’s eyes rolled back in her head, a thin trail of drool trickling from the side of her mouth as she slumped to the pavement. She didn’t move. 
 
    The sight of it brought me back to my senses. I pulled back from the brink, releasing the torrent of emotions inside of me, and returned with an effort to the present moment.  
 
    I was straddling Primadonna’s prone body, blood pooling on the concrete as Josh slowly bled next to us both. 
 
    Jesus, I think I killed her, I thought, staring down at Primadonna. Was it actually possible that I’d murdered someone with my brain? 
 
    Even if I had, she deserved it.  
 
    If I’d felt any compunctions about killing Primadonna, those had faded the moment I’d stuck my mental fingers in the river of her emotions.  
 
    Death was too good for a monster like her. 
 
    Someone was shaking me. I blinked. Bailey stood over me, her hands on my shoulders. Her pretty face was scrunched up in terror, her eyes bulging in her face as she tried and failed to break me from my reverie.  
 
    How long had she been standing there, trying to stop me? 
 
    “Devin, we have to get out of here!” she yelled, pointing with a shaky finger at the entrance of the alley. “They’re coming! They’re going to find us with a dead super! You know what that means!” 
 
    Her words cut through my thoughts. Red and blue lights flashed against the bricks of the nearby building as cop cars filled the street. I’d have been able to hear the sirens if I hadn’t been so focused on punishing Primadonna—on making her feel all the anger, frustration, and guilt I’d been carrying around with me ever since I began to manifest my powers. 
 
    Out of the frying pan and into the fire, I thought, rising to my feet. I knew exactly what SENTRY’s troops would think if they found us in the alley with Primadonna’s body. The punishment for killing one of their people would be execution—quick, and without a trial or so much as an arrest. 
 
    We were fucked. 
 
    I looked over at Josh. He was wounded, but he honestly looked better than he had a minute or two ago.  
 
    He seemed to be telling us to run with his eyes, and from the way he kept trying to get up and stagger away, he was thinking of doing the same thing. Except Primadonna had been right about one thing. 
 
    There was nowhere to run. 
 
    As more light spilled into the alley, I saw them. The crows. They perched on the sidewalk, on the stop sign at the intersection, and hopped into the entrance of the alley as more cop cars pulled up.  
 
    They didn’t laugh at me this time around—they didn’t need to. Wildflower’s little spies had seen me get the upper hand on Primadonna, and they’d decided to call in the cavalry. 
 
    “Freeze!” Three officers stepped into the alley, weapons drawn. The headlights of a SENTRY car turned them into silhouettes surrounded by nearly blinding brightness. “Don’t fucking move!” 
 
    “I’m not moving!” I managed, freezing as best as I could. “Thank God you’re here! My girlfriend and I got attacked—” 
 
    Any attempt I might have put together to try and talk my way out of this was cut off as an enforcer stepped into the alley. Taller and more muscular than the rank and file troops, this guy was decked out like a one man SWAT team. He took one look at the super on the ground beneath me and his face turned dark. 
 
    “Stand up,” he snapped, inflecting his words with military precision. “Both of you, stand up and step away from the superhuman. Now!” 
 
    Hesitantly, Bailey and I did as he said. My knees creaked as I pushed myself off the concrete, protesting like this wasn’t about to be my last two minutes on Earth.  
 
    Bailey caught my eye, and I didn’t need to be a mind reader to know how terrified she was.  
 
    I should’ve been harsher with her. Should’ve told her no. Should’ve made her cry. Making her hate me would’ve been better than this; I just wish I’d had the heart to do it. 
 
    “Take a step toward me,” the enforcer said, gesturing with both hands. On both sides of him, the police officers cocked their rifles. “One step, then another. Slowly come to the entrance of the alley, with your hands up!” 
 
    I knew what was going on here. I didn’t need to poke the enforcer’s brain to see his plan—he’d get me and Bailey to walk away from the super, so she didn’t catch any friendly fire when they blew us both to kingdom come. He didn’t know that Primadonna was dead, and in no position to punish him for the minor inconvenience a few bullets would cause. 
 
    “Bailey,” I told the beautiful woman next to me. “I am so sorry.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Bailey whimpered. “Please, you’re the cops! You’re supposed to be defending us!” 
 
    “Come to the entrance of the alley!” the enforcer boomed. “That’s an order! Fail to comply and we will open fire—” 
 
    The cops were going to do that anyway. 
 
    Then a shadow passed over their faces, and they froze like they’d seen a ghost. 
 
    “Leave,” a voice said from behind me. “Now.” 
 
    Primadonna stood behind us, blood streaming from her nose. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For a moment everyone froze, unsure of what to do next.  
 
    “Ma’am?” A look of confusion spread across the enforcer’s face. “Are you alright?” 
 
    Like everyone who worked for SENTRY, he’d been trained to obey any order from a super as if it came from the lips of God himself. A human being was supposed to relinquish his authority on command when a super demanded it, no questions asked.  
 
    But Primadonna didn’t exactly look the way he expected supers to look. Blood streamed down her mouth and chin, and she swayed unsteadily on her feet like she’d spent all night downing cocktails at the bar. 
 
    Primadonna’s hands balled into fists. “Are you not listening to me?” she snapped, sounding every bit as dangerous as the homicidal bitch who’d tracked me across Potomac City. “This is super business—you and your little lapdogs are not welcome! Leave, and forget everything you’ve seen tonight!” 
 
    The enforcer looked to the officers standing behind him. One of them shrugged and started to put his rifle away, while the other looked like he was still itching to pump hot lead into a few civilians. I thought about the gun in my hoodie, but pulling it out now would have been suicide. 
 
    The enforcer might as well have had the words not my problem written across his face in permanent ink as he made his decision. “Yes ma’am,” he said, lifting his hands and taking a step backward. “Should we take the civilians into custody—?” 
 
    Primadonna took a shaky step forward, placing herself between me and the men with guns. “Don’t you dare put a finger on either of them,” she snapped, grimacing. “The first person who places their hand on my property will lose the hand.” 
 
    They didn’t need her to tell them twice. The men withdrew from the alley, giving each other nervous glances at the thought of explaining what had happened to their superiors.  
 
    I couldn’t believe it. They were actually going to walk away. 
 
    Primadonna had just saved us. 
 
    Why? 
 
    “Wait,” I said, hating myself for it even as the word left my lips. “My friend—he needs medical attention. He needs a hospital.” 
 
    “Hmm?” Primadonna looked at Josh like she was seeing him for the very first time. “Yes, very well. Take this injured human to the proper facilities.” 
 
    Giving each other more confused looks, the cops did just that. They didn’t look like they enjoyed being bossed around by some nobody, but all complaints died underneath Primadonna’s threatening eye. In short order they had Josh in the backseat. 
 
    “Stay right here,” I told Primadonna and Bailey. To my shock, they both listened to me. 
 
    Some of the color had returned to Josh’s face. He sat in the backseat of the squad car, a mass of bandages pressed to the wound Primadonna had given him. “Always thought I’d be in the back of these for a different reason,” he said weakly as I approached. 
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked, checking his wounds. “You going to make it to the hospital in one piece?” 
 
    He coughed, and a trickle of blood dripped down his chin. “As long as these assholes don’t decide to take the long way to the emergency room,” he said with a faint smile. “What the fuck, dude? Who did you piss off to get a fucking super involved in your business?” 
 
    I shook my head, my chest filled with relief just to hear Josh joking around. For a minute there, I’d thought he was a goner.  
 
    “Beats me,” I told him. “Must have just been in the wrong place at the wrong time.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” Josh’s eyes narrowed. He didn’t believe me, but Josh wasn’t going to question it. Not with a huge wound in his collar, at any rate. “You and I have gotta have a conversation later, dude.” 
 
    “Duly noted.” I looked back at the Green Goblin, where Bailey stood rubbing her arm like she was still trying to process everything she’d just seen. “These guys are going to get you to the hospital, man. They won’t dawdle. Bailey’s coming with you—she’ll be sure of it.” 
 
    Josh’s eyebrows rose. “Uh, she’s not staying with you?” His gaze traveled over to the blonde, looking at her with no small amount of jealousy. “You just saved her life tonight, dude. She probably wants to thank you, you know what I mean?” 
 
    I did. More than that, I could feel it. Even through the haze of adrenaline and terror inside of Bailey’s brain, she was still more turned on than she could remember herself being in a long, long time. No doubt if I took her back to my apartment now, I could count on getting some of the best sex of my life. 
 
    The problem—one of many—was, I couldn’t go back to my apartment. Not with Wildflower hunting me. Or worse. 
 
    Was the rest of SENTRY being told about me even as we stood here talking? Were they being informed that a renegade superhuman had just taken down Primadonna, and could pose a threat to the activities of other supers in the city? There could be a whole superpowered military squad gearing up to bear down on my position. 
 
    I had to get out of there. And for her own safety, Bailey couldn’t come with me. 
 
    As the police prepared to take Josh to the hospital, I whirled around and walked over to Bailey. Primadonna slumped across the driver’s side door of the Green Goblin, her head hung low like she was in danger of throwing up. Bailey looked like she didn’t know what to do, like her whole world had just been blown wide open. 
 
    “Devin,” she said, her voice filling with relief to see me. “What the hell is going on? I thought the police were on our side, and they nearly killed us!” 
 
    “We can talk about it later,” I assured her, gesturing back at the cop car. “Right now, I need you to go with Josh to the hospital. I’m afraid they might drag their feet getting there if there’s not someone riding along to keep them honest.” 
 
    That was a lie, but a white one. I’d never have let the officers take Josh away if there was a chance they’d let him die. I’d touched their emotional states and found corrupt, lazy toadies of Autarch and the local supers—not murderers. But there was no reason for Bailey to know that. 
 
    “Me?” She glanced over my shoulder, where Josh lay half-supine in the backseat of the squad car. She dropped her voice. “Devin, I thought we were going to the beach. Don’t you want to get out of the city even more with something like this going on?” 
 
    I did. God, how I did. 
 
    “Listen,” I said, trying my best to keep a damper on my own frustration. “We’re gonna need to take a raincheck on our adventure, okay? Right now, I need you to make sure Josh gets where he needs to be safely.” 
 
    “What about you?” Bailey asked. She stared at me blankly, not comprehending. “Why aren’t you going?” 
 
    Shit. That was a good point. One that a guy without my superpowered empathy probably wouldn’t have been able to navigate successfully. I couldn’t make excuses with Bailey. She’d seen way too much. She probably half suspected I had powers already. 
 
    Give her danger, I thought. Make this the most exciting night of her life. 
 
    As I pondered it, I couldn’t help but remember what I’d experienced while wading through the college crowd. We lived in a world where someone’s life could be ended at any moment—when you never knew if one of SENTRY’s hyper-powered superhumans might decide to blow you up on the way to their next ‘heroic’ battle. 
 
    When faced with a fatalism like that, you had one of two choices. You could live your life in absolute, crippling fear—or you could live every day like it was your last. I already knew that ‘YOLO’ was a way of life for most of my peers, rather than the cringe mantra it had been coined as, and nothing emblemed that for me as much as Bailey still wanting to run off on a wild adventure with me after staring down Primadonna’s knives. 
 
    Speaking of Primadonna, she was unconscious now. 
 
    The blonde slumped fully over the hood of the Green Goblin, out like a light. Only the gentle rise and fall of her shoulders indicated she was alive at all. The tide of blood flowing from her nostrils had eased, but God only knew what kind of injuries she’d taken from my mental barrage. 
 
    She was able to order those cops around pretty well, though, I thought. That wasn’t like her at all. What the fuck did I do to her? 
 
    “I can’t risk you,” I told Bailey, meaning it. My hand came down on the back of her neck, and I pulled her forward for a hot, desperate kiss. “I’ve gotta deal with this mess I made, Bailes. I thought I could take you and run away from it, but it’s already too late for that.” 
 
    Bailey’s eyes widened. She looked from me to Primadonna, as if picturing all the heinous things the super had done in the past. “Are you going to kill her?” she whispered. 
 
    “I’m going to find out what she knows,” I said, my hand moving from her neck to her hip. It felt good to have her next to me, and it would’ve felt even better to have her in my bed tonight. But I could wait. Good things took time, after all. “And I’ve got to make sure no other supers are following me. If they are, then… well, it’s me they want. Not you.” 
 
    “You’re special.” Bailey’s lips formed a tight little line. She studied me in a way she never had before. “I always knew that—I just didn’t realize how special.”  
 
    She hugged me tight, and it felt like the best thing in the world.  
 
    “Will I see you again?” she asked. 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” I cocked an eyebrow. “I can’t wait to see you again, Bailes.” 
 
    At the entrance of the alley, all but one of the police cars had already sped off into the night. For a time activity had been paused around the bars and nightclubs while everyone gawked, but normality was already beginning to restore itself. In an hour, no one would even remember the disturbance. Only Josh’s ride waited for its passenger, the cops standing by too distracted to notice Primadonna or our conversation. 
 
    “You’d better,” Bailey said, grinning through tears. “Call me as soon as you can, alright? Don’t you dare forget—I want to make sure you’re alright.” 
 
    “I will.” I couldn’t resist giving her one last smirk for the night. “Send me a couple pics later? Call it a care package?” 
 
    “It’s a promise!” She raced off to join the police, and in short order they were gone. 
 
    It hurt to separate from Bailey on such a magical night, but I felt better with her safe in the hands of capital police. As much as I had cause to fear SENTRY with my life, Bailey and Josh were nothing more than ordinary humans.  
 
    The worst they’d get is a few questions—and once Primadonna’s name came up, the people asking them would probably shut up and go back to minding their own business. Since she’d ordered them to take Josh to the hospital, her word would supersede theirs. Her order not to lay a finger on me or my friends would be followed, even if the cops didn’t like it.  
 
    No one wanted to get onto a super’s bad side. 
 
    I paced the length of the alleyway, the keys to the Green Goblin still in my pocket. And a comatose super laying across the hood of the car. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered to myself. How had this night gone so crazy so quickly? 
 
    I needed to get the fuck out of there. Despite all appearances to the contrary, I was anything other than safe.  
 
    There were probably shadowy men in some boardroom discussing me right that second, calculating how much force would be ‘acceptable’ to bring down a rogue empath who’d already bested one superhuman. If I hung around the nightclub district, or even the college, I could count on being swamped with SENTRY’s soldiers. 
 
    As if summoned by my worries, Primadonna let out a gasp and rolled to the side. She only moved for an instance, sinking rapidly back into unconsciousness, but the movement reminded me that she could be up and ready to kill at any moment.  
 
    When she finally did wake up, I needed to make sure she couldn’t hurt me. 
 
    I also needed answers. And not just about SENTRY. About myself. 
 
    Tonight I’d learned that I was a hell of a lot stronger than I imagined. Ever since I started manifesting my powers, I’d assumed that I was something of a small-fry: that the extent of my ability was to be a little bit more charming than the average human, persuasive enough to win friends and influence people. There was a reason I called it all that Dale Carnegie shit. 
 
    My self-perceptions were shattered when I came up against Primadonna. I hadn’t just defended myself and the people I loved with my powers. I’d gone toe-to-toe with one of Potomac City’s most heinous superhumans and triumphed. I’d disabled Primadonna completely, and I still had no idea what I’d done to make her defend us against the police.  
 
    Clearly, I had a lot to learn about my own abilities. 
 
    Fortunately, I had one hell of a test subject. 
 
    And once I got her somewhere SENTRY couldn’t interfere, I’d find out what I could do. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After arguing with myself for a minute or two, I decided to just dump Primadonna in the trunk and hope for the best. If the superhuman woke up on the way to wherever I was going, I was under no illusions that the trunk of the Green Goblin would be able to keep her from breaking free and escaping. But at least she wouldn’t be in the backseat. And I wouldn’t have to worry about a knife between my shoulder blades. 
 
    Before I did it, though, I had to make sure she wasn’t hiding any other weapons. “I hope you know I’m not doing this out of any weird sex thing,” I told the comatose superhuman, cracking my knuckles. “Just gotta make sure you don’t have any other nasty surprises hidden anywhere…” 
 
    Primadonna’s utility belt hung across her shapely hips. I unfastened it and tossed it in the backseat, filing it away for later perusal. I didn’t have time to check every compartment for gadgets—and as paranoid as it sounded, I couldn’t completely discount the possibility of a booby trap or two. Better to look it over later, once I’d interrogated the woman herself. 
 
    That left Primadonna and her outfit. I wasn’t a perv, not even when it came to her skintight outfit, but I was thorough. And that thoroughness paid off: I found two more knives stashed about her person, along with a tiny dart gun whose contents were no doubt dipped in aqua tofana or something equally vile. My need to disarm her satisfied, I flipped the comatose super over and prepared to stick her in the trunk. 
 
    As I did so, Primadonna’s eyes flew open. 
 
    For a moment, the two of us just stared at each other. I was so surprised, it didn’t even occur to me to reach out and grasp at the tenor of her emotions. I’d taken her weapons away, but that didn’t mean much—as a superhuman, Primadonna’s strength and speed were still probably enough to rip me in half. 
 
    But she didn’t rise. She didn’t even try to. 
 
    Instead, she inclined her head and peered up at me, blood dripping from her mouth. “The boy,” she croaked, gesturing vaguely in the direction of the street. “Did he live?” 
 
    What? I’d experienced a number of insane things tonight and lived to tell the tale, but seeing Primadonna show actual concern for an ordinary human being might have been the craziest of them all. 
 
    “He’s gonna be okay,” I told the super, bracing myself for an attack. “The wound was deep, but it doesn’t look like it hit anything vital.” 
 
    Primadonna stared at me flatly for a long moment. “Good,” she whispered finally. 
 
    Then the back of her head hit the hood of the car as she passed out, unconscious once again. 
 
    “Phew,” I said once my heart had stopped racing. “That was too fucking close. You get in the trunk now, okay?” 
 
    Indeed, Primadonna did get in the trunk. She was surprisingly light, and it was no great difficulty to maneuver her in. A sickly green shag carpeting covered the interior of the Green Goblin’s trunk, so it wouldn’t even be all that uncomfortable for her.  
 
    More than what she deserves, I thought, slamming the trunk closed. 
 
    After checking the sky for more birds, I got behind the wheel. The interior of the Goblin’s cab smelled like weed, and when I put the key in the ignition and turned it, a downtuned guitar chord roared through the speakers so loudly it rattled the vehicle’s frame. 
 
    Grimacing, I turned the volume down and ejected the CD from the stereo. “Electric Wizard,” I said, reading the name written in Sharpie on the disc. “Figures.” 
 
    With that out of the way, it was time to elude my pursuers. I pulled out into traffic and drove like I was just another member of polite society, making my way home from the bars a little bit before the last call in order to beat the rush.  
 
    The Goblin let out several worrying noises as I drove, from a strange clunking to a rattling I could only describe as the sound of a bunch of skeletons playing dice. I half worried that the whole thing would break down once we made it onto the highway, but the Green Goblin was made of sterner stuff than that. 
 
    I flipped on the radio and tried to relax. Classic rock poured from the speakers at a much more reasonable volume than the stoner metal, and a wave of relief washed over me that my name wasn’t being repeated as part of some kind of special bulletin.  
 
    Whatever had happened in that alley with Primadonna, the news wasn’t talking about it. 
 
    “Alright, Devin,” I said, talking out loud as I drove. “Got a couple problems to solve. Let’s cut them down into manageable pieces and take care of them, one at a time.” 
 
    Problem One: I was being hunted by a superhuman who could control animals—who could see through their eyes. 
 
    Problem Two: I had an unconscious superhuman in my trunk. 
 
    Problem Three: I had nowhere to hide. 
 
    The longer I thought about it, the more I realized I actually only had two problems. I knew where I could go and be safe from SENTRY, for a little while at least.  
 
    I just wasn’t sure if I had the balls to do it. It would mean potentially putting someone very close to me in danger, and I didn’t know how I felt about that. 
 
    For all I could read the emotional states of others, I was astoundingly bad at reading my own. Ironic, right? 
 
    The Green Goblin merged into traffic, the arteries of Potomac City’s main thoroughfare clogging as more vehicles were added into the mix. Even before the superhuman era, the roads surrounding the capital were known as some of the most congested in the nation. Getting destroyed by supers a half-dozen times and rebuilt in as many years hadn’t helped the stability of the highway, and now it was an absolute nightmare to navigate at the best of times. 
 
    This late at night was one of those times. But the stretch I approached was what old-timers in the pre-war days called the ‘Beltway’—and right now, that belt was frayed and ripping apart at the seams. Cars merged in and out of lanes like something from Mad Max, in an absolute automotive free for all. 
 
    I grinned as I pulled out onto the main thoroughfare. This was exactly what I’d been counting on. 
 
    The Green Goblin stuck out like a sore thumb, even in the midst of traffic as thick as pea soup. Which was why I took the very next exit and headed for the Tunnel. 
 
    There’d always been tunnels around Potomac City, but never the Tunnel. A multi-limbed octopus of subterranean highways, it had been built shortly after the advent of the superhero era as a way to secure the capital’s infrastructure against the worst of the superhuman warfare.  
 
    The tunnels were dimly lit and in disrepair, but that didn’t matter so much when they’d been built so strongly to begin with. The Tunnel was a work of military precision, designed to ensure the best and brightest were able to get in and out of sensitive areas in the middle of a superhuman attack. 
 
    It also cost an obscene amount of money to gain access to. I had a membership as part of my inheritance from my parents, but the system was flagged: I’d be noted going in and out, and there was no doubt in my mind I was now keyed into whatever system SENTRY used to log potential threats. 
 
    But I had Miss Kennedy’s charge card in my wallet, too. ‘For emergencies’, she’d told me—and there weren’t many emergencies bigger than this one. 
 
    Oversized SUVs honked at me as I shot across lanes, heading for the nearest entryway to the Tunnel. Unlike the public lanes, the road leading underground was smooth and freshly paved, and had only a few luxury vehicles driving it at this late hour. The Green Goblin stood out even more than usual among this company, but I didn’t think too hard about it. 
 
    I had to get underground to give Wildflower’s little birds the slip. 
 
    I pulled up to the kiosk and swiped Miss Kennedy’s black card through the slot. There was a moment of heart-stopping panic as I realized I’d never actually used the damn thing to confirm that it worked. Then the kiosk beeped cheerfully and raised the metal gate leading into the underground. I shot the inanimate object a wave as I sped by, safe from Wildflower’s flying spy eyes at last. 
 
    Once inside the relative safety of the Tunnel, I began to relax. My paranoid need to check the skies for birds ceased, and I began to think of where I’d go next. The idea I’d had in the alley refused to leave, and I weighed my options. 
 
    As I did, I stretched mental fingers past the backseat and into the vehicle’s trunk. I could feel Primadonna snoozing on the carpet, her cheek pressed to the shag carpeting as she lay in a stupor.  
 
    The surface of her emotions showed me nothing but the usual melange inside of a sleeping person’s mind—a lot of white noise, punctuated with quick flashes of lust or terror depending on what kind of dream they were having. It didn’t seem like Primadonna was going to get up and try to break out any time soon, which was good. 
 
    As much as I hated to admit it, part of me hoped she would. It would be a lot easier to hide without a superhuman in my custody, and SENTRY might stop tracking me down as hard if they got Primadonna back. But that was a coward’s thought, to be quickly discarded. 
 
    The Tunnel was dark and quiet during this part of the night. Other cars appeared only infrequently and ducked into their own section of the underground complex just as quickly.  
 
    There was little to do save for figuring out my destination, and as I thought about it, I realized I’d been heading in the right direction all along. 
 
    I looked up into the rearview mirror, catching my own eyes. “Fuck it,” I said, shaking my head. “Any port in a storm, right?” 
 
    I flipped the turn signal on, even though there were no other drivers on the road. Force of habit, I guess.  
 
    The next exit rose to my right, turning sharply as it spilled out into one of the tentacles of the great octopus lurking beneath Potomac City. Unlike most of its contours, I knew this route like the back of my hand. 
 
    I’d driven it nearly every Sunday, visiting Miss Kennedy for brunch. 
 
    The Green Goblin let out a whistling sound as we drove up the incline. The suspension protested as the vehicle wound up the man-made hill, but the engine didn’t fail.  
 
    The darkness of the Tunnel gave way to the stars above as the sky opened up. A friendly little sign covered in bullet holes next to the exit thanked me for using the Potomac City Private Transport System, and to come back soon. 
 
    “Okay, Devin, bring it on home,” I muttered, dropping the speed on the Green Goblin and making the vehicle as unobtrusive as possible. “Big money, no whammies. No birds flying around, either…” 
 
    The skies were quiet as I pulled off the highway. Like a mirage, the war-torn and frequently rebuilt landscape of Potomac City proper dissolved, giving way to the luxurious mansions and well trimmed lawns of Silver Spring, the city’s most desirable suburb. The people who lived here were totally loaded, most of them gainfully employed by either defense contractors or the greater superhuman-industrial complex. 
 
    Before their deaths, my parents had lived here. They fit right in with the usual clientele. 
 
    I drove through the sleepy, pre-dawn streets, keeping an eye above me for any sign of suspicious birds. The skies looked quiet, completely cloudless and filled with nothing but stars, but even this far from the heart of the city, I kept myself on high alert.  
 
    A super could drop out of the sky with little warning, squishing an unwary pedestrian like a bug. I’d suffer a similar fate if I wasn’t careful. 
 
    Doesn’t seem like I’m being followed, I thought, passing a mansion the size of an old-world castle. Whoever lived there was even more loaded than the average Silver Spring resident: probably a corporate bigwig or some CEO. I could take it around the block another time or two, but I don’t think there’s any point in it.  
 
    Now or never, Devin. 
 
    I pulled down a tree-lined lane at the end of the block. The path sloped sharply upward, and the Green Goblin protested anew at this harsh treatment, the engine squealing like a weak-willed prisoner on the other members of their gang. I’d just started to worry if the vehicle would make it when we crested the top. 
 
    A stately mansion loomed a stone’s throw away. Three stories tall, long and lean, it looked more like a villa from some European country than an all-American place to raise a family.  
 
    None of the lights were on in the house, which was good. Miss Kennedy could stay up pretty late sometimes. 
 
    A garage the size of a single-family home stood a short distance away from the main building. I pulled the vehicle up to it, hopped out and rolled up the gate, then drove inside. After looking around one final time for any sign of birds or other animals watching me, I rolled the gate back down and heaved a sigh of relief.  
 
    We’d made it. 
 
    Somehow, I was still alive. 
 
    Primadonna didn’t move when I opened the trunk. A cursory touch of the blonde’s emotional state told me she was still out like a light, as dead to the world as Josh would’ve been if her knife had moved an inch to the left.  
 
    Thinking about that pissed me off, and the urge to make her pay for it welled back up inside me, hot and sweet. 
 
    Instead, I lifted her out of the trunk and threw her arm over my shoulder. The two of us could walk like this, after a fashion, as long as I did all the work. 
 
    With the Green Goblin safe in the garage, hidden from Wildflower’s prying eyes, I grabbed some rope and a couple other things from the shelves and led Primadonna outside. She slumped against me, needing to be led with each step.  
 
    It probably would have been easier to just carry her, but that would have looked suspicious. A couple drunk residents lurching home after a night spent in dissolution at the city’s bars wouldn’t have provoked much suspicion from a neighbor glancing out the window. But a guy carrying a comatose blonde screamed serial killer. 
 
    Our destination lay behind Miss Kennedy’s house. Like several of the properties in Silver Spring, it had been a manor house directly following the Revolutionary War. While the homeowners played Lord and Lady, the servants were expected to bunk down in separate living quarters a short distance away from the main building. 
 
    Kennedy remodeled the building a few years ago and turned it from servant’s quarters into a guest house. Every now and then she played with the idea of renting it out, but she never pursued it with any great interest. She didn’t need the money. 
 
    I’d been known to crash here on occasion, using the space as my own private bachelor pad. It wasn’t big, but it was comfy—and it would be a perfect place to hide Primadonna from the authorities.  
 
    We’d be safe enough here for the time being. Even if Miss Kennedy realized I’d taken up residence in her backyard, she wouldn’t mind. 
 
    As long as I hid the superhuman, of course. 
 
    Dragging Primadonna across the lawn sapped my strength. The early morning dew clung to the legs of my pants as I walked, turning the fabric dark as I maneuvered the comatose superhuman across the yard. “Almost there,” I grunted, approaching the building with care. 
 
    Damn it. Weren’t superhumans supposed to have superior strength and speed? When was I supposed to start enjoying that benefit? 
 
    Maybe it didn’t work like that for supers with mental powers. Or maybe there was something I needed to do first. 
 
    Either way, I managed to make it to the door, dragging Primadonna with me every step of the way. I was afraid that a casual observer would mistake her for a corpse rather than a drunk homeowner, but fortunately no dawn risers or early morning joggers passed by to spot us.  
 
    The building had an old-style key, which I produced from a pocket and fit into the lock with a little click. Warmth rolled over me as I stepped inside.  
 
    Miss Kennedy kept the place heated, even when no one was staying there, reasoning that the energy costs were less than what she’d have to spend if the ancient pipes froze and burst. It wasn’t exactly what I’d call warm, but neither I nor Primadonna were going to freeze. 
 
    The whole place was testament to Miss Kennedy’s flighty idea of transforming the building into a rental. The structure had originally been a single room, in the pioneer style, with a fireplace in the center and bunks for the servants along each of the walls.  
 
    The renovations had cut this into two smaller spaces, one a bedroom and the other a combination living space and kitchen. A bathroom the size of a broom closet had been grafted onto the back, but the shower had yet to be installed. Not that I’d particularly need it, but it would have been nice to wash the blood off Primadonna’s face and chest. 
 
    I couldn’t take any risks. The super had been calm enough until now, but there was no telling how she’d react once she rose to full consciousness.  
 
    Once I’d dragged Primadonna to the bedroom’s single, spartan bed and placed her on top of the sheets, I took out the gear I’d looted from Kennedy’s garage: several loops of thick extension cord. They alternated red and green in Christmas colors—Kennedy used them to put up her massive holiday display at the end of every year, which used a whole hell of a lot of electricity. 
 
    As quickly as I could, I bound Primadonna’s arms and legs. The cords pressed into her wrists and ankles as I tied them, but I was careful not to cut off her blood flow completely. I didn’t want to do any permanent damage—just keep her from doing any permanent damage to me. 
 
    Once that was done, plenty of extension cord remained. I tied another strand around each of Primadonna’s wrists and anchored them to the bedposts, using all the force I’d held back when working with flesh. With her arms bound that way, she was forced to keep her wrists over her head—and the cords tugged them in opposite directions, even as the tight cord around her hands forced her palms together. I did something similar with her legs. 
 
    By the time I finished, sweat beaded on my forehead. I surveyed my handiwork, judging the risk that Primadonna would just shrug out of my restraints or rip through them with her powers. There was no way to be sure, but I thought I’d done a pretty decent job. 
 
    Close enough for government work, I thought, picturing the forces of SENTRY scanning the city for some sign of Primadonna or me. I sure hope I’m not getting Miss Kennedy in trouble by doing this. 
 
    I needed to interrogate Primadonna. And more than that, I needed to discover what my powers were capable of. With superhumans hunting me, my limits were going to be tested in a hurry—and before they were, I needed to know what those limits were. 
 
    As Primadonna lay there, insensate, I went into the combination living room and kitchen and washed up. Someone had left a bag of chips in the pantry, and I fell upon them like a starving zombie, washing them down with ice cold water from the tap. By the time I finished them, I felt a hell of a lot better about my chances of survival. 
 
    Through the windows of the guest house, a faint gloaming of sunlight smeared the horizon. Dawn would be breaking at any time, and the sleepy neighborhood of Silver Spring would thaw from its slumber and come to life.  
 
    There’d be joggers out on the streets in the next few minutes, if there weren’t some already. 
 
    I dragged one of the chairs surrounding the kitchen table into the bedroom and sat down in it, watching Primadonna.  
 
    “You and I have some business to discuss when you get up,” I muttered, slumping over. The combination of the adrenaline leaving my body, and the exhaustion of the night overwhelmed me, my eyelids suddenly weighing a ton each. “You and I are gonna… have words…” 
 
    I was out like a light before I even realized I’d fallen asleep. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh my god! Look at all these ropes! Oh, I’ve been a bad, bad girl…” 
 
    My eyes shot open, and I bolted upright in my chair. Rays of sunlight peered through the curtains of the bedroom’s single window. It was almost the afternoon. I’d drifted off without realizing it. 
 
    For a few seconds, I didn’t remember anything that had happened the previous night. A spike of panic, sharp and all-encompassing, ripped through my body like a hurricane as a single thought filled my skull.  
 
    I missed the exam! 
 
    Thirty percent of my economics grade rested on my performance on that examination. And I’d just missed it.  
 
    I was going to flunk out of school!  
 
    Miss Kennedy would fucking kill me, my parents would be rolling in their graves. Why the fuck did I oversleep— 
 
    It all came back to me in a flash. I lifted my head and saw Primadonna splayed out on the guest bed, tied to the headboard and the bedposts with lengths of extension cord. She hadn’t made any moves to try and get away—she tested them gingerly, wriggling back and forth like a worm on a hook. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I muttered, the reality of my situation hitting me like a blow. “Oh fuck. I’m in so much trouble. Oh, I’m in deep, deep shit…” 
 
    Primadonna gave a little wiggle on the mattress. Strangely, she didn’t seem to mind being tied up one bit. If it wouldn’t have sounded absolutely absurd considering the night we’d both had, I’d have said she was enjoying it. 
 
    “Please, sir,” the superhuman said with a little giggle. “I know I’ve been a rotten, awful girl, but I promise I’ve changed! I’ll do anything if you’ll untie me—absolutely anything!” 
 
    I shook my head, clearing it. “Shut up for a second,” I said, rising from the chair. “I don’t need to hear any of your lies.” 
 
    Primadonna pouted. What the fuck? She actually looked hurt.  
 
    Either she was a way better actress than I gave her credit for, or my words had actually sunk in and done some real harm. 
 
    “I’m not lying,” she said, her tone turning more serious, though still flirty. “You weren’t lying to me, were you, sir? About that poor boy I stabbed?” 
 
    The boy, I thought, my mind reeling. Josh. She’s concerned about Josh… 
 
    She’d stopped the police from shooting us or taking me into custody. She’d shown actual remorse over her actions. And when she’d woken up briefly on the hood of the Green Goblin, her first instinct wasn’t to threaten me or try and contact SENTRY. She’d asked if Josh was alive. 
 
    What the fuck had happened to this woman? 
 
    “No, I wasn’t,” I said, shaking my head. “I wouldn’t lie about that. He’s okay. He and Bailey are alright. I got them away from you and your cronies before you could hurt them.” 
 
    Primadonna relaxed. “Good,” she purred, the sexy, coquettish persona back in the forefront of her voice. “I’ve still been a bad girl, though. You should punish me for it. I mean, you’ve already tied me up and everything…” 
 
    “I tied you up to keep you from killing me,” I said, standing at the foot of the bed. 
 
    My shadow fell over Primadonna, and for a moment she looked like one of the girls from the covers of those old crime novels from the 1950’s—the smutty ones where women were called ‘dames’ and showed a lot of skin. She arched her back as I stared at her, as if she was keenly aware of the effect she had on me. 
 
    “Kill you?” Primadonna laughed, her lips forming a perfect little ‘o’ of mirth. “Why would I kill you, sir? I worship you! You’re the one I have to thank for all of this—for opening my eyes!” 
 
    Worship?  
 
    Opening my eyes?  
 
    What the fuck was Primadonna talking about? 
 
    Unable to restrain my curiosity any longer, I pushed outward with my mental powers. I cringed as I did it, anticipating that toxic waste feeling as my empathy expanded to encompass Primadonna’s emotional state. 
 
    I touched her mind, and what I found shocked me to my very core. 
 
    I’d changed this woman. Profoundly. 
 
    For a moment I could do nothing but stand dumbly, staring at her with my mouth hanging open. “You’re… different,” I managed, the shock so great that the more precise words I would have used fled from my tongue. “Holy shit, you’re so different!” 
 
    Touching Primadonna’s mind last night had been like dipping my hand in a river of runoff from a chemical treatment plant. It had made me sick to my stomach, and I’d never wanted to do it again.  
 
    Today, my mental fingers plunged into a deep, calm pond. An Olympic swimming pool of positive emotions and what the kids call ‘vibes’. But what I felt beneath that was the most shocking of all. 
 
    Primadonna was madly in love with me. 
 
    And she was so fucking horny that if I’d mounted her right there on the bed and took her, she wouldn’t have been begging for me to stop. She’d have been begging for me to do it harder. 
 
    “I am,” the blonde superhuman said. It took me a moment to realize that there were tears forming beneath the cracks of her tiny mask. The vicious, narcissistic, self-absorbed Primadonna was crying. “I’m so different! When I stabbed that poor boy last night and you touched me, it was like—like I was seeing things clearly for the very first time!” 
 
    I stared at her in utter bafflement. Just like the guy on the subway, I thought, remembering.  
 
    I’d poured all of my anger into Primadonna, my rage and frustration at the behavior of her and her kind. I distinctly remembered pumping the words ‘you’re a monster’ into her skull as hard as I could, over and over again. 
 
    Apparently, my lesson had stuck. 
 
    “You’re kidding,” I blurted, even as I knew she wasn’t.  
 
    One of the earliest tricks I’d managed to master with my super empathy was the art of telling truth from a lie. People’s faces and voices could cover their falsehood, but never their emotional state. It took a hell of a good liar to put one over on an empath. 
 
    Primadonna was telling the truth. Even if I didn’t believe her words, the proof was under the hood. The change in her mental state couldn’t be denied. 
 
    “I would never,” Primadonna said, shaking her head. Her gorgeous blonde locks fell about her face like a messy halo, spilling over her shoulders. “I could never lie to you, sir! Not after everything you’ve done for me!” 
 
    My heart thundered against my ribcage. I could feel my own blood like a surging ocean tide in my ears, roaring with the sound of the surf.  
 
    Was this real?  
 
    Everything inside me told me it wasn’t, that this was just some kind of trick Primadonna had employed to get me to lower my guard. 
 
    But I could feel her thoughts. Her emotions. And I could detect no falsehood there—no sign that she was saying anything other than God’s honest truth. 
 
    I decided to dig deeper. “What have I done for you?” I asked, crossing my arms over my chest. “Be specific.” 
 
    The old Primadonna would have pouted and said something cutting in response to a command like that. The woman I had tied to my bed, however, reacted like a soldier who’d just been given a direct order. There was no hesitation or dissembling in her voice—she didn’t even try to sugarcoat things or elide the truth. 
 
    “You opened my eyes,” she said, smiling without a hint of self-consciousness. “When you held me down and told me what I was, I realized what an awful, awful person I’ve been! I had an epiphany! It was like… like the whole world split apart, and I realized what had been staring me in the face all along!” 
 
    “An epiphany,” I said flatly. “You had a sudden change of heart, I’m guessing?” 
 
    Primadonna pursed her pouty lips, arching her back like this was a photo shoot in a men’s magazine rather than an interrogation. “Superhumans are evil,” she said, staring directly into my eyes. “We could have saved the world with our powers, and instead we’ve made it worse. We’ve been wicked, base, self-serving, and narcissistic. We really are monsters!”  
 
    She nibbled her bottom lip, her gaze turning nervous. “And I’ve been one of the biggest monsters of them all.” 
 
    Holy shit. Holy shit. My powers did this to Primadonna. I’d changed her.  
 
    It was as if there was a switch between her shoulder blades, where one side pointed to EVIL and the other to GOOD. When I put my emotions inside of her, overriding her own solipsistic worldview with my own, I’d flipped that switch—and Primadonna would never be the same. 
 
    “That’s right,” the blonde said, grinning at the expression on my face. “I’ve been an awful, wicked girl! I’ve done so many bad things. I deserve to get punished for all of them!” 
 
    Her words held an undeniable current of sexuality. Despite myself, I felt my cock stiffening in my boxers, my eyes slowly trailing up and down every inch of Primadonna’s luscious, supermodel-quality bod.  
 
    Touching her mind left me painfully aware of how devoted this woman was to me now—how deeply she respected me and wanted to make me happy. It didn’t hurt that she was so beyond gorgeous that she made every other girl I’d been with look a little drab by comparison. 
 
    “How do you think you ought to be punished?” The words were out before I could retract them, my mouth drying at my own boldness. 
 
    Primadonna looked like this was the question she’d been waiting for. “I should be forced to serve you, sir,” she said, making it sound like the most natural thing in the world. 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. “Serve me?” 
 
    Primadonna nodded. “Clearly, I’m not able to make decisions for myself. Least of all moral ones. So the only way I can atone for my wicked misdeeds is to let you make those decisions for me! You’re obviously a powerful, dominant superhuman—after all, you broke me to your will as easily as most people brush their teeth in the morning. So why shouldn’t I serve you?” 
 
    Her words made a strange sort of sense. If I was the sort of villain that most superhumans in SENTRY were, I wouldn’t have thought twice about this. I’d have accepted Primadonna’s offer of service, made her swear an oath of allegiance to me, then tested it by fucking her hard and deep while she screamed my name.  
 
    Even knowing what a terrible idea it would have been to have sex with Primadonna, my body was roaring for it. I kept on touching her emotional state without meaning to, feeling that perfect devotion and need as a reflection of my own. 
 
    Primadonna noticed my hesitation. “Please, sir,” she said, her tone turning unexpectedly serious. “I really, really want to make up for the monster I’ve been. I’ll put all my decisions in your hands. From now on, you know best. Will you please, please let me serve you?” 
 
    Jesus fucking Christ, I thought, my hands unconsciously reaching for my belt. Am I really going to do this? 
 
    “If you served me,” I said, my voice sounding unfamiliar to my own ears, “You’d have to serve me completely. You understand that?” 
 
    Primadonna turned to the side as best as she was able, thrusting her round ass into the air as she strained against her restraints. “Trust me, sir,” she purred, sounding like the most depraved sex kitten who’d ever lived. “I completely understand what you’re talking about. You and I are on the same wavelength. Rest assured that there’s absolutely nothing I’d balk at doing if you commanded it.” 
 
    Oh fuck. There was something about an ultra-submissive girl that just blew out all the circuits in my head.  
 
    Even in a situation as dangerous as this one, I couldn’t think straight. Part of it was the fact that I couldn’t keep my mental fingers off Primadonna’s oversexed mind, of course, but part of it was inside of me, as well.  
 
    I’d left myself frustrated by turning down Bailey and getting her to safety. My body still ached for the release I needed. The idea of getting it with Primadonna, of using her superhuman body like my own personal sex toy, had so much appeal that I nearly did something I’d end up regretting. 
 
    “Your wish is my command,” Primadonna panted, grinning from ear to ear. Her nipples poked through the fabric of her skintight black outfit, and from the way she kept grinding her thighs together, I knew her pussy was on the verge of boiling over. “Tell me what you want me to do, sir. Or should I call you Master?” 
 
    I was just about to lose control when my mental fingers touched something totally unexpected. Someone walked across the backyard, heading in our direction. 
 
    “Fuck,” I grunted, racing to the window. 
 
    Primadonna saw me and twisted, one eyebrow shooting skyward as she watched me go. “Something wrong?” she purred, frowning. 
 
    A solitary figure made their way across the grass, wrapped in a bathrobe. Her hair was wet and messy, tied up in a towel, but I would’ve recognized Miss Kennedy anywhere. A thin plume of steam rose into the late morning air from the surface of her oversized coffee cup. 
 
    “We’ve got company,” I said, gritting my teeth. “Shit, I’m in so much trouble.” 
 
    I knew Miss Kennedy would figure out where I was eventually, but I hadn’t expected her to show up this early. I’d kind of figured she’d be out on some work assignment until later in the day. This must have been her day off. Unlucky for me that she’d noticed something going on in the guest house, too. 
 
    “You need to hide,” I said, turning back to the woman bound across the bed. Even as I said it, I knew it was no use. I’d been too thorough in tying Primadonna down to the mattress and the headboard—I wouldn’t be halfway done getting through the knots before Miss Kennedy was on us. “Break through those cords if you can and… I don’t know.  Hide under the bed or something!” 
 
    “But I don’t want to,” Primadonna purred as I stepped into the living room. “I kind of like it when you tie me up, sir. Reminds me what a bad girl I am, and how badly I need to be spanked…” 
 
    I slammed the door and ran my fingers through my hair. Fuck, fuck, fuck, I thought, watching as the robed form of Miss Kennedy approached.  
 
    Please, God, let that little blonde supertart keep her fucking mouth closed while I talk Miss Kennedy into going back inside… 
 
    Straightening up, I put on my best poker face and cleared my throat. I had more practice using my empathy on Miss Kennedy than just about any other person in my life. I could talk her into or out of almost anything. But this was going to require one hell of a persuasive explanation. 
 
    There was a knock on the door.  
 
    “Devin?” Miss Kennedy’s voice sounded muffled from outside. “Is that you, sweetheart?” 
 
    “Yeah!” I said, louder than I’d intended. “Give me just a second, Miss Kennedy! I’ll be right there!” 
 
    Bracing myself, I swallowed hard and opened the door. 
 
    The late morning chill rolled in, making me shiver. Miss Kennedy stood out on the grass, nursing her coffee with a concerned look. In addition to her oversized bathrobe, she wore a pair of slippers, wet from the dew on the yard. 
 
    “Devin, what on Earth are you doing here?” Miss Kennedy peeked past me into the guest house, as if expecting to see the remains of a wild party. “I got a call from the Dean—you didn’t show up for your exam this morning. I was about to call you when I saw something from the backyard and realized you were at my house!” 
 
    Like most women, Miss Kennedy looked cuter when she was upset. Though she’d just celebrated her fortieth birthday a few months ago, she had the face and body of a woman ten years younger—she’d been misidentified as a student more than once when walking around campus with me. It didn’t help that she was a full eight inches shorter than me, so tiny that even most of my fellow students towered over her.  
 
    But her small size hid a powerful, fierce heart. Miss Kennedy was my most staunch defender, the friend I could turn to when everyone else would have flown the coop. 
 
    I put on my most winning smile and ran my fingers through my hair. If I was talking to some college cutie, I’d have been able to get past their defenses with just that aw shucks look, but this was Miss Kennedy. She was made of sterner stuff. 
 
    “The Dean called you?” I realized, my eyebrows furrowing together. “Wait, why? Isn’t that, like, a massive violation of student privacy?” 
 
    Miss Kennedy scoffed. “When your parents are two of the largest donors in the college’s history, it becomes a matter of public record,” she said, batting my concern away with a gesture. “There was a stabbing last night downtown—a student, though the press haven’t released the name. Seeing as you have otherwise perfect attendance, they were worried it might be you.” 
 
    You were worried, too, I realized, touching Miss Kennedy’s emotional state.  
 
    I couldn’t believe I hadn’t noticed it before. Underneath her mask of stern concern, Miss Kennedy was utterly relieved to find me in her backyard. She wouldn’t even have cared if I’d had a couple girls back here. 
 
    Actually, she might have been jealous— 
 
    I recoiled from that emotion like it was the surface of a red-hot stove. I didn’t dare touch that. It was none of my business.  
 
    If Miss Kennedy ever wanted to act on that particular buried emotion, I’d be first in line, but I wasn’t going to push her. Or even acknowledge the existence of that peculiar tension that sometimes came between us. 
 
    She’s not really a family member, I reminded myself. You just grew up thinking of her like that because Mom and her were such good friends. There’s no reason why you couldn’t— 
 
    No reason except for morals and propriety. I turned my attention away from that, and to the opening Miss Kennedy had just given me. 
 
    “Yeah, last night was crazy,” I said, sounding relieved. “I didn’t get stabbed, but I was there. It was Josh.” 
 
    Miss Kennedy knew Josh. She didn’t have a very high opinion of him, what with his legal drug dealing and skirt chasing, but she certainly didn’t want to see him get stabbed. “Good Lord!” she cried, the color draining from her face. “What happened?” 
 
    “It was some crazy bitch,” I said with a shrug. I was trying not to think of the fact that that ‘crazy bitch’ was tied up and horny not ten feet away. “It all happened so fast. We were at Jamais Vu, me and Bailey, and Josh showed up—” 
 
    “Bailey,” Kennedy interrupted. Wrinkles appeared at the corners of her eyes as she tried to match the name to one of the faces on my endless dance card of college co-eds. “She’s the cheerleader, yes? Whew, that team’s been through a lot.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” I said. “That’s why I was out on a school night in the first place. Bailey needed the support. You know I wouldn’t miss that exam for the world.” 
 
    Miss Kennedy frowned, but she’d bought it. Like any good maternal figure, she was inclined to believe the absolute best out of her guy.  
 
    “I like her more than most of the girls you run around with, “she said, putting the hand not holding her coffee on her hip. “You should settle down with her.” 
 
    “Why, Miss Kennedy!” I smiled. “Are you telling me I need to get a girlfriend?” 
 
    “I’d feel a lot more comfortable about your future if you were at home snuggling your cheerleader girlfriend, and not running around bars where people are getting stabbed in the middle of the night,” Miss Kennedy said. She sighed, something inside of her relaxing. “I just want what’s best for you, young man. Are you alright?” 
 
    At first, I thought she was referring to my expression. I’d just heard a noise coming from the bedroom, and I worried that Primadonna had gotten loose from her restraints. No telling what she might do once she had free reign of the guest house. 
 
    “Huh? No, I’m fine,” I assured Miss Kennedy. “It was just a really late night.” 
 
    “I’m sure.” She must have heard the noise, too. “Is there someone in here with you?” 
 
    Shit. I grinned, and tried my damndest to keep the pores on my forehead from breaking out in a cold sweat. 
 
    “What? No, of course not,” I said, leaning to casually block the way between Miss Kennedy and the rest of the room. “I just came back here to crash after escorting Josh to the hospital. I didn’t really want to go home, you know?” 
 
    Miss Kennedy frowned. “I thought I heard something,” she muttered, staring at the bedroom door. “If you brought Bailey back with you, you don’t have to hide it,” she said, brightening a bit. There was an almost conspiratorial air to the way she leaned against me. “I’ve been around the block a few times, young man. I know that you’re a very popular bachelor on campus. And I know what that means.” 
 
    Somehow I doubt you do, I thought, thinking of all the naughty pictures I had in my phone. How several of those women had had threesomes and foursomes with me, and how much I’d enjoyed it.  
 
    Miss Kennedy wanted me to settle down with just one woman, but how could I? When two or even three were so much more fun? 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. “I’m glad you’re not judgemental, Miss Kennedy.” 
 
    She smiled. “As long as you’re being a gentleman—and using the proper protection—I have no qualms with you playing the field.” She took a sip of her coffee and raised an eyebrow. “I was young once too, you know.” 
 
    “You’re still young, Miss Kennedy,” I said. She’d see through this transparent attempt at flattery, but she was meant to. Besides, the compliment still hit its mark. “And don’t worry. Me and Bailey are careful.” 
 
    “Good. Why don’t you come inside and have some coffee? We can talk through what happened last night, if you need someone to listen. I spoke to the Dean, and your economics professor is going to let you take a make-up exam on Monday, so you might as well take the rest of the day off. What do you say?” 
 
    I was about to say that sounded like the perfect way to spend a morning. But then I remembered the tied-up woman in my bedroom. 
 
    “Sure,” I said, flashing a smile I hoped wasn’t guilty. “I just need to take care of a couple things first. I just woke up.” 
 
    “Ah.” Miss Kennedy glanced back at the main house, then took a sip of her coffee as her gaze returned to me. “You just come inside whenever you’re ready, then. I… what the?” 
 
    Her eyes traveled past me, into the living room. I froze, because I was certain I’d just heard the bedroom door open a crack.  
 
    Primadonna, I thought, terror coursing through my veins. Shit, I’m caught… 
 
    “It’s not what it looks like,” I blurted, trying to blunt the worst of the emotional blow. “I…” 
 
    Something soft and cuddly brushed against my leg. I looked down to see a black cat between my ankles, rubbing up against me and purring happily. 
 
    Miss Kennedy’s surprise turned into delight. “Why, you’ve picked up a stray!” she said, squatting down in the doorway to get a better look at the cat. “So that’s what I was hearing in your bedroom!” 
 
    I thought fast. “Haha, yeah,” I said, praying every moment that the cat between my legs didn’t turn into a human woman. What the fuck did Primadonna think she was doing? “It kinda followed me home from Jamais Vu. I didn’t have the heart to leave it outside in the cold…” 
 
    Miss Kennedy was already stroking the feline’s fur. The cat—which I knew was Primadonna, hiding in her animal form—was totally getting off on all the attention. She purred like the engine of a sports car, arching her neck into Kennedy’s caresses. 
 
    “So Devin did have a little female visitor in the bedroom, didn’t he?” Kennedy cooed, speaking to the cat between my feet. “A cute little thing with black fur and the scrunchiest little face! Oh, just look at you…” 
 
    “Sorry I didn’t tell you,” I said, taking back control of the situation. “I wasn’t sure if you’d be cool with it. Allergies, you know.” 
 
    It surprised me how much Miss Kennedy liked cats. From a cursory perusal of her emotional state, she was on cloud nine having a purring feline beneath her fingers. She’d probably forgive no small amount of conversational missteps now, which I had to be careful not to take advantage of. 
 
    “Oh, no one in this house has any allergies,” she said, rubbing the underside of the cat’s chin. “Poor thing must be famished! I’ll have to bring back some milk from the house. I think I’ve got a few pouches of tuna too, in the pantry. Come inside and I’ll get you both, okay?” 
 
    “Totally,” I said, shooing the cat back into the guest house.  
 
    Miss Kennedy looked sad and a little surprised to see me do that, but I wasn’t about to let Primadonna have the run of Miss Kennedy’s home. Not when she could go from an ordinary cat to a very not ordinary superhuman whenever she wanted.  
 
    “I’ll keep her here for now, and I’ll be right in. Okay?” 
 
    “Sure,” Miss Kennedy said, nodding through the awkwardness. “See you in a few.” 
 
    I watched as the mature woman walked back up the yard, waiting until she was out of earshot. Then I shut the door behind me and turned around, safe. 
 
    For now.

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Primadonna lay across the living room floor, transformed back into a human. She grinned up at me like a kid with their hand caught in the cookie jar. 
 
    “I like that lady,” the superhuman purred, sounding more feline than usual as she arched her back. “She’s so sweet! Milk and tuna sounds like it would hit the spot after last night…” 
 
    I watched Miss Kennedy through the window, making sure she didn’t decide to turn around at the last moment. Only once she’d disappeared into the main house did I turn my attention back to the horny, half-naked superhuman lying on my floor. 
 
    I rubbed my forehead. “Shit, why did you do that, Prima? You nearly blew our fucking cover.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I didn’t,” Primadonna countered. Without warning, she rolled onto her stomach, then slid her ass in the air and her face against the carpet. She looked like she was about to start doing some morning yoga exercises, or like she was assuming the position for a hard, deep fuck session.  
 
    “And she totally doesn’t suspect anything now,” she said. “You could bring me in the house with you and she won’t think anything of it.” 
 
    I grit my teeth. “You’re not going in the house. You’re staying right here.” 
 
    Primadonna pursed her pouty lips, giving me a bratty look. Then she sighed and rolled her eyes. “Okay, sir. Your wish is my command.” 
 
    I ignored the sexual component of those words for the moment. “Good. Stay in the bedroom and don’t make any noise. Once I find out a little bit more about what’s going on, I’ll come back for you. Then I’ll figure out what we do next.” 
 
    Primadonna shot me a little salute. “Yes, sir! Oh, but didn’t you say you had things to do before you went in the house?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    With a grin, Primadonna wiggled her tasty rear back and forth. “I’m things,” she said, flashing a cheeky grin. 
 
    I stared at her for a long moment, willing the torrent inside of me to subside. Slowly, it did. “If Miss Kennedy comes back, transform into a cat,” I said. “That’s an order.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” Primadonna said teasingly as I opened the door. “You command my pussy!” 
 
    Jesus, I thought, stepping out into the yard. Restraining myself around this woman is going to require the patience of a fucking monk… 
 
    I made my way up the slope of the backyard, confused and horny as I headed for the backdoor. Miss Kennedy had left it unlocked, only the tiny hook over the nail keeping the screen door from sliding right open. I locked it back as I stepped inside, thoroughly aware of what kind of mischief Primadonna might be tempted to get up to while I was away. 
 
    In marked contrast to the guest house, Miss Kennedy’s home oozed luxury. The back door opened into the kitchen equipped with high-tech appliances and enough commercial equipment to make a team of sous chefs jealous.  
 
    While Kennedy had a sizable dining nook attached to the kitchen, she normally reserved this for special occasions and parties—for ordinary meals, she sat at a simple table in the kitchen’s center. She was sitting there when I came in, a second cup of coffee and a toasted bagel with some eggs sitting at my place. 
 
    My stomach gave an undignified rumble, and Kennedy chuckled to herself before indicating the plate. “Good thing I brought you breakfast,” she told me as I sat. “I figured you’d be starving after the night you’ve had…” 
 
    “Thank you,” I managed, just before filling my mouth with food.  
 
    It might have been simple fare, but after my ordeal of being chased by SENTRY and Primadonna, it tasted like the food of the gods. The coffee went down like sweet nectar, hot and bitter in all the right ways. 
 
    Conversation stilled as I ate. Eventually, as I slowed down, I became aware of how intensely Miss Kennedy watched me. It made me feel a bit like I was standing beneath a microscope. 
 
    “Everything okay?” I asked, wiping my mouth with a napkin. “You’re staring at me like I’ve done something wrong.” 
 
    What does she know? I thought I’d successfully fooled Miss Kennedy, but maybe my powers of bluffing weren’t as super as I thought. 
 
    Miss Kennedy studied at me a moment longer, then sighed. “I’m just not sure what’s gotten into you,” she said, shaking her head. “The girls, the partying—and now this? You’ve been so different this past year, Devin. It’s like you’ve become a whole other person.” She frowned deeply, worry scoring the lines of her face. “You’re not mixed up in something, are you?” 
 
    Oh Miss Kennedy, I thought. You have no idea. 
 
    “I’m really not,” I promised her.  
 
    I knew from the tenor of her emotions what Miss Kennedy feared: drugs, crime, the wrong crowd. I didn’t have any of those to worry about—unless you considered superhumans the ultimate ‘wrong crowd’ to be mixed up with. 
 
    She met my gaze for a long, even moment, then nodded. “Alright. I just worry about you, Devin. You know that right?” 
 
    “Geez, yeah—I know that, Miss Kennedy.” If I hadn’t, the fact that she’d somehow heard from the Dean about my absence from school today certainly underscored it. “It’s good that you care. I’m not doing any drugs, and I’m not doing anything illegal. I just like to go out with girls and have a good time. That’s not a crime, right?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Miss Kennedy said with a faint smile. Her mind radiated calm now, her worries about me soothed away by my stable, in control demeanor. “You’re a young man in the prime of your life, Devin. It’s only natural that you’d want to play the field. Sow a few wild oats.” A note of worry cut through her serene expression. “You promise you’re not mixed up in something, Devin? I just have this awful feeling there’s something you’re not telling me.” 
 
    You’re right on the money. Only there was no way I could admit that to her.  
 
    How would she even react to finding out about Primadonna? About SENTRY? 
 
    “Miss Kennedy,” I replied, waggling my eyebrows. “What could there possibly be?” 
 
     I could tell my answer satisfied her. Only maybe not completely, because she took a long, pensive sip of her coffee, giving me the old once over as she did so. “I just want you to be happy, Devin. Happy and not in trouble.” 
 
    “I’m not in any trouble, Miss Kennedy,” I assured her—even though nothing could be further from the truth. 
 
    She flashed a little smile, as if she could see right through my mask of deceit. “You know, a wise man once said that happiness is not a fish that you can catch. You know what that means?” 
 
    I could imagine, but I decided to play dumb. “Never been much of a fisherman,” I said, taking a sip of the coffee. It really did taste fantastic—she paid extra for the good stuff. 
 
    “It means,” she said, leaning forward, “that all the dates in the world won’t make you happy, young man. Women won’t make you happy. Money won’t make you happy—in fact, some of the most depressed people in the world are the richest and most famous. The only thing that can make you happy is you.” 
 
    “I get the drift,” I said, thinking over her words. Then, with a cheeky smile: “I read that copy of Meditations you gave me for Christmas last year, too.” 
 
    Miss Kennedy’s eyes narrowed, even as her emotional state told me she was laughing on the inside. “That’s good stuff as well,” she said, looking around the kitchen as if she’d just decided to table her worries for now. “Excellent life lessons. The sort of things your parents would have taught you, if they were still around.” Her eyes grew serious all of a sudden. “They would have been proud of you, you know.” 
 
    Suddenly I felt myself growing choked up. Just like me, Miss Kennedy felt the loss of my parents keenly. Neither of us had ever really stopped mourning them. 
 
    “Thanks,” I whispered, my lips forming a tight little line. “I appreciate that, Miss Kennedy. I really do.” 
 
    She looked to be on the verge of starting a different tangent when suddenly she looked past me. “Oh my,” she whispered, rising from the table with an odd sort of smile. “It looks like your kitty cat followed you in!” 
 
    I froze. The sound of a gentle meow filled the kitchen, and I knew Primadonna was with us. Even though I’d told—nay, commanded—the superhuman to remain back at the guest house, she just couldn’t resist.  
 
    Was it her desire to serve me that did this to her, or had she always been such a disobedient brat? 
 
    “Come here, little thing,” Miss Kennedy purred, crouching down and crooking a finger.  
 
    Primadonna didn’t need to be told twice. The cat sashayed across the kitchen floor with a motion that reminded me uncomfortably of the way she strutted her stuff and showed off her assets in human form, her long tail swishing back and forth.  
 
    “Oh, you are a beautiful little feline, aren’t you? Are you hungry, girl? Thirsty?” 
 
    The black cat let out a long, plaintive meow.  
 
    “It’s almost like she can understand you,” I muttered, my eyes narrowing. Only I had any idea how right I was. 
 
    Miss Kennedy looked back and made a face. “Of course she can. Cats are very intelligent, you know.” 
 
    “Oh, I know,” I shot back. You have no idea how intelligent. 
 
    Miss Kennedy walked over to the refrigerator and opened it, rifling around inside as she hummed. “Would you like some milk, kitty? Oh, I bet you’re simply famished! The poor thing looks like it was starving half to death when you found it on the streets.” 
 
    Ha! If only Primadonna could have objected personally. As it was, the cat appeared to be making a sudden attempt to look more hale and hearty, arching its back as it mewled happily for its cream.  
 
    Miss Kennedy poured some milk in a bowl and set it on the tiled floor, then closed the fridge before heading to the pantry. 
 
    With her back turned to me, I risked leaning in and staring at the cat. “You,” I hissed, keeping my voice low enough to not be overheard. “I told you to stay in the guest house!” 
 
    The cat looked up at me and blinked, its baleful brown eyes glistening. Although its anatomy shouldn’t have allowed it to do so, I could have sworn I saw the feline shrug. 
 
    “I know I have some tuna in here somewhere!” Miss Kennedy rummaged around in the pantry, knocking aside boxes of pasta and bags of chips as she sought out some food for the cat. “You know, I can’t fault you for wanting to help a poor creature, young man. At least a cat will be easier for you to care for than a dog with your busy schedule!” 
 
    I was about to object that it would be no care at all when a flash of motion coming from the backyard caught my eye. Under any other circumstance, I would have dismissed what I saw as just another step in the world’s slow, sleepy process of transforming from morning into afternoon. But I’d seen too much to take even the smallest events at face value. 
 
    Besides, I recognized that crow. 
 
    It perched on Miss Kennedy’s patio, the pads of its feet curled around the edge like a gargoyle crouched on the corner of a cathedral. Its eyes rotated in their sockets, swirling as it took in the entirety of the yard and everything within. Its head cocked to the side, and a squawk of surprise escaped its beak as it took flight. 
 
    “Oh no,” I whispered. The hair on the back of my neck stood up straight, like I’d stuck the tip of my finger in an electrical outlet. “Fuck. Miss Kennedy, we need to get out of here…” 
 
    “Hmm?” Her head appeared from the pantry. A can rolled from the open doorway and came to a halt halfway across the kitchen—a friendly picture of a cartoon fish smiled across its side. “Oh, there’s the tuna—” 
 
    Someone knocked at the front door. 
 
    My guts sank, worries of yesterday returning in a rush. Though the crow no longer sat in the backyard, watching us from the patio, it felt as if I could see it watching us from somewhere far above the roof. In my mind’s eye it was laughing; a deep cackle that only carrion birds and scavengers can make. 
 
    Miss Kennedy stepped out of the pantry and scooped up the can of tuna. “Who could that be?” she asked me, her face scrunching up in confusion. “Give me just a second, Devin.” 
 
    “No, Miss Kennedy, wait!” 
 
    She was already out of the room. I dashed after her, pausing only to shoot a final harsh glance at Primadonna in her cat form. It seemed as if Miss Kennedy left a room the moment I entered it; I only caught glimpses of her as she wound through the massive first floor of her mansion, heading for the door. There was no time to call out and try to stop her. 
 
    I turned a corner and found myself in the foyer.  
 
    Miss Kennedy stood before the front door, peering through a semi-transparent pane of decorative glass in the center. As my footsteps hit the hardwood, she turned and looked at me over her shoulder. 
 
    “It’s a delivery man,” she said flatly. “He must have the wrong house. I haven’t ordered anything—” 
 
    The figure on the other side of the door slammed into it so hard that the lock snapped. Miss Kennedy was knocked to the side, throwing up an arm to try and blunt the force of the blow. She staggered backward several steps and bounced against the door of a nearby closet, letting out a pained oof. 
 
    A huge man wearing the brown uniform of a delivery service filled the doorway. He carried a long, thin cardboard box in his hands, cradling it the way a mother does her newborn infant. As soon as he saw me he smiled, grabbed the top of the box and ripped it open. 
 
    Inside was a shotgun. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Don’t move.” The delivery man who was not a delivery man smiled like a death’s head, the shotgun firm in his grip. “Try anything, and I’ll blow your mommy’s kneecaps off.” 
 
    I held up my hands, freezing in place as the man stepped into the foyer. He spared a glance for Miss Kennedy, evidently sizing her up and deciding she was no threat, then slammed the door behind him and lifted the shotgun with a grim expression. Thick cords of muscle bulged under his fake uniform, making him look like too much sausage stuffed into a narrow casing. 
 
    “Devin,” Miss Kennedy gasped. “Run! Run and don’t look back!” 
 
    “Shut up,” the man grunted, glancing over at her. “Don’t start no trouble and you just might make it out of this. Him, I’m not so sure about.” He looked back at me and grinned. “Start talking, twerp. Where’s Primadonna?” 
 
    Primadonna? The name of the superhuman was so unexpected from this man’s lips that I let out a laugh.  
 
    “That wasn’t what I was expecting you to ask,” I said. 
 
    “Start fucking talking,” he growled, sweat shining on his bald head. Stubble covered his cheeks, thicker around his mustache and chin. He probably had a goatee most of the time, but had shaved it off in the recent past for some reason. Who was this guy? “What did you do with her, asshole? Where’s Prim?” 
 
    My mouth worked soundlessly. Miss Kennedy’s dropped open, her jaw nearly hitting the floor. 
 
    “Primadonna? The superhuman?” She looked from the intruder to me, a storm cloud passing over her face. “Devin, you told me you weren’t mixed up in anything—” 
 
    The man moved so quickly that only the results of his strike made me certain he’d done anything at all.  
 
    Miss Kennedy took a step backward, a sound like a dog’s bark being strangled escaping her lips as the color drained from her face. Her hands flew to her midsection, clutching it as she doubled over in pain. She gasped, struggling for air, as the superhuman (for the man had to be a superhuman, no one else could move that fast) casually brought the shotgun back around and aimed it at me. 
 
    “I told her to shut up,” the bald man said, giving my enraged expression the faintest of shrugs. “Don’t worry, she’ll be fine. As long as you cooperate, that is.” 
 
    My hands balled into fists as anger rushed through me at what he’d done to Miss Kennedy. 
 
    A crow landed on the windowsill. It cocked its head to the side, watching the grim tableaux with a bemused expression. A desultory caw left it, dissolving quietly into the background noise of the foyer. 
 
    This guy’s all muscle, I assured myself, focusing down my rage. And no brain. You can break him just like you broke Primadonna, Devin. You’ve just got to get in one good shot. 
 
    I took a step forward, already planning out my attack. 
 
    My eyes strayed to the crow in the window, allowing a calm smile to spread across my face as I took it in.  
 
    “You must be the one who’s been spying on me,” I told the bald man. He acted as if the weapon in his hand wasn’t there—as if it were lighter than a feather. “The one with all the little birds. Wildflower, was it?” 
 
    A look of naked confusion spread across the bald man’s face, then he began to laugh. “Wild… what’s the matter with you, twerp? You mean to tell me you really don’t recognize me?” 
 
    I did not, but I had a feeling I was about to find out what I was missing. 
 
    Seeing that I couldn’t put a name to his face, the man scoffed. “How about now?” he asked, his grin stretching from one cheek to the next. For a moment it was as long as long could be—then it was longer, turning grotesque like something you’d see in a funhouse mirror. 
 
    His body began to shift, the muscles beneath his outfit squirming and writhing like living things. His biceps inflated like balloons, bones creaking as he gained inch after inch of height.  
 
    Within the span of a few heartbeats, he was half again his original height, taller than a basketball player. But basketball players weren’t built like this guy. He was a living slab of muscle, a giant given flesh. 
 
    “Oh fuck,” I whispered, swallowing hard. I realized then that I did know who I was looking at. Not by face, but by reputation. 
 
    It was Clayman. 
 
    He’d been in the news lately—if Bailey had been here instead of Miss Kennedy, she’d have recognized the nature of the threat at once. While Clayman wasn’t the most dangerous member of Potomac City’s chapter of SENTRY (that would have been Crimson Queen, hands down), his skills as a bruiser made him one of the most in-demand agents for superhuman antics.  
 
    He’d just come off a public brawl with Madrigal, a siren-tongued superheroine from a rogue group of capes. That fight had left half the college’s football team in body bags, most of the other half in traction, and the campus’s stadium a pile of rubble—yet Clayman looked like he hadn’t even pulled a muscle.  
 
    The man was brutal and dangerous. 
 
    As he stepped forward into the center of the foyer, I ticked off his list of known powers in my mind. 
 
    Body transformation. 
 
    Enhanced speed.  
 
    Enhanced strength. 
 
    Least understood, the ability to exert his will over any of his body’s subsystems.  
 
    Clayman had been a bodybuilder before becoming a super, and the people who kept records of that sort of thing weren’t sure where training and steroids had ended and superpowers began. He could swell or shrink his muscles at will, becoming as beefy as the Hulk or small enough to slip beneath doors. His powers even extended to his face, which he could shape and mold however he liked. 
 
    I’ll never beat this guy in a one-on-one fight, I told myself, getting ready for the bout. He’s got the body of Hercules, but the mind of an ordinary person—he’s no more shielded against my mental powers than any normal person out on the street. 
 
    At least I hoped he wasn’t. Otherwise, Miss Kennedy and I were screwed. 
 
    “Yeah,” Clayman said, chuckling as he saw the look on my face. “Yeah, I’m thinking that just jogged your memory, twerp. You ready to talk yet, or what?” 
 
    I swallowed hard. Projecting fear with my posture, I filled my mind with all the anger, frustration and hatred I carried deep within myself. My shame at being unable to protect the people I loved, the unfairness of living in a world where superhumans beat down on ordinary folks like a Grand Theft Auto game—it all sizzled across my skull, ready to be shoved into Clayman’s mind at the drop of a hat. 
 
    “What do you want me to say?” I asked, cracking my neck. In the corner of the kitchen, Miss Kennedy sank to her ass, groaning as she clutched her midsection. 
 
    Clayman’s lips formed a tight little line. “The boss wants to know what happened to Primadonna. You give me that, then when you and I leave this place, I won’t take the MILF with me. She’ll live to tell the tale.” He spared a glance at Miss Kennedy, but only a glance. “How’s that sound?” 
 
    It sounded like shit. Gritting my teeth, I prepared to do to Clayman what I’d done to Primadonna. Fill him with guilt and shame, break through the mask of narcissism that let superhumans do whatever they wanted in my city without facing the consequences. 
 
    Ready, I psyched myself up for the moment. I’m only gonna get one shot at this. 
 
    “Primadonna,” I said, rolling the word over my tongue like the name of an expensive perfume. “You really want to know what I did with your friend? Are you sure you can handle it?” 
 
    Clayman grimaced. “She’s not my friend,” he said, shaking his head. “If the boss wasn’t askin’, I wouldn’t give a shit. You kill her?” He snickered. “That sounds like what you’re working yourself up to confessing, except I don’t think a pipsqueak like you could’ve handled Prima. She eats boys like you for breakfast.” 
 
    Now! 
 
    I let out a roar, releasing all the mental energy I’d collected. The sound came out of me like an explosion, rocking the plates in the kitchen cabinets and slamming one of the chairs at the table down onto the floor. 
 
    “Go to hell!” I shouted, throwing up my hands.  
 
    As I did, I projected the mental images I thought would hurt Clayman the most: the candlelight vigil Bailey and I had attended for the victims of his massacre. Crying co-eds, weeping jocks, even the teachers breaking down—it had been one heavy night. A lot to handle. 
 
    I was hoping it would break Clayman’s will in half. 
 
    He took a step backward, his face going slack. Clayman’s pupils dilated, and suddenly I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that he was no longer seeing what was in front of him. He looked inward, his mind flashing through the memories I put inside of his head. 
 
    “That’s right, asshole!” I thundered, closing the distance between us. I reached out for the shotgun, ready to grab it out of his hands and stick it beneath his chin. “Those were innocent people you slaughtered! They had families, girlfriends—lives! You piece of shit!” 
 
    Something inside of Clayman bent, but didn’t break. I could feel it twisting inside of him, filling the superhuman with emotions he hadn’t had to feel in a very, very long time.  
 
    Shame. Doubt. Guilt. 
 
    In my peripheral vision, Miss Kennedy’s face went from pain to shock. She looked at me with new eyes, the color draining from her cheeks as she watched what I was doing to the powerful superhuman. What I could do. My powers. 
 
    Sorry you had to find out this way, I thought, the words sizzling beneath the surface of my rage. Hopefully you’ll forgive me, once we talk this out later— 
 
    A wave of anger sizzled through my mental control. 
 
    For a terrible, confused second, I thought it had come from Miss Kennedy. That she’d somehow thrown me off my game. But it wasn’t her mind producing that thick, burning fog of pure white-hot rage. 
 
    It was Clayman. 
 
    Every one of his muscles had gone taut as a bowstring. As I watched, he flashed a skull-like grin and punched himself right in the ribs, hard enough that I heard bone splinter. Pain flared through the man’s mind, and recoiled instinctively away from it, my mental fingers leaving his brain. 
 
    What the fuck? How had he managed to repel me like that? 
 
    “Fucking telepath!” Clayman roared. He brought the heel of his free hand to his eyes, as if he could block out the thoughts and ideas I’d put inside of his skull. “So that’s how you got the fucking drop on Prima! Shit, it all makes sense now!” 
 
    It did?  
 
    Oh fuck...  
 
    It did. 
 
    I’m not the first telepath Clayman has fought. We’re only rare in this part of the world because Autarch bans us, because he grabs anyone with psychic powers and puts them on ice before they become dangerous. 
 
    Maybe someone like Primadonna had never dealt with my power set before. But a bruiser like Clayman? He’d probably run into someone similar out on the West Coast, fighting the Confederation of Capes. 
 
    But he’d never fought me. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Clayman hit himself again, grimacing with malicious glee as the pain cut through my mental powers. It was the equivalent of flooding a radio station with static.  
 
    I couldn’t penetrate through, couldn’t force any of my mental tendrils in his mind to fill him with the grief and guilt that had flipped Primadonna’s switch. He was forcing me back. 
 
    Clayman eyed the gun in his hands, then turned it to the side like a billy club. “Fuck it,” he snarled, flashing me a grin like he was going to enjoy this. “I’ll just beat the info out of you, then!” 
 
    In the blink of an eye, the big bald man was charging through the kitchen, swinging the shotgun like an oversized golf club at my face. I yelped and dropped backward, the first blow missing me by inches. 
 
    “Come here, you twerp,” Clayman growled. He’d made himself so angry that he began frothing at the mouth like a rabid dog. Spittle flew from his lips, the muscles around his ribcage only belatedly beginning to repair the fractures he’d created with his fists. “Stop running away from me!” 
 
    I’d like to say that I stood my ground against Clayman. That I’d pulled some kind of mental jiu jitsu out of my back pocket and used it to divert his own weight and momentum against him, outwitting him like Neo in the Matrix. But I had no superpowers outside of my own mind. The strength that supers gained along with their powers, the speed—none of it had manifested in me.  
 
    Against a monster like Clayman, I was the clay—I would have been putty in his arms, easily broken in half. 
 
    So I backed away again and again, darting out of reach of his blows. 
 
    If Clayman had truly forced the issue, he probably could have killed me right then and there. The only thing that saved me was that he didn’t want to see me dead. If I’d been put on a wanted poster in Potomac City, there’d have been a much higher reward for me alive rather than dead.  
 
    Whoever Clayman’s boss happened to be, he wanted to know what I’d been able to accomplish with my mental powers. As a result, Clayman wanted me down, but not out. 
 
    The butt of the shotgun whistled past my ear. I ducked toward the coffee machine and grabbed the half-filled pot of brew which I dumped in Clayman’s face. The glass shattered as boiling hot coffee covered his snarl. 
 
    “Ahhh! You little shit!”  
 
    One of Clayman’s hands went to his face, brushing away broken glass. The other stayed on the shotgun, gripping it tight in case I tried to drag the thing away from him. I wasn’t planning on it—I wasn’t planning at all. I moved on instinct, like an animal caught in a trap. 
 
    I glanced over at the corner of the kitchen. Miss Kennedy still sat on the floor, watching everything with a glazed look of shock.  
 
    “Miss Kennedy, run!” I commanded, giving her emotions a little jolt at the same time to snap her out of it. “Get the fuck out of here!” 
 
    As Clayman hissed in pain, the muscles in his face began to knot together. The burns faded away like someone was applying a Photoshop filter to the superhuman’s cheeks. In a few seconds, it was like he’d never been burned at all. 
 
    It’s just cosmetic damage, I thought, my stomach sinking. Unless I manage to hit him deep, he’s going to be able to use his powers to heal. Shit, I’m really screwed… 
 
    “Ahh, you fucked up my face! I hate it when supers do that!” Clayman plucked the final shard of glass from his eye and tossed it to the floor. The orb rapidly filled with blood, even as the muscles around his eye orb began to whip it back into shape. “Fuck it—I’ve got enough info to make the boss happy. Time for you and your mommy to die!” 
 
    I backed into Miss Kennedy’s living room, searching for something to use as a weapon. It looked like something out of a Williams-Sonoma catalog, all matching autumnal colors and sleek curves. I grabbed a lamp off one of the tables next to the couch and yanked out the cord, intending to throw it. 
 
    As I pulled back, Clayman raised the shotgun. 
 
    “Bye, kid,” he said, grinning from ear to ear. “It’s been fun—” 
 
    Something black landed on the back of Clayman’s head. 
 
    The man’s eyes widened, and he pulled the trigger. I hit the deck. The shot went wide, buckshot blaring holes in one of Miss Kennedy’s walls. When I jumped back to my feet, Clayman was wrestling with a cat. 
 
    “What the fuck!?” The big bald man sounded utterly gobsmacked. He grabbed at the feline, dropping the shotgun as he used both hands to pry Primadonna off his face. “Get your claws off me, you crazy fucking cat…!” 
 
    Primadonna dug those claws in as deep as she could. Clayman screamed, his voice shooting up an octave as Prima got her feline talons into his one good eye and dug in hard. Eyestuff oozed from the eye socket, and I felt my stomach do a flip. 
 
    Clayman grunted, hurling Prima across the room. The feline flipped mid-air to land gracefully on the couch. Clayman grabbed at his ruined eye, sobbing with pain. 
 
    Even as the cat bounced off the couch, she was turning back into Primadonna. As fast as a thought, Prima was back in her sleek, gorgeous human form, leaping off the couch with her twin silver daggers clutched in her hands. She let out a fierce roar as she stabbed Clayman, using the thrust as leverage to leap right over his head. 
 
    Primadonna landed like a circus acrobat on the rug. She flexed the muscles of her posterior as she winked at me, pursing her pouty lips. “You miss me, sweetheart?” She giggled. 
 
    Clayman looked beyond baffled by the situation. He clutched the ruin of his clawed eye, peering through the other, bloodshot orb as he fumbled for the shotgun. “You crazy bitch,” he growled, his muscles bulging like overfilled water balloons. “You let a fucking telepath turn you into his slave?” 
 
    Primadonna scoffed. “Devin only opened my eyes, no brainwashing necessary,” she insisted, looking like a beam of truth and justice next to Clayman’s darkness. “We’re monsters, Clayman. It’s time we started serving the people, instead of terrorizing them!” 
 
    “Nice words from a slut in a latex leotard.” Clayman chuckled darkly, shaking his head. “Shit like that’s only for the weak.” He snickered, coming to a decision. “Fine. I’ll kill you too, Prima. Shame to waste such a gorgeous body, but knowing what that twerp’s probably done to it, it’d spoil my appetite to make you into my woman.” 
 
    “Ha!” Primadonna laughed. “Like I would ever!” 
 
    Clayman charged. And so did Primadonna. 
 
    I’d seen my share of superhero movies. Back before people with superpowers became an actual thing—and started destroying the world—they’d been extremely popular, and for good reason. People loved big special effects extravaganzas, sure, but there was something special about the superhero blockbuster. It gave us something we’d been missing in the modern world. 
 
    Ancient people believed that the gods made war in the skies above Olympus—or that they slipped onto battlefields unseen, adding their powers to the fray. In the modern world, God was an abstract concept—back then, they were flesh and blood, beautiful and deadly. 
 
    Watching Primadonna and Clayman fight across Miss Kennedy’s living room was like seeing Greek Gods at war.  
 
    Their battle was a ballet of explosive violence, every move coordinated and planned without an ounce of wasted energy. Even as I knew I ought to run, to put some distance between myself and those who’d take me captive or worse, I could do nothing but stare. 
 
    Clayman was stronger, but Primadonna was faster. So much faster. Everywhere the big man’s arms and legs struck out, she’d left behind moments ago. He didn’t even bother with the shotgun—it wouldn’t have done much more than slow Primadonna down, what with her superhuman strength and healing factor. Besides, he had enough on his plate just guarding himself. 
 
    Primadonna was deadly with those daggers. She grabbed them from the wounds and made more wounds, slashing open veins and arteries as fast as Clayman’s powers could close them again. Exploiting his one-eyed state, she favored the side of his view where he had no vision, striking out again and again. 
 
    Holy shit, I thought, watching Primadonna do her thing in awe.  
 
    She’s going to fucking win! 
 
    Clayman couldn’t lay a glove on her. She bent backward like a dancer, limboing beneath a horizontal punch as she effortlessly dodged his latest salvo. One of her heels dug through the back of his knee, crunching it and bringing him down an inch or two, then she buried her knives in his neck before weaving to the side like a killer stripper. 
 
    “Fuck yeah!” I yelled, picking up the shotgun. It seemed safer in my arms now, though it didn’t look like it would be necessary. “Get his ass, Primadonna!” 
 
    She was indeed about to get his ass. With a vicious grin, she snatched up one of the knives in the superhuman’s neck, pulling it free in a gout of gore. She took aim at his one good eye, intending to blind him and take him out of the fight for good. 
 
    Clayman didn’t even try to block it. He froze up like a brick wall, one of his arms slumping to his side like all the strength had bled out of it. He grabbed at something on his belt, like he was using it for leverage to keep from falling over. 
 
    Wait, no. He’d snatched something off of his belt. Something small and yellow—nowhere near big enough to be any kind of threat. A taser? 
 
    With a grim look, Clayman grabbed the yellow weapon in his fingers and jabbed it into Primadonna’s leg. 
 
    What happened next was almost too horrible for words. The tiny box exploded with electric current, sizzling as an aura of ozone filled the room. Primadonna’s mouth hung open in a silent scream, her eyes rolling back in her head as electric bolts wrapped around her body, locking her muscles. A bright blue pulse rolled over her body, and she went boneless, slumping to the floor like a rag doll. 
 
    Clayman stared at the little yellow weapon in his hand, his face filled with disgust. Apparently it was a one-time use weapon. Smoke poured from the tip, the little box filled with flames. 
 
    He looked at me, shame inflecting his features. “Anti-super weapon,” he grunted, tossing the now empty tool to the carpet. “SENTRY’s gonna be on my ass for wasting that. Those things cost a damned fortune.” He looked down at Primadonna, who gently twitched on the floor. “Fuck it, though. Whole mission’s already FUBAR. Worth every penny, right?” 
 
    He grinned at me, like he expected me to laugh along. 
 
    I shot him right in that grin. 
 
    The shotgun kicked in my arms like a living thing, the recoil nearly launching me backward. Clayman’s head exploded in a burst of gore, shards of skull and brains covering the wall behind him as his whole noggin went off like a fucking firecracker.  
 
    I pulled the trigger a second time, but no shot came out. There was just a hollow click. 
 
    I tossed the shotgun to the floor and reached for the pistol in my jacket. Already, Clayman’s head was beginning to reform. His shoulders and arms lost some of their mass as the muscle was turned into whatever mass of atoms he needed to rebuild his skull. Fuck, is this guy immortal? 
 
    I aimed the pistol at Clayman and fired. The gun exploded in my hands again and again, growing warm as I pumped bullets into the superhuman’s stomach and chest. They didn’t even slow the fucker down. He took a step forward, then another, his pulped upstairs slowly reforming to resemble a head. 
 
    As the gun clicked, out of bullets, Clayman blinked his new eyes at me. Gore covered his face like he’d been rolling around on the floor of a slaughterhouse, and his cheeks and chin had lost the stubble he’d had when he’d first broken into Miss Kennedy’s house.  
 
    Only, he wasn’t smiling anymore. 
 
    “That hurt,” he said, rubbing his chin. “Fuck, you ruined my goatee!” 
 
    “Fuck you,” I said, grimacing. “Why won’t you die, asshole?” 
 
    He chuckled. “Because I’m super,” he said, as if that explained everything. 
 
    As I stood there, vibrating with anger, Clayman calmly picked the shotgun up. He reloaded it with shells from his jacket, watching me to see if I’d try and run. I knew it was no use. He’d just chase me down and kill me, after he’d had his way with Miss Kennedy. 
 
    Primadonna lay comatose on the floor. Whatever the ‘anti-super weapon’ Clayman kept in case of emergencies was, it was no joke. I hoped she was okay, and more than that I hoped that whatever Clayman and his ‘boss’ did to her didn’t turn her evil again.  
 
    She deserved better than that, despite the monster she’d been. 
 
    Clayman lifted the shotgun. A dark smirk tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Any last words, kid?” he asked, his tone almost respectful. 
 
    One of my best insults rose to the back of my tongue. 
 
    Then the world stopped making sense for a couple of seconds. 
 
    An explosion of light erupted directly behind Clayman, illuminating the living room like the noonday sun of some alien world where the sun was blue. Clayman didn’t even have time to register surprise as he was lifted off his feet, suddenly at the front of a roaring freight train of pure power. 
 
    He was tossed to the floor, the shotgun falling from his hands and rolling across the carpet. I picked it up and held it to my chest, then looked up to see what the fuck had just happened. 
 
    Acrid smoke billowed from Clayman’s back. The superhuman had just been roasted. He lay on the living room floor, knocked cold, a look of mild worry the only emotion on his comatose face. 
 
    Standing in the doorway between the living room and kitchen, wreathed in lightning, was Miss Kennedy. 
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    “Miss Kennedy? What the fuck!?” 
 
    Miss Kennedy’s hair floated around her head like the halo of a goddess. With lightning flowing from her fingers, curling around her arms, she looked like some kind of storm Valkyrie out on the hunt. For a moment, I barely even recognized her. It was like seeing her for the very first time, all over again. 
 
    Then the storm broke, and Miss Kennedy was Miss Kennedy again, only a few sparks around her face and hands indicating she’d done anything out of the ordinary. She stepped into the room, sizing up the situation with militaristic efficiency, then turned to me. 
 
    “Hand me that,” she said, holding her hands out for the shotgun. 
 
    I tossed it to her, so shocked I didn’t even raise a word of protest. 
 
    Miss Kennedy nodded. “Check on your friend,” she said, gesturing with her chin at Primadonna’s prone form. “Make sure she’s okay.” 
 
    This finally shook me from my stupor. “My friend? Miss Kennedy, you’re a super!” 
 
    A faint smile crinkled at the corners of her mouth. “And so are you,” she chided. “Seems we’ve both been hiding things from each other, hmm?” 
 
    As she spoke, she put her heel on the space between Clayman’s shoulder blades. As if on cue, he let out a low groan, more smoke pouring from his back. 
 
    “Don’t move,” Miss Kennedy warned. “Otherwise, I’ll cook you like a fucking sirloin.” 
 
    Her words made my brain stutter. I’d never heard Miss Kennedy swear before. Somehow, that was the most shocking event of the entire day. 
 
    “Make sure she’s alright,” Miss Kennedy insisted, gesturing at Primadonna. “She just tried to save both of our lives, and got hurt in the process.” She paused, sizing me up with a glance. “I take it Primadonna’s on our team now? Or yours, at least?” 
 
    I wasn’t about to let her make me feel bad. Not after hiding her superpowers from me for so long.  
 
    It made my head spin. All this time, Miss Kennedy was a super. 
 
    “Something like that,” I said. “How could you never tell me about this, Miss Kennedy? If you’d told me, I… I wouldn’t have felt so scared about my powers…” 
 
    She frowned, her eyes turning sad. “There’s a great many things you haven’t been told,” she said, her voice tinged with regret. “You’re right, I probably should have said something sooner.” 
 
    “You crazy fucking bitch!” That was Clayman. The superhuman had the good sense to stay down, particularly with Miss Kennedy keeping one leg on his back like Captain Morgan, but who knew how long that would last. “A fucking telepath and a goddamn astrapomancer. Jesus Christ did I ever draw the shit stick for this mission…” 
 
    “Quiet,” Miss Kennedy hissed. “Devin, get Primadonna up, please. We can talk about ourselves later.” 
 
    I did as she asked. Primadonna lay supine on the floor, only slightly more aware than she’d been after being blasted by Clayman’s little stun gun. Her eyes rolled in their sockets as I approached, and she tried without much success to lift her head. 
 
    “Don’t move,” I said, reaching down and inspecting her wounds. “Are you alright?” 
 
    She sounded more embarrassed than hurt. “I’ll be fine,” she said, grimacing as she tried once more to sit up. “It’s just going to take a few minutes for the pulse to wear off. Super-disabling weapons hit hard, but they don’t last for long.” Her teeth rattled as she slumped back to the floor. “I had no idea they’d give one to Clayman of all people. Normally SENTRY hoards those things like gold…” 
 
    I nodded, then turned back to Miss Kennedy. “She’s alright. She just needs a minute or two to recover. The weapon’s only temporary.” 
 
    Miss Kennedy nodded, driving the heel of her boot harder into the space between Clayman’s shoulder blades. “Good. You know, I’ve been trying to figure out if you had superpowers for a while now? All morning, I’d been probing you with questions. Trying to fish the truth out of you.” She smiled, though there was something grim in it. “You’ve never been so good at lying to me before.” 
 
    Her words hurt, and I wanted to hurt her in return. “Whereas you are apparently an expert at lying to me, Miss Kennedy.” 
 
    Her face fell. 
 
    “Jesus, family drama. Kill me already,” Clayman grunted. The muscles of his back stiffened like he was going to try and rise or make a break for it, but evidently he thought better of it. Maybe he just feared what Miss Kennedy could do if she got really pissed off. “Of all the houses in Potomac City, I had to attack the fucker with not one but two unregistered supers. SENTRY’s gonna shit themselves when I tell them about this.” 
 
    Clayman’s words broke off in a cry of pain as Kennedy flexed her leg. “You’re not telling anybody anything,” she said. “We’re the ones who ask the questions now. And if we don’t like the answers, you’ll get another taste of my powers. As many times as is necessary to get you to talk.” 
 
    Clayman didn’t like the sound of that. And I didn’t like the idea of torture. Even though the big man had wanted to hurt me—to either kill me or take me captive for his bosses—I didn’t think anyone deserved that. Or maybe I did, and it was just the thought of Miss Kennedy being the torturer that turned my stomach. 
 
    Either way, I decided to cut things off before they reached a point that couldn’t be taken back. “Let me at him,” I grunted, leaving Primadonna behind for the moment and stalking across the kitchen. “Just hold him down, Miss Kennedy. Zap him again if he tries anything.” 
 
    Clayman’s eyes widened as my shadow fell over his face. “Hey, what the fuck are you doing?” he hissed, beginning to wriggle. “Nah man, don’t put that fucking voodoo on me again—!” 
 
    But it was already too late. With Miss Kennedy holding him down, Clayman couldn’t resort to any of his tricks to guard his mind against my mental powers. And even if he could, I didn’t think he could resist me.  
 
    Too much anger filled my heart. My wrath was equal to that of the Gods themselves. 
 
    “You almost killed her,” I rasped, putting my boot on the side of Clayman’s head. He turned as best as he could as I applied pressure, groaning with the fear of a man who already knows he’s been defeated. “You hurt Miss Kennedy, and Primadonna. You would have taken them both away!” 
 
    “No,” the man protested, though he knew it was useless.  
 
    Already, my mental focus punched through his skull the way a battering ram breaks through a medieval palisade. A tidal wave of fear, guilt, and doubt ripped through the contours of his mind, taking his train of thought and tearing it right off the tracks. 
 
    I had more control than the last time I’d attempted this. When I’d overwhelmed Primadonna’s mind, I’d been a blunt weapon striking home again and again, but my control was improving every time I used my powers. 
 
    Clayman’s wounds made him even easier prey than Primadonna. In a supreme twist of irony, his work throwing off my mental yoke at the beginning of the fight made him much less able to do it a second time.  
 
    Soon the big man stopped struggling entirely, and began to sob all over Miss Kennedy’s kitchen floor. The boot between his shoulder blades slackened, Miss Kennedy’s mouth falling open as she watched me work. 
 
    “Good lord, Devin,” she whispered, struck through with awe. “I knew you were powerful. But this… this is something else entirely…” 
 
    It was. I was more than a little shocked by how good at it I was.  
 
    There was no shame in taking pride in a job well done, but the pleasure that filled me as I exercised my powers felt more than a little bit perverse.  
 
    How could I enjoy breaking people this much?  
 
    Was I secretly some kind of sadistic torturer? 
 
    The thought steadied me, bringing me back to myself.  
 
    As I blinked away the last of the flood of anger and guilt, Clayman sobbed quietly on the floor. A quick prod of his mental state confirmed he was every bit as different as Primadonna had been when I was done with her. 
 
    I feel bad about it, I told myself, reeling. My feet didn’t want to grip the floor—the earth itself felt like a narrow shelf I could fall off of at any moment. Yes, I feel guilt about my powers. That means I’m not a monster. At least I hope not… 
 
    In the same way that people who worried about being a sociopath probably weren’t one, I could rely on my worries and guilt to shield me from becoming the sort of monster I feared lurked deep inside of me. For now, at least. But I resolved to keep an eye on myself as much as possible. 
 
    “I had no idea you were so powerful,” Miss Kennedy whispered. “Now I understand why you’ve been partying so hard. Hell, who wouldn’t, having what you have?” 
 
    A stab of guilt filled me at the look on her face. “I should have told you from the beginning,” I said, shaking my head. 
 
    Miss Kennedy made a face. “No. I should have told you.” She added a chuckle. “We’ve both been idiots. Truce?” 
 
    “Truce,” I agreed, more than willing to put our mutual deception behind us. 
 
    Meanwhile, Clayman continued to sob. “No more,” the big man whimpered, his cheek pressed to the cool tile of the kitchen floor. “Please, no more! I get it now, I get it! You’ve turned me, alright?” 
 
    If I hadn’t been able to see into the man’s mind, I would have taken his penitence for a clever fake, but there was no hiding the change from my mental powers. The tenor of his submission felt different than Primadonna’s, but it was still there. The man had a human conscience now, he felt inescapable empathy for his victims, and had decided to act accordingly. 
 
    As I stood there, watching him squirm, I thought about just how his submission differed. Touching Primadonna felt like grazing the thoughts of a sultan’s harem girl—all flirty, light banter, and an eagerness to please. In comparison, Clayman’s mind felt like that of a soldier in a barracks—at ease, and ready to perform any command his superiors presented to him. 
 
    That was probably a very good thing. If my powers made Clayman fall in love with me, I wouldn’t have known how to handle it. There was nothing wrong with that—I just didn’t swing that way. And I sure as hell wouldn’t have been able to let the big man down gracefully. 
 
    “You’ll join us?” I asked, putting a hand on Miss Kennedy’s knee. She gave me a shocked look at the contact, but I just used the leverage to push her heel harder against the space beneath Clayman’s neck. “Promise?” 
 
    “Of course!” He held up his hands, raising his voice like volume itself would convince me. “I’m your guy, boss! Prim was right all along! You can let me up—I’m not going to try and hurt anybody!” 
 
    Kennedy and I shared a look. I nodded. “He’s telling the truth,” I said, brushing a speck of dirt off my shoulder. “Let him go.” 
 
    She did. Clayman rose slowly, checking himself over for damage. The few cuts and scrapes on his body healed over quickly, his incredible muscular control repairing the injuries in a matter of moments. Not for the first time, I was glad I’d never had to face him in a fair fight. 
 
    He’s mine, I realized, the knowledge leaving me a little dizzy. I had two superpowered soldiers now: Clayman and Primadonna.  
 
    If I kept up at this pace, I’d steal most of SENTRY’s best and brightest right out from under them. 
 
    “Sir.” Clayman said it easily, as casually as the quick salute he gave me when he finished scrutinizing his wounds. “Sorry about earlier. And I’m sorry I, ah, hurt your mother. I apologize for that, miss.” 
 
    “It’s alright,” Miss Kennedy said, her voice filled with wonder. “I’m not… we are not related. You… you’re really on our side now? Just like that?” 
 
    Clayman grinned. “Just like that. Why the fuck wouldn’t I be? He’s right. SENTRY are assholes, and need to be taken down a peg. Primadonna was telling the truth all along—I should’ve listened to her from the beginning, it’s just… I don’t know. I was blind, and now I see. Now I feel again.” 
 
    Miss Kennedy’s mouth moved silently for long moments. When she turned and looked at me, it was with a level of respect I’d never seen her show for anyone else, ever. “Devin.” 
 
    Huh? “Yes?” 
 
    “This power of yours,” Miss Kennedy said, her lips forming a tight line. “You can make people think what you want them to think? How long have you been able to do this?” She cleared her throat, as if bracing herself for the question she really wanted to ask. “Have you done this to Bailey and the other girls? To me!?” 
 
    Ah. Now I understood why she was so surprised. 
 
    I shook my head. “Until last night, I had no idea I could do any of this,” I explained to her. “I didn’t know I was a telepath—I thought I was just an empath. I’ve been able to feel other people’s emotions for a while now.” 
 
    Miss Kennedy nodded along. “Feel my emotions? And that’s done what, exactly?” 
 
    Now it was my turn to grin. “You’d be surprised. It helps in all sorts of ways—I can tell when someone’s stressed and wants a kind word, or when they wish someone would come up and compliment them on something they’re wearing. I can tell when they’re looking for a serious relationship, or when they’re just looking for some cocky guy with a great smile to give them a night on the town and a story to talk about with the rest of their sorority the next day.” My grin grew. “It’s kinda how I’ve managed to get so popular on campus.” 
 
    “I see,” Miss Kennedy whispered. Her mind reeled—no doubt it was filled with every prurient deed I’d ever put my empathy into the service of. “But changing minds… you haven’t been able to do that until recently?” 
 
    I nodded. Then I thought about it and shook my head. “I’m not sure I’m changing anybody’s mind. I mean, I’m not forcing anything—it’s not mind control. I thought I could feel what other people felt. It turns out I can also make them feel what I’m feeling.”  
 
    I thought it over, rubbing my chin. “Once you see things from someone else’s perspective, once you truly understand them, it’s hard to keep trampling on them. Once Primadonna and Clayman saw what they’ve been doing from an outside perspective, and accepted it, they changed from within.” 
 
    Miss Kennedy made a face. “Sudden changes of heart are nice,” she said, glancing over at Clayman, “but they don’t erase the damage done. Only atonement does that.” 
 
    “Right!” The voice was Primadonna’s. She’d recovered her footing and sashayed over to our side of the kitchen. “That’s exactly why we’re trying to atone. We haven’t been able to follow our own moral compasses—most of us never had any to begin with. So until we develop them, we do what Devin says.” She grinned at me, wiggling her eyebrows in the closest thing to an open invitation I’d seen from her. “It helps that your son is such a hunk!” 
 
    “He’s not my son. We are not really related,” Miss Kennedy repeated absentmindedly. Her attention was still on Clayman.  
 
    It seemed she couldn’t quite swallow the man’s sudden change from villain to hero. Unlike me, Miss Kennedy hadn’t spent her early years soaking in stories. I was familiar with both the ‘heel turn’ and the ‘face turn’, and knew that one or the other was the very essence of a good ‘twist’: be it in a movie, TV show, or work of literature.  
 
    She shook her head. “Ah, it doesn’t matter.” 
 
    I was about to argue that it did, when Miss Kennedy locked eyes with me. Those deep gray orbs bored into my soul, and for once I didn’t dare use my mental powers to sample the tenor of her emotional state. I didn’t want to know what I might find—or alternatively, I already felt too well that I knew. 
 
    “So,” she said, her lips twisting as she discarded her worries. “It sounds like you’re building an army, young man. What are you planning on doing with it?” 
 
    What indeed! Primadonna’s disappearance from SENTRY had been noticed; Clayman’s would be doubly so. No way I could hide the defecting of two of the organization’s most powerful supers from their leadership for long.  
 
    Once they knew of my powers, they’d never stop hunting me. Kennedy and I would have to spend our lives on the run, racing from place to place one step ahead of the superhumans. 
 
    Unless, I thought suddenly, there was some way to hide the fact that they’d disappeared at all… 
 
    The idea refused to leave. Wheels spun behind my eyes, the contours of a plan already beginning to form in the mists of my mind. “Clayman,” I said, pointing at the big man. 
 
    He snapped to attention like a Spartan before the gates of Thermopylae. “What’s up, boss?” 
 
    The plan sprang to life within me at the same moment I began to explain it. “Congratulations,” I told the big man, making a gesture at him like he’d just won a fabulous prize on a daytime game show. “You’re getting a promotion to a double agent. From now on, you work for me—and also SENTRY.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Miss Kennedy’s look of surprise soon widened into an excited grin. “That’s a brilliant idea, Devin,” she said, putting herself between me and Primadonna. Was she jealous of the way I kept glancing at the sexy superhuman in her tight, revealing suit? 
 
    I tucked the thought away for later. “You’re going to go back to your bosses and tell them you couldn’t find me,” I said, concocting a story on the fly for Clayman. “You staked out Miss Kennedy’s house, just like SENTRY told you to, but I wasn’t here. You figure I’ve flown the coop.” 
 
    Clayman nodded, absorbing all of this with a neutral expression. “SENTRY’s orders were to take the owner of the house captive if you weren’t here,” he said with a shrug. “Then use her as a hostage to force you out of hiding.” 
 
    A chill traveled up my spine. Next to me, Miss Kennedy made a disgusted face. 
 
    “That’s horrible,” I spat. “Would you really have done that?” 
 
    A guilty look flashed across Clayman’s face as he nodded. “I didn’t know any better,” he said, frowning at himself. “I’m not trying to make excuses, sir. I would’ve captured her and not given a shit. I didn’t… before you changed me, I didn’t really think people without powers counted as full human beings…” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said quickly. Sweat had broken out on Clayman’s bald head, and his teeth chattered like he’d stepped into an industrial freezer.  
 
    I could tell if I didn’t do something to resolve the internal contradiction inside him, we were going to have a bad time. Maybe he’d have had a full on mental breakdown; I didn’t know. I just knew I couldn’t afford to have him go crazy on me.  
 
    “You didn’t know any better. You were ignorant of the truth.” 
 
    Clayman recovered. “That’s right.” 
 
    I let out a sigh. The plan was about to get a whole lot more complicated. 
 
    “Okay, here’s what happened,” I said, thinking on my feet. “You got here and staked out the place. You saw Miss Kennedy but not me, and moved from Plan A to Plan B. Since I wasn’t there, you decided to take Miss Kennedy hostage.” 
 
    “Following you so far,” Clayman grunted. 
 
    “Except that when you broke into the house, Miss Kennedy was already gone,” I said. “And you found a note from me, taunting you and the rest of SENTRY. It turns out I knew you were there all along. You see, you couldn’t take Miss Kennedy hostage. Because I already did!”  
 
    I looked over at Primadonna, adding her to the plan. “The note also bragged that I killed Primadonna. That shouldn’t be too much of a stretch, considering what SENTRY already knows about my powers. You could tell them I commanded her to kill herself after flooding her mind with guilt, or something like that.” 
 
    “I could,” Clayman agreed. 
 
    A strange impulse seized me. “Could I have done that?” I asked, turning to Primadonna. “You were there, Prim. Think about how I made you feel when I told you you were a monster. If I’d have commanded you to end your life right then and there, would you have turned those knives of yours on yourself?” 
 
    Primadonna shivered as she considered it. “I don’t know,” she said, sounding a little reluctant to speak. “I don’t even want to think about something like that! I know I said I’d do absolutely anything you asked of me, and I will. But something like that…” 
 
    “It’s fucked up,” I said, finishing her thought. 
 
    Primadonna stared at her hands. “Yeah,” she finally said. “Pretty fucked up.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t actually do it,” I assured the super. “I just wondered if I was really that powerful. There’s still so much I don’t understand about my abilities.”  
 
    Yet, as the words left my mouth, I knew that deep down I lied. The ability to flood a super’s mind with guilt and get them to direct that guilt against themselves; or to give them a breakdown that caused them to turn against their fellow supers. That was true power.  
 
    If it came down to seeing the people I loved get hurt or use my powers in a truly fucked up manner? I wasn’t sure where my own personal morality would come down. 
 
    Maybe I’m more of a monster than I want to believe, I told myself. I smiled, banishing the worried look on Primadonna’s face. 
 
    “Either way, it doesn’t really matter,” I said, turning back to Clayman. “The gist is—I’m gone, I have Miss Kennedy with me, and Primadonna is dead. That should be more than enough. I’m not sure if your masters at SENTRY will believe it, but they’ll believe I said it.”  
 
    I rubbed my chin, thinking. “I’ll write the note before you leave. We’ll make it look like I scribbled it in a hurry—on my way out the door. Hopefully SENTRY won’t suspect you had anything to do with it.” 
 
    Both Clayman and Miss Kennedy were nodding at my plan. Of all the people in the room, it was actually Primadonna who looked the most skeptical.  
 
    “Are you sure about this?” she asked me, putting a hand on my shoulder as she looked the big man up and down. “We supers are a lot of things, but we’re not actors. You’re sending Clayman into a viper’s nest!” 
 
    The bald man chuckled. “Are you kidding me? No one’s got a better poker face than I do!” 
 
    And before our eyes, he flexed his muscles into the most neutral expression I’d ever seen. Clayman looked like a store mannequin—one whose arms and legs had been injected almost to the point of bursting, but a mannequin nonetheless. It looked downright spooky. 
 
    “Enough,” I said, waving my hands. “I believe you. Do your best, okay? Stall SENTRY for as long as you can. Try to get put in charge of any group of supers sent out to track me down, or at least get added as one of the members.”  
 
    Something occurred to me. “I’m going to give you mine and Miss Kennedy’s contact information. You’re going to call me periodically and let me know what’s going on in SENTRY—all the hot gossip. You think you can hide our info?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” Clayman pulled out the tiniest cell phone I’d ever seen made tinier by his enormous hands. “Go on and plug your numbers in. Use whatever stripper names you can think of for the contacts.” 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow. “Stripper names?” 
 
    Clayman flashed a cocky grin. “Women love muscles. The women you pay to grind in your lap especially.” 
 
    I wasn’t about to ask Clayman how he knew that. Clearly, the man had been quite the rake in his previous life. True to his boast, I found dozens of ladies’ numbers in his cell phone. 
 
    I decided to name myself Judy and Miss Kennedy Jezebel. Both names were right next to each other in Clayman’s contacts, so he’d be able to get in touch with either of us right after the other. And two calls to the numbers right after the other could conceivably be written off as him trying all his lady friends in alphabetical order, seeing if anyone was free for a date that night. 
 
    Once I was done, I handed Clayman back the phone and gave him the names. He snickered at my cleverness, but didn’t say anything about it.  
 
    “The note?” he asked. 
 
    “Oh, right.” I filled that out as quickly as I could and gave it to him, too. 
 
    “Make sure you keep in touch,” I told the man, frowning. “Otherwise I’m going to think you’ve gone back over to the other side. Become a triple agent or something like that.” 
 
    I punctuated the statement with humor, but all of a sudden I had a new concern. What if the effect my powers had on superhumans was temporary?  
 
    Primadonna hadn’t shown any sign of turning evil again, but she’d been near me the entire time after her transformation. It was possible that being in proximity to me kept the person’s original personality from reasserting itself. Once Clayman was away from me, however, there was nothing keeping him from going back to his old, brutal self. 
 
    That’s a risk I’m just going to have to take, I thought, looking the man up and down. Besides, would it be the worst thing in the world if he blew his cover and got killed? 
 
    The thought sickened me.  
 
    How could I think of a human being in such a manner? Like he was nothing more than a resource to exploit? That was the way SENTRY made their decisions, not me. What the fuck?  
 
    Thoughts like that weren’t like me at all. 
 
    I shoved the idea away and returned to the present moment. 
 
    “Don’t worry.” Clayman grinned at me and Miss Kennedy. “Going turncoat one time is more than enough for me. You’ll be hearing from me soon, sir.” 
 
    After that, we said our goodbyes. It seemed impossible when Clayman had first arrived that he’d be leaving through the front door like an invited guest, but that’s exactly what happened.  
 
    He even took the shotgun with him, though the weapon had been damaged in the fight and would no longer fire. His cover story would have looked strange, however, had he lost the weapon in a nonexistent battle with me. 
 
    The front door closed, and myself, Primadonna and Miss Kennedy were alone. 
 
    “You and I have a lot to talk about,” I said, turning to Miss Kennedy. “I’m going to need you to tell me everything you’ve been holding back, Miss Kennedy. We’re not going to make it out of this unless I learn the whole story.” 
 
    She nodded, her lips forming a tight little line. “I will,” she assured me. “And you’re going to need to tell me some things as well, young man. Like how you managed to defeat a superhuman in single combat.” 
 
    It took both of us a moment to realize Miss Kennedy was talking about Primadonna. When she realized it, the blonde gave a little start, then looked irritated.  
 
    “That’s not what happened,” Prim said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “We didn’t fight. Devin just opened my eyes.” She let out a giggle that would have sounded just right coming from an anime girlfriend. “I serve him now!” 
 
    “I’m sure you do,” Miss Kennedy said, casting me a significant look. 
 
    Primadonna wasn’t fazed. “Oh geez! It sounds like your mommy is going to be a pain. Don’t worry, Devin, I won’t let her cockblock you!” 
 
    Blood rushed to my face. I knew Primadonna was shameless about throwing herself at me, but this was a whole other level. 
 
    “I’m not his mother,” Miss Kennedy said, ignoring the sexual content of Prim’s message for the moment. She looked around the half destroyed kitchen, frowning at all the damage. “We need somewhere safe to bunk down for a bit. Even if SENTRY buys Clayman’s story—which I have my doubts about—they’ll undoubtedly send more supers to investigate my property. We shouldn’t be here when that happens.” 
 
    I thought about the crows, and ice filled my stomach. “We’ve got even bigger problems.” 
 
    As quickly as I could, I explained about the birds I’d been seeing around the city. How they’d shown up where Primadonna and I fought, and how they’d been perching on the windowsill of my apartment for days now. By the time I finished, Miss Kennedy’s face had gone the color of ashes. 
 
    “Oh yes,” she said, grimacing. “I know what you’re talking about, Devin. The superhuman who can see through the eyes of animals. There’s a word for it, but I can’t remember the name for it just now…” 
 
    “Warging,” Primadonna said in a matter of fact tone. “Wildflower’s a warg. Probably the most powerful one in America. Her range and the number of animals she can control at the same time outstrips everyone else in SENTRY. She’s number one in her category.” 
 
    “Then we’d better find a place where she can’t get us,” Miss Kennedy said. A strange smile came to her lips as the color returned to her face. “Fortunately for us, I know just the place.” 
 
    Relief flooded me at the thought. I could use a break. 
 
    But Primadonna didn’t budge. “That’s all well and good,” the blonde said, fixing Miss Kennedy with  a hard look. “But Wildflower will never stop hunting for us. She and I are…” 
 
    “Are what?” I asked, frowning. 
 
    “More like were,” Primadonna said with a sigh. “We were… friends, sir. Very good friends.” 
 
    Doubtless there was more to it than that. I had a good idea of what she was trying to tell me, but I wasn’t about to push Primadonna and embarrass her. Not when she’d already done so in such spectacular fashion in front of Miss Kennedy. 
 
    “I think I get you,” I said, giving Prim’s hand a squeeze. 
 
    When Primadonna looked at me, there were tears in the corners of her eyes. “She won’t stop coming for you,” she said, shaking her head. Her long, lustrous locks shimmered around her shoulders, making her look like someone in a super-themed shampoo commercial. “The whole city is essentially one big closed circuit camera system for Wildflower. Even if the place we hide is underground, or difficult to access, she’ll find a way. She can even control some bugs, though she says it always makes her feel icky after.” 
 
    I had to concede that there was no hiding place in or around Potomac City that could be one hundred percent bug free. Even a common housefly could be a spy eye, figuring out our location. 
 
    “In that case,” I said, thinking fast, “she’s our next target.” 
 
    Both Primadonna and Miss Kennedy looked shocked.  
 
    “Devin?” Miss Kennedy asked. “Do you know what you’re saying?” 
 
    “If she’s got eyes everywhere, then we’ll have to blind her,” I said, thinking fast. I strode over to the pile of rubble my fight with Clayman had left behind, picking through it with a quickness. “And I know just how we’re going to do it. Prim, you’re a thief, right?” 
 
    “The best,” Primadonna replied. She shared a confused glance with Miss Kennedy, then strode over to where I knelt picking through the rubble. “Why, sir? What did you want me to steal?” 
 
    I pulled the little yellow stun gun Clayman had used on Primadonna from the wreckage, examining it.  
 
    An anti-super weapon, the man had said. Expensive as hell—SENTRY hoards them like gold… 
 
    If they hoarded them, then there were more weapons like this in the city. 
 
    “You’re going to help me get a couple more of these,” I said, holding up the device that had disabled her. “Then we’re going to go after Wildflower—and make sure her and her little spies never bother us again.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s all very complicated,” Miss Kennedy admitted as she fiddled with the air conditioning in her SUV. “Where would you like me to begin?” 
 
    “At the beginning,” I said.  
 
    Outside, the lights of the Tunnel flashed in baleful procession, marking our underground path beneath Potomac City. We’d been driving for the better part of an hour now, zigzagging back and forth through some of the most congested sections of the underground highway along with a few of its least-traveled byways.  
 
    Miss Kennedy assured me that by doing so, we’d be giving not only Wildflower but the rest of SENTRY the slip. Once she was reasonably satisfied we weren’t being followed, she would take us to the safe place she knew about. 
 
    Miss Kennedy drove, and I sat in the passenger seat. I’d nearly sat in the back along with Primadonna, except if I did I knew I wouldn’t be able to keep her hands off of me. I wanted to explore the connection the two of us had, for sure, but not while Miss Kennedy was watching. 
 
    “Very well.” Miss Kennedy sighed, her eyes watching the road as we drove. 
 
    Her big black SUV fit in perfectly with the few vehicles out and about at this hour. It was the sort of car favored by defense contractors and those who wanted to be anonymous while going about their business.  
 
    Even if one of Wildflower’s spies caught sight of us while we drove, I doubted they’d be able to tell us from any of the hundred other similar vehicles on the road. 
 
    A faint smile tugged at the corner of Miss Kennedy’s mouth. “I suppose I can start dropping some secrets on you. Do you have any idea where superhumans actually came from?” 
 
    I very much did not.  
 
    As far as I knew, superhumans had just started appearing one day, springing to life fully formed like Athena from the head of Zeus. I didn’t really need much more of an explanation than that, to be honest. They existed, which made them a threat to life on Earth. 
 
    Seeing that I didn’t have the foggiest idea, Miss Kennedy peered into the rearview mirror and pursed her lips. “How about you, Primadonna? Does SENTRY include a history lesson with their welcome package into the evil empire?” 
 
    The blonde shook her head. “My experience with powers is the same as Devin’s. They just showed up one day, and I got used to having them. You know something more?” 
 
    Miss Kennedy nodded. “I’m sure you both remember the bad times,” she began. 
 
    In a moment, both of us were nodding along with her. How could we not remember?  
 
    The world had almost been broken in two by the advent of superhumans. Police, the military, the government—none of them had been able to contain the sudden explosion of powers among the populace.  
 
    As much as I hated Autarch, I had to admit: if not for his sudden rise and the consolidation of most of the world’s superhumans under his reign, the world might still be consumed by chaos and war. There were still wars, of course, but mostly between Autarch and the few groups of supers still trying to carve out their own petty kingdoms across the world. 
 
    “A few years before the bad times,” Miss Kennedy explained, “the governments of the first world met in secret and agreed to perform a series of experiments. Scientists in Bern had just discovered a new form of energy inside of a device called the Large Hadron Collider—neither of you know what that is, but it was a very large, very expensive piece of equipment that smashed together the building blocks of the universe to see what happened when they exploded.” 
 
    “I’ve heard of it in school,” I told Miss Kennedy. “What did they discover? Superpowers?” 
 
    She shook her head. “The Rift.”  
 
    She glanced up quickly, meeting Primdonna’s eyes in the rearview mirror. “Is that a word you know, superhuman? Perhaps you might have heard it in passing, on the lips of a superior?” 
 
    But Primadonna was just as confused as I was. “The riff?” 
 
    “Rift,” Miss Kennedy corrected. “A tiny hole in the fabric of reality. Confusing and mysterious, but completely pointless to those not interested in theoretical science—if it weren’t for the fact that opening a rift caused a tremendous amount of energy to fill the area around it.” 
 
    “How much energy?” I asked. 
 
    “A lot,” she replied. “Let’s say enough to power Potomac City for a few centuries.” 
 
    I gave a low whistle. “That would change the entire world,” I realized, watching out the window as the subterranean highway rolled by. “You could shut down every power plant for good. We wouldn’t need oil or gas to run our cars, heat our cities—we wouldn’t have anything to fight over.” 
 
    “Indeed. Which was why the heads of the countries involved in the Collider’s creation decided to collude. Together, they’d seize access to the power of the Rifts before anyone else could—and create an unstoppable advantage between themselves and the rest of the world.”  
 
    A faint smile spread across Miss Kennedy’s face. “You’re too young to remember, Devin, but back then we were all afraid of World War III—the idea that countries would ally into large blocks and go to war with each other, with the United States at the head of one and China at the other. Of course the rise of superhumans changed all that.”  
 
    Her smile turned into a frown. “Most countries are too busy kissing the boots of their local superhuman populations to even think about attacking their neighbors, or cooperating with them.” 
 
    The wheels spun behind my eyes. I felt myself on the verge of a breakthrough, the pieces clicking together in my head like the last bits of a massive puzzle.  
 
    “The Rifts make superhumans,” I said, staring at Miss Kennedy. “Don’t they?” 
 
    Her face told me I was right. “That’s the theory. But it’s a theory in the way that gravity is a theory—without it, nothing else about our world would make sense. Has it ever occurred to you that certain countries, like the US, have far more superhumans per capita than other regions? And that even within the United States, there are certain places—such as Potomac City and the surrounding area—that seem to have a superhuman on every block?” 
 
    I had wondered that, in fact, but it had always been one of those things in the back of my mind. I’d been too busy focusing on my own young life to worry much about the way the world worked. Particularly when that world could crush you like a bug on any day, so it was better to live life to the fullest. 
 
    “Rifts aren’t evenly distributed,” Miss Kennedy explained. “The people who discovered them lost control of their creation almost immediately. Now they pop up all around the world, though only for moments at a time. We don’t know why they favor certain locations on Earth more than others, but there are a few places that receive a great deal more Rift activity than others. The Eastern Seaboard of the United States is one. The flatlands around St. Petersburg, Russia is another.”
“If these Rifts are real, then why haven’t I ever seen one?” I asked, intrigued. “Surely they’d be on the news, if they’re so important.” 
 
    Miss Kennedy nodded. “They’re extremely small. Remember that scientists had to build a machine just to create and study the anomalies. Most of the ones that were measured in a lab were less than a millimeter in size, and only existed for a few fractions of a second. The Rifts themselves are a complete mystery to us: are they portals to another universe? A new dimension of quantum physics we’ve yet to understand? We don’t know. Only the radiation they leave behind is important.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” Primadonna asked from the backseat. “Do superhumans come from holes in reality?” She scoffed. “I didn’t come from any hole, Kennedy. I was born in Newark.” 
 
    “I thought you were born in Italy,” I said, glancing into the backseat. “That’s what your Wikipedia page said, at least.” 
 
    “That’s all Hollywood shit,” Primadonna scoffed, rolling her eyes behind her mask. “I’m an East Coast girl, like you. I’ll take you to see my old neighborhood sometime, if you wanna. Most of it’s still there.” 
 
    “I’m saying the radiation from the Rifts changes people,” Miss Kennedy explained, cutting through the other woman’s promises. “Not everyone, or else every human being on Earth would have some form of superpower. As you can imagine, scientists were very interested in researching the mechanism by which the radiation from the Rifts cause superpowers to develop. But their efforts were foiled when the whole world fell apart. Now any research centered around those discoveries are tightly controlled, and I don’t have access to them.” 
 
    Something occurred to me that hadn’t before. I should have thought of it right away. “Miss Kennedy, how on Earth do you know all this?” 
 
    Her face fell. “I never told you the whole truth about your parents, Devin.” 
 
    Shit. Just the look on her face told me I wasn’t going to like this.  
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    The SUV drove through the silent tunnel, the lights along the way providing only a dim, smoky light. It could have been day or night topside and we wouldn’t have known a thing, even though I could see from the display on the dashboard that it was nearly noon. 
 
    “I wasn’t just your parents’ friend,” Miss Kennedy finally said. She kept her eyes on the road as she spoke, as if she were too nervous to meet my eye. “We were colleagues as well. Co-workers. For Astra.” 
 
    “Astra?” I rolled the unfamiliar word over my tongue, only to realize it was more familiar than I thought at first. “Like ‘Ad Astra’?” 
 
    “To the stars,” Miss Kennedy intoned, reciting the ancient Latin motto. “Of course, no one will admit that Astra ever existed. What’s left of it has been subsumed totally into the superhuman-industrial complex—where I still work, making very good money for assisting in very bad deeds.” She looked pissed off as she explained the end of it, just as she’d looked nostalgic while talking about the beginning. 
 
    “What was it?” I asked. My heart pounded in my ribcage, even more than it had when we’d fought Clayman. “I never knew what my parents actually did. They never talked about work. And then, they…” I trailed off. 
 
    In the backseat, Primadonna frowned. “What happened to your folks?” she asked, a frown spreading across her face. “It’s bad, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It is,” I said, not wanting to say any more. The memory still hurt—a lot. “Go on, Miss Kennedy.” 
 
    She was quiet for a time then, working over her thoughts until they were polished and ready to be spoken. “Astra was born from that initial alliance. The leaders of the so-called ‘free world’, working together to steal the secrets of the Rifts before their enemies could.” She shook her head. “But we were working with higher ideals, even from the beginning. Your parents were two of the most honorable people I knew. When I…” 
 
    She trailed off, her mouth slamming shut like a blast door. I knew better than to pry too quickly into what she wasn’t saying—Miss Kennedy was like that, she needed to be coaxed gently some times.  
 
    With a start, I realized I probably knew her emotional state better than any other woman’s—I’d spent more time practicing my conversational and empathic skills on her, after all, than anyone else. 
 
    Finally I judged she’d been silent long enough. “When you what, Miss Kennedy?” 
 
    “When I developed powers,” she spat out, the words breaking from her like a dam. “Your parents agreed to help me hide it. By then, public pressure was already firmly against superhumans—you don’t understand what it was like, in the bad times. Nowadays we paint all superhumans with the same brush, we say that they were psychopaths who destroyed the world. And they did. But not all of us were that way.” She shuddered. “A few of us could resist the Rifts. I always wondered why I could. Perhaps it was my research into them that protected me.” 
 
    Huh? Okay, there were about a dozen questions I wanted to ask after that statement. I could only choose one, however, “Miss Kennedy… what really happened to my parents?” 
 
    She frowned deeply. “You know the official story already.” 
 
    For Primadonna’s benefit I decided to recount it, if nothing else. “They were in Sri Lanka on business—negotiating peace between two rival groups of superhumans. I don’t know much about it other than that, it was supposed to be top secret.” I looked over at Primadonna, who was practically in tears as she watched my turmoil. “Some terrorist attacked the highway my parents were driving on. They died, along with about a dozen other motorists. It was the worst day of my life.” 
 
    Primadonna sniffed hugely, then reached out from the backseat and took my hand. “I’m so sorry, Devin,” she said, sounding like she meant it from the bottom of her heart. 
 
    “It’s okay. It usually doesn’t hurt this much.” 
 
    It was about to hurt a whole hell of a lot more. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Miss Kennedy swallowed hard, her grip tightening on the wheel as we took a turn into a less populated section of the underground highway.  
 
    “Your parents were murdered,” she agreed. “But not by some random terrorist. They were part of Ragnarok.” 
 
    My eyebrows rose. “Ragnarok?” 
 
    “The twilight of the Gods,” Miss Kennedy explained, her eyes growing far away as she thought about it. “In Norse mythology, it’s the end of everything—a great battle that claims the mightiest of the world’s champions, sweeping them away like so many pieces on a chessboard.” Her tone turned bitter. “It’s a fitting name for the operation, I suppose. Seeing as it killed so many superhumans.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. “My parents were supers?” 
 
    Miss Kennedy was already shaking her head. “No. But they worked with Astra, and that put them in contact with a half-dozen groups of superhumans. They did research, you understand—voluntary research, not the shit that happens in SENTRY’s black sites these days. They wanted to understand the link between the Rifts and superhumans, and break it wherever they could. There was one superhuman, however, who didn’t like that.” Her face turned dark. “One man who planned to topple the leaders of the other super groups in one fell swoop, and consolidate the power of the entire world under his reign.” 
 
    Ice filled my veins. What Miss Kennedy was saying made sense, but the truth was so horrible I didn’t want to consider it. 
 
    “Autarch,” I said, the word tasting like ashes in my mouth. “You’re talking about Autarch.” 
 
    Miss Kennedy nodded. “Ragnarok was Autarch’s masterstroke. On one day, the leaders of the top five superhuman groups on Earth were all assassinated—all except for Autarch’s. Their members were left rudderless, afraid, jumping at their own shadows. They were easy meat for Autarch. And Astra was destroyed right along with them.” Miss Kennedy looked at me now, her eyes haunted. “Autarch didn’t pull the trigger himself. I don’t know which super was dispatched to Sri Lanka that day to murder your parents, Devin. But I do know that Autarch ordered it. They were assassinated on his command. I… I’m sorry.” 
 
    I leaned back, my head swirling.  
 
    Autarch, the de facto leader of the entire world, had killed my parents? Had been so afraid of what my parents might discover that he’d had them murdered, and their entire organization torn down, just to keep them from discovering it? 
 
    It beggared belief. It was the pettiest move in the universe. 
 
    Pure rage filled me. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” I snarled, my nostrils widening in the rearview mirror. I could feel myself shaking, but I didn’t care. The urge to force myself inside of anyone near me—Miss Kennedy and Primadonna in this instance—and make them feel the utter despair and pain coursing through my veins was so strong I could barely resist it. But resist it I did.  
 
    “That monster. I’ll kill him. I fucking swear it!” 
 
    A hand covered mine. It was Miss Kennedy’s. 
 
    “I know,” she whispered, giving me a squeeze. “I’m so sorry, Devin. I should have told you all of this long ago, not now. You deserved to know the truth, whether you had superpowers or not. And you should have known about me. I can’t even say I didn’t trust you. I just… I worried, you know? What you’d say, knowing old Miss Kennedy was one of those monstrous supers…” 
 
    I shook my head. With a supreme effort, I pushed the cocktail of negative emotions from my mind. They were never far from the surface of my mind, however. Let’s keep them there, I thought, something vicious uncoiling deep within me.  
 
    The next time I run into one of these assholes, they’re going to get a set of intrusive thoughts they’ll never forget.  
 
    Maybe one day, I’d be able to make Autarch feel what I felt in that moment. Until then, getting revenge for killing my parents would be priority number one. 
 
    Hands massaged my shoulders. When I opened my eyes, Primadonna had her taut stomach and ample breasts pressed against the back of the passenger seat and was trying her best to calm me down.  
 
    I touched the submissive part of her mind, without even meaning to, and knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that if Miss Kennedy wasn’t there, she’d be unbuckling my belt and sucking on my cock. It wasn’t even just a lust thing—she wanted to make me happy. She couldn’t stand seeing me in pain, and would do just about anything to relieve it. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, baby,” Primadonna purred, her skilled fingers massaging away my aches and pains. “It’s not fair what that monster did to your family. We’re going to make him pay for it! You’re going to make all of his supers like me—and once we know the truth, we’ll kick his ass for you!” 
 
    It sounded good, to be sure. But that day was far away if it was coming—so far that I couldn’t even see it over the horizon. I relaxed into Primadonna’s touch, sighing as she rubbed me. 
 
    “There’s something you said before,” I told Miss Kennedy, not wanting to linger on the tragedy of my parents’ death any longer than necessary. “What did you mean by resisting the Rifts? I still don’t understand that part?” 
 
    Miss Kennedy looked like she’d wished she’d never brought it up, but it was too late to go back now. “It’s just a theory,” she explained, watching from the side of her gaze Primadonna as she gave me the expert masseuse treatment. “It was my pet theory, actually—and I have to tell you, your parents never truly agreed with it. They said the science was against me, that the phenomenon I was describing couldn’t be physically possible.” 
 
    “Physically possible,” I repeated, shaking my head. “We’re talking about people who can level cities, Miss Kennedy. Anything is possible.” 
 
    A faint smile lit up her features. “Exactly.” 
 
    The Tunnel lightened up ahead. We were nearly at the exit of the subterranean highway—soon we’d be wherever Miss Kennedy wanted us to hide.  
 
    “So what’s your theory?” 
 
    Miss Kennedy pulled the vehicle out into the early afternoon sunshine. Then, to my surprise, she guided us directly into a new tunnel, paying a second toll as we dipped back beneath the surface. Where on Earth was she taking us? 
 
    “It all goes back to the beginning of the Superhuman Era,” she said, darkness enveloping the SUV. “Back when human beings first began to display their powers. At first, the media dismissed it all, claiming there was nothing supernatural going on and the videos circulating around social media were a complicated hoax. Later, when they couldn’t deny it any longer, the government took over. But in between, there were all sorts of theories about what the world would look like with superhumans in it.” 
 
    “I remember that,” I said. Now this was a place where I could actually contribute to the conversation. “I was young, but not too young. I remember all the memes: celebrities with the Infinity Gauntlet, all the new superhero movies using supers as extras instead of CGI…” 
 
    “Those were interesting times,” Primadonna agreed. All the while, her fingers never stopped kneading my muscles, soothing away all my negative emotions. “The entertainment industry did a flip-flop overnight, as I recall.” 
 
    Miss Kennedy nodded. “Most people thought the world would look something like the superhero movies,” she said, laughing at the naivety. “Not exactly like it, of course, but there’d be a similar breakdown among the superhuman—some would be good, using their power to protect the innocent and the weak, while a few would use their abilities for personal gain. An extreme minority would kill, steal, and rape to their heart’s content, and they would need to be stopped.” 
 
    I understood this. It had been a common enough assumption at the time. “But all the supers belonged to the second group,” I said, unable to keep the bitterness from my tone. “With a little bit of the third. Self-absorbed narcissists who treat people like dirt and do whatever they want. Sorry, Primadonna—no offense.” 
 
    “None taken,” the superhuman assured me. I could feel her lips against my ear, her whole body fixed on making me feel as good and relaxed as possible. “I know I was an awful, awful woman before I met you. It doesn’t make me feel good to think about it—but I hope that I can make up for it in the future.” I could feel her grin. “I hope I get to start making it up to you very, very soon.” 
 
    Miss Kennedy coughed, moving on as quickly as possible. “You’re right,” she said. “Nearly all superhumans turned out to be amoral at best, and pure evil at worst. Yet almost no one tried to figure out why that should be the case. Why everyone who gained superpowers, almost without exception, would choose the path of darkness and self-enrichment.” 
 
    It didn’t sound like much of a mystery to me. “Because most people are lazy and self-absorbed,” I shot back. “Giving them superpowers didn’t change who they are, Miss Kennedy. It just made them worse.” 
 
    Miss Kennedy shook her head. “That’s what your parents thought, as well. I think it’s more complicated than that. Before Astra shut down, I was compiling examples of superhumans who were good people prior to gaining their powers. There weren’t many of them: I’m talking about the sort of people who are normally referred to as ‘pillars of the community’. They went to church, volunteered to help the poor, and were generally thought of as good and kind and completely indispensable.” 
 
    Now that was interesting. “You’re telling me they went bad, too?” 
 
    “Maybe they were repressed,” Primadonna purred. “I bet if they got themselves a little dirty, they might not have turned to the dark side!” 
 
    Miss Kennedy ignored that. “Yes, nearly all of the test cases I put together did,” she explained. “And interestingly, some of them didn’t turn bad right away. I was able to find several examples of citizens who used their powers for good initially, only to become some of the worst offenders to ever join SENTRY. But before I could present my findings to Astra, I was stopped.” 
 
    “By Ragnarok,” I said, putting the pieces together. “The day of judgment.” 
 
    “Autarch ended any research I could put together on the subject,” Miss Kennedy agreed. “But my theory was this: that there’s some quality to the energy of the Rifts that not only turns people into superhumans, but corrupts them, as well. There has to be some explanation why even well-meaning people turned into heinous, amoral monsters once they joined the ranks of the superhuman.” 
 
    I froze. Miss Kennedy didn’t notice it, as she was driving, but Primadonna definitely did. She could feel my muscles tensing up beneath my fingers as thoughts flew through my skull.  
 
    It had felt good to break Primadonna—to grind her face into the concrete while filling her with the pain and rage I’d carried for so long. A perverse pride had filled me when I’d bested Clayman, so strong that it had turned my stomach. 
 
    Was Miss Kennedy right?  
 
    Was I going to turn into a monster, whether I wanted to or not? A villain as bad as Autarch? 
 
    I rejected it instinctively. “It’s just a theory,” I said, countering Miss Kennedy. “Supers are just self-interested assholes. What’s the old phrase: absolute power corrupts absolutely? You give an ordinary person the powers of a God, you see the real monster come out.” I swallowed hard. “Besides, I haven’t turned evil. Right?” 
 
    Miss Kennedy shot me a worried look. “You tell me, Devin,” she said in a quiet voice. “I’m not the one getting a massage from a murderer.” 
 
    Primadonna’s hands left me. I didn’t need to look in the rearview mirror to see the shock on her face—all I had to do was touch her emotional state. Prim was gobsmacked. 
 
    “I’m… how dare you!” Primadonna said, pouting. “Devin is not evil! He made me good! He opened my eyes to what SENTRY and the other supers are doing! He couldn’t possibly be a bad guy!” 
 
    I could see the hurt in Miss Kennedy’s eyes.  
 
    She didn’t want to say it, but she felt it needed to be said. Because if her theory is correct, then I need to watch myself. It would be so easy to tip over the edge—to turn into the very monsters I’m trying to destroy. 
 
    “Of course,” Miss Kennedy said, relaxing. “But do me a favor, Devin. If you start to feel anything strange growing within you, you’ll tell me, won’t you? I may be able to help you. Before Astra was blown to hell, I was researching methods to possibly sever the link between the Rifts and the superhumans they corrupt. In fact, from what you’ve told me about Primadonna, it seems you might have done this severing without even meaning to!” 
 
    That was an interesting thought. “I’ll watch myself,” I promised Miss Kennedy. “If anything strange starts happening, you’ll be the first to know.” 
 
    Miss Kennedy stared at me for a long moment, then nodded. “Alright,” she said. I realized that I’d just passed a test I hadn’t known I was having. “In that case, let’s get to our new home.” 
 
    She took the next exit, speeding into the darkness. The pathway sloped downward dramatically, delivering us to a level of the subterranean highway we hadn’t seen before. 
 
    “Uh, Kennedy?” Primadonna’s hands were already kneading me again, as if she quite literally couldn’t keep them off me. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “You’ll see,” she said with a faint smile. “We’ll be safe there—for a time, at least. Once we’ve had an opportunity to calm down and rest, we’ll see about this heist of yours.” 
 
    I hoped we’d be as safe as she claimed. 
 
    But even if we weren’t, I didn’t think I’d be able to keep my hands off Primadonna. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is the place,” Miss Kennedy said, pulling the SUV to a halt. “We should be safe here. Go on and get out of the car, and we’ll walk the rest of the way.” 
 
    It didn’t look like much. We’d turned off the Tunnel a while ago, but unlike a normal trip through the subterranean highway, we hadn’t headed back into the light. While we’d left the freeway behind, we’d turned onto the equivalent of a side road: as the SUV drove through the small-t tunnels, I got the distinct impression we were heading through some kind of access road. 
 
    I stepped out of the car, stretching as my feet hit the ground. It had been a while, and the only stimulation I’d gotten was Primadonna’s hands on my shoulders. Speaking of the superhuman, she walked like she squeaked—her emotional state was a veritable ball of horny need, her desire to please me pushed through anything like a normal human sense of emotion. I was going to have to do something about that, and sooner rather than later. 
 
    Miss Kennedy, on the other hand, was blissfully unaware of the maelstrom churning between Primadonna’s legs. “It’s this way,” she said, pulling an ancient and ornate key from her pocket. “Follow me.” 
 
    The key turned out to unlock a small door set into the wall. Past it, we found a set of stairs that descended deep into the darkness. Miss Kennedy took them two at a time with such familiarity that I knew she’d been down here several times before in the past. Primadonna and I followed behind, picking our way down with more caution. 
 
    “Uh, Miss Kennedy?” I asked, glancing back up at one point the way we came. “Is your car going to be alright?” 
 
    “It will be taken care of,” she assured me. “We’re almost there.” 
 
    As we reached the bottom of the stairs, a set of inlaid lights along the sides of the hall clicked on. The path stretched off into the distance, and Miss Kennedy moved down it with no hesitation, moving as quickly as a speed walker. Primadonna and I shared a confused look and followed. 
 
    We were just about far enough to no longer see the stairs behind us when the lasers came out of the wall. 
 
    I froze up, reaching out with my powers instinctively as the red light washed over my body. Primadonna threw herself to the floor on all fours and rolled beneath the moving red light.  
 
    Miss Kennedy turned around to see us both and chuckled, then shot me a guilty little look. 
 
    “Sorry, I forgot about that part,” she said. “It’s fine—it’s just a security measure. I added you both to the Redoubt’s scanners while we were in the car.” 
 
    Redoubt? Where was Miss Kennedy taking us? 
 
    The answer lay just ahead. Beyond the hallway of lasers lay a thick metal door, like something from a bunker in the old days. The lasers reappeared as Miss Kennedy approached it, sliding over her slender body with a slowness and a depth they hadn’t had before. It was like the previous hallway was just a quick pat down for threats, while this was making absolutely sure Miss Kennedy was who she said she was. 
 
    “Jesus,” I said, shaking my head. “What is this? Your Fortress of Solitude?” 
 
    “You’re closer to the truth then you know,” Miss Kennedy said, her eyes shining with mirth as the device scanned her. “More truthfully, young man, it’s probably yours. I’m afraid I’ve just been keeping it warm for you.” 
 
    Before I could ask questions, the doors behind Miss Kennedy ground opened in a shower of sparks, and I got my first look at the Redoubt. 
 
    My new home. 
 
    Primadonna and I stepped inside, looking everywhere at once. I could feel her pulse quickening, my own matching her as I took a look at Miss Kennedy’s secret hideout. Or was this Astra’s?  
 
    Either way, it didn’t matter. She’d said it was mine. And looking at it, one thought rose unbidden to my mind. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I said, amazed. “I’m in the fucking Batcave. I have a Batcave?” 
 
    It was impossible to look at all the machinery framed by those bare rock walls and not think of the superhero movies. Even the massive bank of computers on a raised dais recalled Bruce Wayne’s secret base for planning Batman’s movements, armed as it was with scanners and all sorts of advanced technology. The cave opened so high above our heads that I couldn’t see the ceiling, and the air was cool and slightly damp. 
 
    “There’s living space in the back,” Miss Kennedy said, stretching as she stepped into the cave’s center. She looked like someone coming home after a long absence, grateful to be able to finally put their feet up. “You and Primadonna will have to share a room, I’m afraid, but I doubt that’ll be much of an issue for either of you. I’m the one who’ll have to learn how to deal with that…” 
 
    As shocked as I was by my new environment, I barely even registered the strangeness in Miss Kennedy’s tone. I was too busy gawking at the computers, the expensive equipment, the sensitive instruments whose purpose I could only guess at.  
 
    One table held a half-dozen drones in various shapes and sizes, equipped with cameras as well as devices for their own self-defense in case they were attacked. I made a mental note to deploy them later. If Wildflower was going to have her own set of spy eyes, we’d better set up our own. 
 
    A ladder near the back of the chamber caught my eye. “Does that lead to the surface?” I asked, pointing. 
 
    Miss Kennedy caught herself and nodded. “There’s a couple secret entrances to the Redoubt,” she explained, her gaze traveling up and up into the darkness beyond the top of the ladder. “That one lets you off just outside of a public park on the outskirts of Potomac City. It’s useful when you don’t want to be seen navigating the underground highways.” 
 
    I wondered if any of the secret passages connected to the Metro system. Getting in and out of there in a hurry would be of great use to me, with how well I knew the rails. 
 
    “This is amazing!” Primadonna purred, grinning like a kid on Christmas at all the hardware Miss Kennedy had lying around. “I can’t believe you haven’t put this stuff to better use! You could arm a whole team with all this stuff!” 
 
    Someone who didn’t know Miss Kennedy as well as I did wouldn’t have noticed the slight change in her face when Prima said that. Only I could see how sad she was as she looked at the devices on the table, and thought about the people who weren’t there to help her use them. 
 
    “I don’t have a team,” she admitted. “Gadgets are useful, but not if they get you caught. If a superhuman found the location of this place—or even worse, SENTRY—it would be game over. They’d bomb it to the Stone Age and smoke out the survivors.” 
 
    My stomach let out an embarrassing rumble. “Like that?” I asked, prompting both Miss Kennedy and Primadonna to laugh. 
 
    “Something like that,” Miss Kennedy said. “Lucky for you I just stocked the larder. We have food, as well as some extra clothes. Some of them will fit you, Devin. And if you…” Miss Kennedy looked at Primadonna here. “Potentially want to change out of your… I suppose you’d call it your uniform…” 
 
    “Nah,” Primadonna said, batting the offer away with a wave of her hand. “I’m fine. I like my outfit. Besides, I can tell Devin does, too.” She glanced toward the place where Miss Kennedy had indicated the living space, peering into the darkness as she cocked her head. “Are there showers down here, though? I’ve still got some blood on me. And if I could wash the costume, that’d be great, too…” 
 
    Give this to Miss Kennedy, even in the middle of a situation as unprecedented and absurd as this one, her maternal instincts took over.  
 
    “Absolutely,” she said, showing Primadonna into the combined kitchen and living space with a smile. “I’d be happy to toss your clothes in the wash while you bathe. You and Devin will be staying with me a while, I’m afraid. The Redoubt is the only place in Potomac City that’s safe for you right now.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Primadonna agreed. It was possibly the only thing she and Miss Kennedy did agree on. “Until Devin does to Wildflower what he did to me, she’ll be spying on the whole city. Once her little eyes are on our side, though, we can go wherever we want.” Prim grinned at me, the look on her face turning decidedly lewd. “I can’t wait for you to meet her, Devin. She’s so tiny and cute. You’ll be able to pick her up and do whatever you want with her—” 
 
    “Yes, ahem,” Miss Kennedy said, interrupting with a cough. “The bathroom is right through here, Primadonna. Just slide your uniform beneath the door and I’ll make sure it gets to the proper place.” 
 
    A big smile spread across the super’s face. She thinks I’m going to slip in the shower with her in a few, I thought, touching her emotional state.  
 
    Too bad for her that Miss Kennedy wanted to talk to me first. Was she going to try and push me away from this relationship, I wondered?  
 
    “Thanks!” Prim gave me a kiss on the cheek, then headed to do as she suggested. “Later on, I’ll fix you both some grub. I’m one hell of a good cook when I’m not being evil…” 
 
    I assured her I was looking forward to it. As she closed the door, Miss Kennedy took me by the hand.  
 
    “Come with me,” she whispered, her voice low and furtive. I followed her into the kitchen, where her maternal instincts once again took over. 
 
    “Coffee?” she asked, gesturing to a gleaming espresso machine. It looked like it belonged in a cafe being tended by a half-dozen baristas, and the lingering scent around it was so intense I could practically taste the delicious brew that would come out of it. 
 
    “Yes, please,” I said, taking a seat at the table. 
 
    Sitting down, it was almost possible to believe we were in a house. Only the faint smell of the cave and the chilly, damp air told me we were underground rather than on the outskirts of town.  
 
    Miss Kennedy busied herself with the espresso machine, heating up the beans and pressing them through at great pressure. Evidently, she wasn’t into making drip coffee down here—she preferred Americanos. So did I when I was away from home. 
 
    “You and I had a discussion not long ago,” Miss Kennedy said without turning from the machine. “I wonder if you recall it.” 
 
    “Maybe. What was it about?” 
 
    “We were talking about Bailey,” she said, her voice tight, “and your activities lately. All about you sowing wild oats, and how it’s to be expected as a young, popular college student that you would go out on a number of dates with… eligible girls. Do you remember what I told you about that?” 
 
    I did. “That as long as I was being a gentleman and using protection, you had no complaints. As I recall, you mentioned something about having been around the block yourself a time or two back in the day.” 
 
    Miss Kennedy turned around, two coffees in her hand. Her lips were a tight little line, and from the state of her emotions, I could tell she was regretting being so permissive and free with my romantic life in the past. Except what could she really have done?  
 
    She wasn’t my mom. All she could do was dispense advice, which is what she was doing now. 
 
    “Good,” she said, setting down the coffee and taking a seat. “Because I really want you to think about what you’re planning to do where… where superhumans are concerned.” 
 
    “Where Primadonna is concerned, you mean,” I said, taking a sip of the coffee. God damn but it was good. What Miss Kennedy whipped together in a hurry was one of the best brews I’d ever tasted in my life. “I doubt you really have an issue with me ordering Clayman around.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have an issue with you ordering Primadonna around, either,” she said quickly. “Devin, if you sent her back to SENTRY as a double agent, I’d be all for it. It’s just that… well…” 
 
    “You can say it, you know,” I said, a hint of mirth around my mouth. “You don’t want me to fuck her.” 
 
    Miss Kennedy sighed. She took a sip of her coffee and stared down at the table top, gathering her thoughts. “That makes me sound like some kind of puritan shrew,” she muttered. 
 
    “A little. But that’s okay.” I shrugged. “Most parental figures are trying to curb the crazy shit their kids get up to. I forgive you for trying.” 
 
    “It’s not the sex,” Miss Kennedy said, changing her tack. “Don’t look at me like that—really, it’s not. I don’t care who you take to bed, Devin, as long as she makes you happy. I meant it when I said that as long as you’re treating your partner right and using protection, I don’t have a problem with you going out on lots of dates.” 
 
    “Then what is the problem?” I interjected. “Because by your own rules, I should be able to go walk into that shower and have sex with Primadonna without you complaining. Hell, from the way you talked about Bailey, I’d half expect you to congratulate me when I got back to the kitchen.” 
 
    Miss Kennedy’s face flushed as she realized for the first time she might have tried too hard to be the cool parental figure. “You didn’t change Bailey from a villain into a hero,” she said, shaking her head. “You have power, Devin. The kind of power that nearly everyone in this world would gladly kill for. You don’t think that interferes with your decision making?” 
 
    It was the ‘Rifts turn superhumans evil’ argument again, or something like it. I rejected that—partially because I didn’t believe it, and more importantly because I didn’t want to believe it. 
 
    “I’m not evil,” I said, putting my hands on the table. “If I start feeling the urge to subjugate humanity and destroy a few buildings, I promise you’ll be the first to know. Right now, the only thing I’m feeling the urge to destroy is Primadonna’s—” 
 
    Miss Kennedy held up a hand, shushing me. “That woman worships you,” she hissed, eyes narrowing in warning. “She worships you the way SENTRY worships Autarch, Devin. It’s… it’s just a lot to take in.” 
 
    Her words hit me like a slap in the face. “Miss Kennedy.” The two words fell like ashes from my mouth. “Did you just compare me to Autarch? To the man who killed my fucking parents?” 
 
    Her mouth worked soundlessly. Panic roiled within her emotional state, the panic of someone who realizes they’ve just caused a hurt they might never be able to take back.  
 
    “I didn’t mean it like that, Devin,” she said, reaching out for my hand. “I just—” 
 
    “Don’t touch me!” I said, yanking my hands away. “Just don’t!” 
 
    Tears welled in the corners of Miss Kennedy’s eyes. “Devin,” she said thickly. “I’m so sorry. You’re not Autarch. You’re nothing like him at all. I promise you that.” 
 
    “Then why did you say it?” I thundered, rising from my seat. I was pissed off, but I couldn’t stop myself—and truthfully, I didn’t much want to. “Why the fuck would you say something like that, Sarah? How could you even compare me to that monster!?” 
 
    She stared at me for a long moment, her mouth moving as she struggled to come up with some sort of reply. I’d used her first name before when arguing, but never with this much vehemence. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said finally, looking truly appalled at herself. “I should never have said that, Devin—and I didn’t mean it. If you’ve got the powers I think you do, then you know I didn’t mean it like that.” 
 
    You’ve got a point. I touched her emotional state, and found that Miss Kennedy told the truth. Feeling it calmed me down a little bit, and I took a seat back in the chair and held the little cup of coffee. 
 
    “Fine,” I said, wiping my forehead as I took a sip. “It was a supremely stupid choice of words. You want to leave it at that?” 
 
    “No,” she said, looking like she wanted to reach me. “It’s a cliche from the old superhero comics, but there’s a great responsibility that comes with having powers like yours. Just because the vast majority of people who gained superpowers chose to reject that responsibility, it doesn’t make it alright for you to do the same thing as well.” 
 
    I was on the cusp of responding when a door in the back of the Redoubt opened. Steam billowed through the open doorway as Primadonna stepped through, naked save for a towel wrapped around her ample breasts. The fabric was thick and comfortable, but stretched only to the tops of her thighs—if she bent over even slightly, I’d have been able to see her ass and the contours of her mound. 
 
    Miss Kennedy’s eyes widened as she turned around in her seat. “Primadonna?” 
 
    From the look on Primadonna’s face, she’d been listening to the two of us for some time now. And she didn’t like what she heard. Not one little bit. 
 
    “I appreciate you speaking for me, Kennedy,” the blonde said, making it perfectly clear that she did not appreciate Miss Kennedy speaking for her at all. “But don’t I get a say in any of this? Aren’t I allowed to make my own fucking decisions?” 
 
    Miss Kennedy looked even more flummoxed than she had when I’d come after her. Her mouth moved soundlessly yet again, the motion becoming so familiar to me that I considered pushing a little energy into her skull just to move her along. 
 
    “Of course,” Miss Kennedy finally said. “But Primadonna, you have to realize—up until a day or two ago, you were a very, very different kind of person.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    That brought Miss Kennedy up short. “You weren’t the sort of person I would’ve liked to see on Devin’s arm,” she said mildly. “And I don’t think you would have chosen to go out Devin, or do anything else with him, if you were still the villain you’d been before he changed you.” 
 
    Primadonna crossed her arms over her breasts. Unfortunately for me, the motion tugged her towel upward, causing it to rise above the swell of her ass. I could see the valley between her thighs now, though her slit was still shadowed by the way she had one leg pressed against the other. 
 
    More immediately, I could see that she’d shaved. She was perfectly bare between her legs, the apex of her thighs still glistening with drops of dew from the shower.  
 
    She’d gotten herself ready for me—and for a guy like me, knowing a woman had taken care to make her body as perfect for you as possible was better than dry-swallowing a couple of Viagra. Suddenly I was the one who had to keep my legs crossed. 
 
    Primadonna either didn’t notice the effect she had on me or was too preoccupied with Miss Kennedy to care. “So? Who cares? Does the way I feel about Devin not matter, just because he’s the one who opened my eyes and made me see the light?” 
 
    “Some would say it does,” Miss Kennedy said after a moment. 
 
    Primadonna stuck out her tongue. “Then let them say it to me,” she hissed, for a moment becoming every bit the fearsome villain she’d been when she first met me. “Otherwise, they can keep their fucking mouths shut. What Devin and I do or don’t do is our business—no one else’s.” 
 
    Hot damn. Up until now, I’d mostly just been attracted to Primadonna on a primal, animalistic level, but now I was actually starting to fall for her a little bit.  
 
    There was something endlessly attractive about a woman willing to stick with you so fiercely, and defend that want to anyone who wanted to question it. 
 
    “I know he’s not your kid,” Primadonna said, barreling forward before Miss Kennedy could think of any other objections. “But I know you care deeply about him, and want him to be happy. From what I can see, you’ve done a damn good job of all that before I showed up. Both of us want the same thing, Kennedy. We both care about Devin—we both want to make him happy. My way is just a little different than yours.” 
 
    Or maybe not so different, I thought. For underneath her other emotions, buried so deeply that I wasn’t sure if Miss Kennedy herself was even aware of it, an undercurrent of jealousy flowed sweet and hot.  
 
    I couldn’t be sure, but I suspected that jealousy colored Miss Kennedy’s understanding in ways she was hesitant to admit to herself. Was she really worried about me ‘taking advantage’ of Primadonna, or was she secretly wishing I was taking advantage of her instead? 
 
    I could see it in my mind’s eye: the harried young man, hunted to a secret base beneath the earth with only his female protector for company. Slowly our fondness for each other would take on a deeper, more primal dimension, and I’d do to Miss Kennedy what I was aching to do to Primadonna.  
 
    Was that what she wanted? Truly? 
 
    I had no idea. But I suspected it wouldn’t be long before I found out. 
 
    A quick touch of her emotional state confirmed Miss Kennedy was moved. “You’re absolutely right, Prim,” she said, staring down into the depths of her coffee as she measured the superhuman’s words. “You should be allowed to make your own decisions. I have no right to forbid you from seeing Devin, or him from seeing you.”  
 
    She sighed heavily, something inside of her finally bending at long last. “I just want you to be safe and happy, young man. That’s all.” 
 
    “I am,” I assured her. “And I’ll be even happier once we take Wildflower down. Speaking of which, you should get started on the search.” 
 
    Miss Kennedy cocked an eyebrow. It was clear this request wasn’t at all what she’d expected. “Search?” 
 
    “You have Astra’s computers here,” I said, gesturing back into the main area of the Redoubt. “I saw them when I came in. Which means that you should be able to tap into some of SENTRY’s systems, right? Since they all run on the same circuit, and Astra’s old resources belong to the bad guys now?” 
 
    I could see Miss Kennedy hadn’t thought that far through things yet. I watched the wheels turn behind her eyes as she realized she could probably do exactly as I asked.  
 
    “I just might,” she said, rubbing her chin as she thought it over. “The tricky part would be not getting caught, but the Astra computers have the same access codes as the new ones. It should be no problem.” She perked up. “Why, what did you have in mind?” 
 
    “The anti-super weapons,” I said, thinking of the little yellow stun gun that had done so much damage to Primadonna.  
 
    Clayman treated the thing like it was made of diamonds, so I doubted there’d be a facility in the city that kept the things under anything other than lock and key. But then again, I had one of the best thieves in the world on my side now.  
 
    “We need to find a place that stores them as soon as possible. Once we get a few, we’re going after Wildflower.” I turned to Primadonna, trying not to think of the fact that I could see her bare ass and shaved, sex-ready slit. “That’ll be good enough to disable her, right? They’ll keep her down long enough for me to do to Wildflower what I did to you and Clayman?” 
 
    Despite being nearly naked and horny as hell, Primadonna thought it over. “The effectiveness of those stun guns vary from super to super,” she explained, pursing her pouty lips. “How much they block a super’s powers, and for how long, is something that’s up for debate. Most of us have never been hit with one before, and for good reason.” I watched her think it over. “I couldn’t see it working on Crimson Queen,” she finally said. “At least not for more than a couple seconds. But a blast would probably disable Wildflower long enough for you to open up her eyes.” 
 
    “That’s all I need,” I told the two women. Slowly my gaze traveled past Primadonna, to the open door with the steam billowing from it. “So is the shower free?” 
 
    Both women shared a look. 
 
    “Yes,” Primadonna said after a moment. “I’m done in there, babe.” I saw her marshaling her willpower, psyching herself up to ask something. It wasn’t very often that a woman like Primadonna had to play the role of the pursuer, rather than the pursued, and it was clear she hadn’t yet fully adapted to the role. “Would you care for some company?” 
 
    I grinned. “Sure. But I really do have to scrub down first. I’m disgusting.” I turned to Miss Kennedy. “Can you start on the search while I’m gone? Maybe toss something in the oven?” 
 
    “Both are no problem,” Miss Kennedy said, eyeing Primadonna with a nervous expression. “I’ll just, ah—I’ll put on some music, as well. Something loud.” 
 
    The thought made me chuckle internally, though I didn’t dare laugh in her face. “Good. I’ll be back in a bit.” 
 
    And with that, I headed to the bathroom to wash up. Primadonna would join me whenever she felt like it, and things would take their natural course. 
 
    Either way, I’d feel like a new man when everything was all said and done. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The shower felt amazing. 
 
    After the exhaustion of the previous night and the morning after, I needed a long hot shower more than words could say. The clothes I stripped off in the entrance were stiff with blood, though little of it could be counted as my own, and the body I looked at in the mirror lay adorned with numerous shallow cuts, bruises, and contusions. I looked like I’d been through hell. 
 
    So Miss Kennedy’s shower felt like heaven itself.  
 
    The bathroom was surprisingly large, considering the Spartan look of the bedrooms I’d passed on my way here, with a marble countertop, tiled floors, and a large interior for bathing and scrubbing. A narrow bench ran three quarters of the way around the shower stall, visible through the sliding glass door. I parked myself on it as I ran the water, waiting for it to heat up. 
 
    It didn’t take long. Primadonna had just used the facilities, and she apparently liked her water nearly boiling. In just a few moments, steam billowed about the floor of the shower, rising to my waist as the glass door separating the shower from the rest of the bathroom fogged over.  
 
    Nice digs, I thought, stepping into the water only to turn it down a moment or two later. I kept a degree or two beneath scalding, hot enough to turn my skin red and make it itch before the heat burned all sensation away. 
 
    “God damn,” I groaned, running the hot water through my hair. “Fuck yes. Finally!” 
 
    There were two tubes affixed to the wall of the stall. One was filled with shampoo, the other with a frothy soap that slid off my skin like it was greased, taking dirt along with it.  
 
    I filled both of my hands with the shampoo and ran it through my hair, then grabbed a bit more and picked with my fingers at the short beard on my face. I’d kept it stubbly even before the events of the previous night, and I was starting to like the way it looked. 
 
    After that, I shoved my head beneath the water and lost myself for a while. The pressure of the water felt like being washed away in a tidal wave; the individual jets hammered my skull like tiny battering rams.  
 
    A low, animal groan of bliss left me as I washed my hair, the hot water cascading down my chest and back as I washed away the blood and dirt of my flight from SENTRY. 
 
    The next time I opened my eyes, a blurry silhouette could be seen through the sliding glass door. “Hey, Prim,” I said, smiling. “You don’t mind if I call you that, do you?” 
 
    “You can call me whatever you want, handsome,” the woman purred, crossing one leg over the other.  
 
    In marked contrast to her fierce behavior back in the kitchen, right she was now sexiness personified. Her voice had shot up an octave, filling that sex kitten niche that drove men insane. Even though I couldn’t see her, my cock throbbed against my thigh, swelling to full hardness in the steam. 
 
    I wiped away the droplets of moisture on my side of the wall. Now I could see Primadonna standing there, still wearing the towel she had on during her argument with Miss Kennedy.  
 
    The superhuman looked better than I’d ever seen her before, her mask removed and a big grin on her face like she couldn’t wait to throw herself on me and become my perfect whore. I had to admit, I was looking forward to that, too. 
 
    But all in good time. Now that we were safe, I could afford to draw the moment out a bit. Enjoy myself. 
 
    “This shower is the strongest I’ve seen,” I said, glancing back at the shower head. I couldn’t help but notice that the thick cord binding it to the wall was flexible, and that the head itself stood attached to a removable bit on the wall. “You didn’t get up to any naughty business while you were in here all by yourself, did you, Prim? I wouldn’t blame you if you did.” 
 
    Through the opaque glass, I saw Primadonna shake her head. “No. I saved myself for you.” 
 
    Good God. She’d saved herself for me.  
 
    If I’d been a lesser man, such a declaration from such a woman would have sent me to biting my knuckles, coming apart at the seams with lust. 
 
    “Good,” I said instead, letting my eyes roam over her blurry form. “Take that off and get in here. Slowly.” 
 
    I hadn’t thought Primadonna’s grin could get any wider. As she let the towel drop from her ample frame, kicking it over to the pile of clothes I’d left dripping on the floor, I realized I was wrong.  
 
    Primadonna posed for me, arching her back and thrusting her perky tits in the air as she grabbed her own ass and spread the cheeks. She shot me a wink I could see through the steam, nibbling her bottom lip like she was worried what I might think of her. 
 
    “You like what you see?” Primadonna looked down at herself, as if she’d never seriously contemplated her own beauty before. “Out in the world, I’m a sex symbol. Men who live their whole lives in fear of running across a superhuman fantasize about me, wishing they could get me to kneel and submit. But I’ll only do it for you. Because you’re the only man who deserves it.” 
 
    Holy fuck! Did she have any idea how hard she was making me? I could barely think. My mouth worked soundlessly, looking like a fish caught on dry land. 
 
    “You’re fucking gorgeous, Primadonna,” I said, stepping away from the spray of the shower head. “Every compliment you’ve ever received has been well earned.” With a grin, I tugged the sliding glass door to the side. “Enter, my darling.” 
 
    A blast of cold air greeted me as Primadonna stepped inside. Even though she’d just finished scrubbing her perfect body clean, she stepped into the spray and sighed like she’d been waiting all day for this. Water cascaded down her curves, trickling from her breasts down her taut little belly to the valley between her thighs. 
 
    Now, as she stood before me, I could see what had been hidden before. Primadonna’s slit shined with juice, the entirety of her sex completely bare and ready for me. I believed her when she said she hadn’t gotten herself off with the shower head while she was in here alone—but it was impossible to believe she hadn’t at least fooled around with herself a little.  
 
    The lips of her womanhood were too swollen, her inner folds too much shining with need. If she hadn’t been preparing herself for me in that way with the spray, then she must have been using her fingers. 
 
    “My goodness,” Primadonna purred, her eyes drawn to my cock the way a magnet draws iron filings. “Clearly it isn’t just your brain that’s super, Devin.” 
 
    Her compliment went right to my cock. “C’mere,” I grunted, holding out my hands for her. “You’re so fucking hot, Primadonna. I can’t wait to see how good super-sex can be…” 
 
    Strangely, though, Primadonna could. Rather than jump my bones like a needy little whore, she went to the tube along the wall and reached around for a loofah. A quick pair of pumps coated it in body wash, the foamy liquid frothing as she held it beneath the edge of the spray. 
 
    I cocked my eyebrow in a question. 
 
    “You said you needed to clean yourself first,” the superhuman purred, dripping with sex as she took her place in front of me. “Would you like me to bathe you, sir? Master?” 
 
    Her words roused that dark thing within me. It was as if a mist covered my eyes, and all my better judgment fell out of the back of my head like stolen goods off a Mafia truck. The thought of having a gorgeous, perfect beauty like Primadonna serving me—physically serving me—made my legs shake. 
 
    “I insist,” I said, lacing my fingers behind my head. “You like being my submissive little servant, don’t you, Primadonna? You want to clean me like you’re my own personal slave…” 
 
    Primadonna took the loofah and scrubbed my chest with it, purring like a kitten. “Oh sir,” she groaned, sounding like just the touch of her fingers against my naked body brought her pleasure. “Mmh, thank you for letting me serve you. Thank you for letting me clean you, letting me worship you. All a nasty little slut like me deserves is to please you…” 
 
    Suddenly Primadonna was embracing me from behind, pressing her breasts against my back. I could feel her nipples, erect and hard as diamonds, as she scrubbed my shoulders and worked her hand lower. She lifted one leg and gently ground her womanhood against my thigh—the slit between her legs was even hotter and wetter than the shower. 
 
    Her hand went lower, and suddenly Primadonna dropped the loofah. Her slippery fingers closed around my erect cock, stroking me from the base to the tip, and she bent her face against my back and kissed me, whimpering like she was the one getting off on this. 
 
    “Oh fuck, you’re huge,” Primadonna gasped. “Ungh, I can’t wait to have you inside me, sir! Oh, I shouldn’t be so thrilled to have you ravage me, but I just can’t help it! I want to be your whore!” 
 
    “Holy shit that’s good,” I panted, my eyes rolling back in my head.  
 
    Just Primadonna’s hand was nearly enough to send me over the edge, right then and there. Her skill drove me wild, and soon I was bucking against her fingers, thrusting between them as I grunted and groaned. 
 
    Primadonna let me do it for a time, then pulled away. “I can’t take it any more,” the blonde panted, sinking to her knees in front of me. “You’ve got to let me taste you, sir!” 
 
    Before I could say a word, Primadonna opened wide and swallowed me. Her soft, pouty lips made a perfect seal around my throbbing prick as she took me all the way down to the base, gently gagging as she sucked and slurped.  
 
    I cried out as I laced my fingers in her long blonde hair, coaxing her down a little harder on my manhood. My legs shook—the pleasure was immense. 
 
    I’d been with so many women since discovering my powers that I naively believed that I’d gained some understanding of the opposite sex. Primadonna wasn’t the first girl to give me a blowjob—she wasn’t even the first girl to blow me in the shower, as dirty as that felt to admit. But compared to the girls from college I’d been out and about with, Primadonna had them all beat by a country mile. 
 
    She sucked my cock like she’d been tutored for her entire adult life on how best to please me. Her cheeks hollowed around my manhood as she sucked me, her tongue swirling around the sensitive head of my cock as she tasted it on the way down.  
 
    Every time I grunted, bucked, and dribbled a fat bead of pre-cum, she sucked it from my crown like it was liquid gold. 
 
    The water from the shower poured down Primadonna’s kneeling body as she sucked me. Every now and then, she coughed as it got into her eyes and mouth, and so I quickly pulled out of her and walked over to the bench running the length of the shower stall. Prim moaned with frustration at being denied her treat, but I sat down and spread my legs like a king on his throne, pointing at the space between my knees. 
 
    “Right here,” I said. “Give me that warm, wet mouth. Fuck, you’re such a goddess, Primadonna…” 
 
    It was a word I’d used with no other women I’d been with, yet it seemed to fit here. Primadonna did indeed seem like a goddess—a goddess of lust and fertility, built to suck and fuck and take cock inside her superpowered holes.  
 
    Dimly, my promise to Miss Kennedy to use protection with all my women flickered through my mind, quickly forgotten under a haze of crazy lust. Besides, this was Primadonna’s mouth I was using, not her pussy. 
 
    The blonde shook her head as she knelt before me. “I’m no goddess.”  
 
    She ran her tongue along that special spot on the underside of my crown. With no water in her face, she could afford to take her time and tease me, tasting me as she licked and slurped my prick.  
 
    “I’m just a girl with superpowers who’s really, really good at giving blowjobs.” She grinned, pulling back with a wet little pop, and tugged at her hair. “Would you like to fuck my throat, sir?” 
 
    No girl I’d been with had ever suggested such a thing before. “Pardon?” I asked, thinking I’d misheard. 
 
    I hadn’t. “I just really, really need you to fuck my face,” Primadonna begged, making the dirtiest thing I’d ever heard sound almost innocent with her big eyes and batting lashes. “Please? I know I don’t deserve it, but will you please fuck my face? I promise I won’t gag—I’ll take it all like a good girl!” 
 
    At her suggestion, I lost control. My fingers found the back of Primadonna’s head and pushed her open mouth down onto my prick. I thrust upward at the same time, the crown of my cock hitting the back of her throat as I bottomed out inside of her. Prim let out a little urk of surprise, then relaxed. Soon she was giggling around my dick, her eyes rolling back in her head as I used her. 
 
    Holy shit, I thought, amazed. This girl is fucking crazy! 
 
    I’d never met a woman like Primadonna before. She seemed to have been born without a gag reflex—and every thrust into her wet, sucking mouth just made her go down on me even harder.  
 
    Her lips worked up and down my shaft as I upthrust into her, hitting the back of her throat with every movement of my hips. I’d never used a woman like this before—had never dared. I would have been terrified that I’d hurt her, bruise her on the inside, or choke her into unconsciousness. 
 
    But gradually, I realized I had to fear none of those things with Primadonna. She was literally superhuman. 
 
    A super mouth, stronger and with better suction than any I’d felt before. A super throat, capable of taking all the raw pummeling I wanted to give and beg for more. And attached to both, a super woman, who knew exactly how to play the whore in the way that got me harder and more dominant than I’d ever been before. 
 
    Soon I was burying my prick hilt-deep between Primadonna’s lips, the shower forgotten.  
 
    The world shrunk to that perfect point of contact between me and her: to the inches of skin where my hard, throbbing cock met the warm, soft contours of her mouth and throat.  
 
    Every thrust felt better than the last, until I felt tears spring to my eyes as the pleasure peaked past my control. 
 
    I closed my eyes as the climax hit, fireworks exploding behind my lids. My balls bounced against Prim’s chin as she sucked me right over the edge, her dutiful slurps and whorish groans not stopping for a single moment. Even when my cock jerked against the back of her throat, spraying the first hot jet of body-warm seed into her mouth, she kept on sucking me greedily. 
 
    The pleasure was like nothing else I’d ever felt. Relief and bliss flooded me in equal measure as the dam burst, thick ropes of semen spraying from the head of my cock. Primadonna lapped it up like my cum was her favorite food, savoring my cream as she sucked me dry. 
 
    I was still spurting when she pulled off my cock and snuggled her face in my manhood. Primadonna laughed triumphantly, milking me with her fingers as the last few jets of my seed erupted all over her face.  
 
    She stroked me harder, sticking out her tongue as she squeezed me dry, trying her damndest to get every drop of cum she could out of my cock. Makeup and cum ran down her cheeks in messy smears, giving her an even more submissive look than she’d had when she stepped into the shower. 
 
    “Thank you,” Primadonna purred, smiling up at me as my cum painted her pretty face. “Oh fuck, thank you so much! Thank you for making me pretty! Ah, I love the way your cum feels all over my face! I feel like such a whore!” 
 
    “That’s because you are my whore,” I said, feeling dazed.  
 
    Was this real? It seemed impossible that such a sexy, shameless woman should become my sexual plaything. It was like having Wonder Woman as your own personal porn star. Yet there was Primadonna, rubbing her face against my balls like doing so would make her cum her panties. 
 
    “Mmh, I’m going to eat it all,” she whimpered. A moment later, she made good on her promise. Her tongue lapped at my balls, then worked all the way up my shaft as she cleaned me with her mouth. When she was done with that, she cleaned every gob of my seed off her face and ate it, right in front of me. “Fuck, I’m such a nasty whore! Look!” 
 
    She arched her back, thrusting her needy pussy in my face. Primadonna’s slit glistened with juice—she slid two fingers into it, rubbed herself hard and fast, then removed them coated in her womanly juices. These she sucked from her fingers while I watched, the fluids coating her pouty lips and making them glisten. 
 
    “I can taste how turned on I am,” she purred. “Fuck, I need you to fuck me, Master. I’m aching for it. Please, please take me—” 
 
    I grabbed Primadonna and lifted her off the ground. 
 
    For a moment, she thought she had me—that she’d maddened me into doing exactly as she commanded. A hard, fast fuck against the wall of the shower appeared to be in her future, and she laughed as if she’d just come first in a marathon. 
 
    But that wasn’t what I was going for.  
 
    Take your time, I thought, the words rising from the oversexed churn of my brain like tofu in miso soup. We’re safe now. I can go as long and hard as I want. 
 
    I parked Primadonna’s cute ass on the same ledge I’d been sitting on. Then, before she could let out any cries of surprise, I spread her legs and buried my face between her thighs. 
 
    Good Lord! She hadn’t been kidding about those juices. Primadonna’s pussy dripped like a peach, boiling over as I teased her nether lips with my tongue. She’d gotten about as turned on as it was possible for a woman to be while she blew me, and now her superpowered pussy was hot and ready for whatever I wanted to do to it. 
 
    I wanted to fuck her—wanted it like a drowning man wants a life preserver, like someone dying in the desert wants a bottle of water. But before that, I wanted to taste her. 
 
    I wanted to feel Primadonna cum beneath my tongue, moaning my name as she swore herself to me. 
 
    “Unnngh, gawwwd!” Prima arched her back, her shoulders pressing against the wall of the shower stall as I stuck my tongue into her box. “Oh shit, you’re spoiling me, sir! Nnnngh I don’t deserve this kind of treatment!” 
 
    I formed a cock with two of my fingers and stabbed it deep into her pussy. My fingers quested deep, exploring the tight hole I’d soon fill with my cock. It was tight and wet, her walls gripping my digits like a Chinese finger trap.  
 
    As the second knuckle disappeared inside of Prim’s holy of holies, I felt that special spongy spot on her back walls that drove women crazy. Crooking my fingers like I was telling her to ‘come here’, I stabbed it as hard as I could while I brought my tongue to her clit and circled it. 
 
    Clayman’s taser hadn’t provoked so extreme a result in the young superwoman.  
 
    Primadonna bucked and thrashed, groaning like a shameless slut beneath the combined assault of my fingers and tongue. She lifted her hips as I swirled my tongue around that sensitive nub, her mouth hanging wide open as she ground her pussy against my face. One of Primadonna’s legs came up and hooked over my back, pushing me deeper into her bounty.  
 
    I went gladly, lapping up her feminine juices as I did my best to match her superpowered sex skills. 
 
    As keyed up as she was, it didn’t take long for Primadonna to reach her peak. In very little time, the combination of my fingers inside her and my tongue lapping at the most sensitive part had her panting and moaning, every muscle of her body going as taut as a bowstring as I pushed her to the peak. 
 
    Damn, there’s no way Miss Kennedy isn’t hearing this, I realized while licking Primadonna’s pussy. She’s screaming loud enough to shake the damned walls! 
 
    I wouldn’t have been surprised if the citizens far above our heads could hear her. Primadonna’s nails dug into my back as I ate her out, her tits heaving up and down with ragged, shuddering sobs as she approached her climax. 
 
    “Fuck!” Primadonna cried. She held not an ounce of shame, her tongue totally loosed by the amazing performance I’d laid on her most sensitive regions. “Oh God, Master, don’t stop eating my pussy! Oh fuck, Devin, you’re so amazing! I worship you! Ungh, I never want to stop being your perfect little whore…!” 
 
    My cock throbbed against the bench, beading with new precum despite having blown my load in Prim’s mouth only moments ago. It felt like an iron girder between my legs, so hard and thick that I couldn’t think straight.  
 
    Impressions rose to the surface of my mind like they came through a haze, like molasses poured from a bottle. Also like molasses were Primadonna’s sweet juices, flowing down her thighs like her pussy was a spilled goblet of wine. 
 
    Her inner walls gripped my fingers oh so tight, clenching madly as she hit the point of no return. If my cock had been inside her then, it would have been the greatest fucking feeling in the world. But the anticipation was incredible, too. 
 
    Suddenly Primadonna’s moans changed pitch and tenor. Her clawing intensified in desperation. Her leg clutched me to her so tightly I could barely get air. She ground her pubic bone against my face, her clit rolling across my lips and tongue as I ate her.  
 
    She was so close, just from touching her mind I could feel it… 
 
    There! 
 
    “Devin oh my gawwwd Devin!” 
 
    Primadonna cried out my name again and again as she came, shuddering and sobbing as she rode out the throes of her climax. Powerful reverberations shook her body as orgasm tore through her frame, her tits bouncing up and down as she impaled herself on my fingers as hard and deep as she could.  
 
    I don’t think I could have removed them from her pussy if I’d wanted to—her walls gripped me like a tight hug, holding my digits in deep where they belonged. Just feeling it, I knew that pulling out of her tight, spasming pussy was going to be hell. 
 
    Would I actually be able to hold onto myself enough to do it? 
 
    I had no idea. But I wasn’t going to let it stop me. 
 
    Primadonna’s heel left my back as she came down from her peak. The superhuman slumped bonelessly against the bench as she relaxed through the aftershocks of her bliss. She let out a huge, relieved sigh as she rested against the wall, her eyes heavy-lidded.  
 
    Unable to stop my curiosity, I ran my mental fingers across the surface of her thoughts. 
 
    Wow, I thought, amazed. Oh, WOW. 
 
    Primadonna was in a melange of bliss. Not only had she been satisfied more thoroughly than any other lover she’d ever had—she also thought more highly of me than any man she’d ever known. Perfect devotion and longing for love shone in her eyes as she quietly lay on the bench, staring deep into my eyes as she rode out the aftershocks of her orgasm. 
 
    “That was incredible,” Primadonna panted, smiling from ear to ear. “God, you’re so amazing. Mmh, I love the things you do to me…” 
 
    “Says the girl who gave me the best blowjob I’ve ever had,” I said, rising and stepping backward into the hot spray of the shower. “Fuck you’re incredible, Primadonna. I’ve never had a woman like you before.” 
 
    Primadonna looked as pleased as could be. “That’s because I’m a superhuman,” she said, gently gripping my thigh. “We fuck like Gods. Once you get me and Wildflower in your harem, you’re going to discover exactly how naughty girls with superpowers can be…” 
 
    Was that so? Having one superhuman in my bed was almost too much to be believed—two would have been riches beyond comparison.  
 
    My mind skidded on the unfamiliar word, doing a mental double take at Primadonna’s suggestion. 
 
    “A harem?” I asked.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    My gaze slowly traveled over Primadonna’s naked form. Her body still shivered with pleasure, her walls glistening with the afterglow of her orgasm. “Is that what you think I want, Primadonna? A harem?” 
 
    “It’s what you deserve,” she purred, propping one elbow up on the shower bench. She made it sound like the most natural thing in the world, like I would be the one who was weird for not suggesting it first. “Do you really not know how the most powerful supers live? You’ve never suspected?” 
 
    Wheels turned in the back of my head. “What are you saying?” I asked, looking the gorgeous, naked superhuman up and down. All of this is for me, a dark little part of my brain whispered. And maybe even more. “That all the top supers have a bunch of people serving them sexually?” 
 
    Primadonna snickered. “Artists and sports stars have a revolving door of girls,” she whispered. As she spoke, she reached between her legs and idly stroked the lips of her sex. The feral scent of Primadonna’s pussy mingled with the steam of the shower water and the juice I already had in my nostrils, forming an intoxicating cocktail that slowed my thoughts. “Superhumans do them one better. Or did you think all those pop singers and celebrities Crimson Queen hangs out with were just her ‘friends’?” 
 
    The thought made me dizzy. She was right about Crimson Queen—she showed up at concerts and movie premieres, more in love with the spotlight than pretty much any other superhuman on the planet. But if Primadonna was saying all those famous people made love to Crimson on command, or worshiped her like their personal harem, well… that was almost too crazy to believe. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    “You’re the apex of superpowered humanity,” Primadonna panted, lifting her ass into the air. She straddled the bench, one leg stretched across the marble like a dancer while she wiggled her pert rear as an open invitation. “You’re even stronger than Crimson Queen. Once you have a team underneath you, you’ll even be able to challenge Autarch directly.” A smirk. “And I do mean underneath of you.” 
 
    “Damn,” I whispered, unable to believe my luck. How was this my life now? “You really want me to claim more supers.” 
 
    “Absolutely.” Again, Primadonna made it sound like the most natural thing in the world. “You should start with Wildflower, darling. My old friend would make such a perfect member for your growing harem.” Suddenly, her face lit up with something very naughty indeed. “Or maybe you’d rather make sparks fly with your old friend back in the Batcave?” 
 
    Her words cut me to the quick. How did Primadonna know about the tension between me and Miss Kennedy? Was she just good at reading people, or were we that obvious? 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I grunted. “Miss Kennedy’s just a family friend. I’d never think of doing anything with her…” 
 
    “She’s a super,” Primadonna whispered, giving her big booty a smack. “And supers were born to worship you! Fuck, we need a superhero name for you! Everyone in Potomac City will fear and love you once they have a name to put to your powers!” 
 
    I couldn’t take it any longer. I mounted Primadonna from behind, pressing the swollen crown of my cock into that tight, perfect hole between her legs. She was so much wetter and tighter than any woman I’d ever known—she was literally super human. Better than an ordinary woman in every way. 
 
    I couldn’t wait to be inside of her. 
 
    “Yeah?” I grunted, giving the ass cheek she’d slapped a moment ago a hearty slap. Beads of water flew from Primadonna’s ass as the sound filled the shower, mingling a moment later with her scream of delight. “Any ideas, Prim? What do you think I should make them all call me? The media, SENTRY, all those little superpowered sluts like you, who’ll want to be mine?” 
 
    I suspected Primadonna had an idea in mind. A moment later, she proved me utterly correct. 
 
    “Mmmh, how about Master?” Primadonna arched her back, wiggling her cute rear to try and get more of me inside of her. “Or The Master, if you need to make it more official. Fuck, sir, please stop teasing me and put it in—” 
 
    “In a second,” I grunted, giving her gorgeous ass another spank. “It’s too much fucking fun teasing you, Prim. You’re such a needy little slut. It’s fun to deny you… to make you crazy for my fucking cock. To break you…” 
 
    “Mindbreak,” she hissed. “What do you think of that? You broke me, Devin—and before you’re done, you’ll break all of SENTRY! You’ll make this fucking city free, the way it was meant to be!” 
 
    Primadonna tossed her head back, her shimmering locks falling down her back as she guided my hand into her hair. “Fuck me, Mindbreak—fuck me! Fuck me hard!” 
 
    Mindbreak. Yeah, that would work. More than work, actually—I liked it. 
 
    Liked it a lot. 
 
    Almost as much as I liked ramming my big cock deep into Primadonna’s tight, honey-warm hole. The walls that had gripped my fingers with such mad desire now embraced my prick, squeezing the throbbing crown as my shaft pushed through her ridges and hit that special spot on her back walls. 
 
    My balls slapped against the back of her thighs, and I looked down to see the lips of her pussy gripping the base of my cock like a fist. Juice dripped from the place where we connected, and Primadonna pulled back and impaled herself on me a second time, grunting even deeper. 
 
    The blonde glanced at me over shoulder, grinning like this was the greatest moment of her life.  
 
    “Don’t be gentle,” she growled, tugging her own hair in my fingers. “I’m a super, Mindbreak—remember that. It takes a whole hell of a lot of punishment to hurt me.” 
 
    Despite myself, I grinned. “You like being hurt, huh?” I grunted, wrapping her hair around my fingers for more leverage. 
 
    Tears sprang to Primadonna’s eyes as I pulled her hair by the roots. “Yes, oh fuck,” she whimpered. She’d turned so submissive that it was hard to remember this woman had once been a villainous, wicked superhuman. That she’d almost killed me. “You make me feel like such a whore! Shit, I love the way you hurt me, Mindbreak! Will you hurt Wildflower when you conquer her, too?” 
 
    I wasn’t sure. “If she wants that,” I said, thrusting deep into Primadonna’s tight, wet pussy. “Who knows, maybe she won’t be like you, Prim. Maybe you’re just a special kind of slut.” 
 
    “Mmmh, then I’m your slut!” Primadonna’s eyes sparkled with lust as she threw herself back on me, the heat and wetness between her legs increasing each time I speared her from behind. “Don’t worry, sir, I’ll make sure she likes it! I know that little slut’s going to love this cock…!” 
 
    “I don’t want to hear about your friends,” I told Primadonna, hooking a hand beneath her chin and pulling her body against mine. The motion forced her to stretch like a ballerina, her face going taut with exertion as she used the foot on the bench to push herself onto my cock. “Right now, the only thing in the world I give a shit about is you, Prim. And your hot, gorgeous little body. So ride that cock and show me what you can do!” 
 
    She did. Oh Gods how she did.  
 
    Primadonna threw herself back on me like she was born to take cock, her body contorting far beyond the abilities of an ordinary human woman. I soon learned that her exhortation to be anything but gentle was no boast—my slaps did no damage to her tanned, flawless skin, and even my hand around her throat failed to cut off her air or bruise her. Undaunted, I thrust harder, faster. 
 
    I’d never dared to be this rough with any woman before. Even with the girls I’d dated who were really kinky (and there’d been a few, especially after gaining my powers), there’d always been a hard limit on certain types of play.  
 
    Safe words were involved and used whenever things got a little bit too heated. I didn’t really want to hurt women—it was all merely kink and exploration, and always done with my girl’s enthusiastic consent. Honestly, most of the women I’d been with had wanted me to be even rougher than I was comfortable with. 
 
    But in the shower with Primadonna, there were no limits. It was free – natural. 
 
    I thrust harder and harder, gritting my teeth as I did my level best to fuck Prim’s tight little throat from the other side. My fingers had gone taut in her hair, nearly tugging her lustrous blonde locks from her scalp as I pinned her to the bench. 
 
    The first time I slammed Primadonna’s head against the wall of the shower, I was mortified. I pulled out of her, my eyes drawn to the silky interior of her nether folds even as I withdrew. She’d slammed the marble hard, and if it had been Bailey or one of my other girlfriends beneath me, it would’ve been time to call in some medical help. 
 
    “Holy shit, are you okay?” I asked, panic and shame filling me. “I didn’t mean to hurt you…” 
 
    Primadonna’s laughter filled the shower. 
 
    She turned to face me, grinning. There was no damage to her face—no bruise, no broken nose, not even a thin trail of blood from her lip or nostril. She looked like she’d done nothing more than stub her toe. 
 
    “Now you’re starting to get it,” she said, grabbing my cock by the base. “Put that fucking cock deep inside me, Master. And fuck me even harder!” 
 
    Holy shit, I thought, my heart leaping into my throat. This girl is crazy! 
 
    But she was the kind of crazy I couldn’t help but love. 
 
    I did a mental shrug and pushed Primadonna’s face against the stone as I fucked her.  
 
    Every thrust slammed her harder and harder against the wall, adding pain to the pleasure that coursed through her like sweet honey.  
 
    I ran mental fingers across her emotions, banging her like a drum all the while, as I confirmed that she absolutely loved what I was doing. I’d never felt a woman so into me before—so utterly in love with everything I was laying down in the bedroom. 
 
    Or the shower, in this instance. 
 
    On the next thrust, Primadonna’s head cracked the wall. Her superpowered body took no damage, but seeing the fissure spread in the marble did things to me I couldn’t describe. With a powerful, primal grunt, I grabbed the woman by the hips and flipped her over, then lifted her heels onto my shoulders. 
 
    This was one of my favorite positions, even with ordinary dates. With her legs up like this, Primadonna’s pussy was on display for me, her body spread wide and powerless beneath me. I could watch my cock disappear inside of her, all the way down to the base as her walls gripped me. 
 
    And with a superhuman, there was an extra treat. The bench was barely wide enough for Primadonna to sit on under normal circumstances, so laying across it was pretty much impossible for her. With her legs up so high, she was vertical beneath me, her head and shoulders resting against the marble bench as I thrust downward deep into her womanhood. 
 
    “Oh fuck,” Primadonna panted, rapidly realizing what I intended. “Shit, are you trying to break me in half, Master?” 
 
    I didn’t know. Truly, primal instincts had taken the place of my conscious thoughts. Grabbing Primadonna’s legs with one hand and pinning them together (fuck, it made the walls of her pussy even tighter around me, a thing I hadn’t thought possible) I pounded her harder and faster than any woman I’d ever been with before. My cock filled her, stretching her walls as I bottomed out inside of her over and over again. 
 
    I was beating her pussy up, but she took me like a champ. Her walls stretched around me on every thrust, her super strength the only thing keeping her from being bruised. Her legs tightened around me, the hot and hungry interior of her womanhood gripping my cock so tight it was like getting a handjob while inside of her pussy. 
 
    My next thrust slammed the blonde’s head into the marble bench, cracking it the same way I had the wall. Primadonna laughed, sounding half mad and half like the world’s most shameless whore as she ground herself around my cock. 
 
    “I want you inside me,” she whimpered, holding onto my hips with her hands as I thrust her into the bench again and again. “Get in me, Master!” 
 
    For a moment, confusion filled me. Wasn’t I inside of her already? I’d never fucked a girl this deep and hard before. Was it even possible to go deeper? 
 
    Then I looked into her eyes, and I understood. 
 
    Primadonna didn’t just want my cock. 
 
    She wanted Mindbreak. 
 
    As I fucked her, my cock pumping between her legs like a piston in a furnace, I leaned back and closed my eyes. Pushing my mental fingers deeper into her emotional state was the easy part—the hard part was not shooting the instant I could feel what Prim was feeling.  
 
    Her words were the least part of it. All the submission, the devotion, the utterly twisted and villainous love Primadonna felt for me—all of it coursed through her body like lightning as I fucked her, amplifying the experience to a point that only superhumans could understand. 
 
    I also understood that an ordinary woman would have cum a half dozen times before now, pushed over the brink by the amazing things my cock was doing to her. It was only Primadonna’s insane level of control over her own body—her super strength, endurance, and perception—that kept her from dissolving into a puddle of goo beneath the pounding I was giving her. 
 
    I had no such super senses—or if I did, I had yet to understand fully how to use them. So touching that ball of wet, submissive need sent me into the stratosphere. Suddenly, I could hold back no longer. I lost my rhythm and thrust like a madman, burying myself as deep and hard inside of Primadonna as I could. 
 
    As I did, I grabbed up all those emotions—the devotion, the submission, the love—and tied them up in a big knot inside of my head. Along with the strands of what Primadonna was feeling and experiencing, I added my own emotions to the mix.  
 
    I seized all of my dominance, my amazement at being able to lose myself inside of a superhuman in this way, and the thrill I felt at breaking Primadonna in a whole new way, and threaded that through the knot. 
 
    By the time I was done, it was a pulsing mass of contradicting shades of pleasure. Dominance and submission, humiliation and praise. It was everything I felt, everything she felt, tied together in a maelstrom like two magnets of opposite poles. 
 
    As I felt myself hit the point of no return, I pumped that knot of emotions inside of Primadonna’s skull. 
 
    Then I grabbed a thread and made a single tug, and watched the whole thing unfurl. 
 
    For Primadonna, it was an instant orgasm. She screamed my name as my penultimate thrust smashed right through the marble bench, leaving rubble to rain on the shower floor as I gave her a piledriver right into the tile.  
 
    Hot steamy water raked our bodies as the pleasure exploded, and Primadonna’s body shook with huge, shuddering sobs as she came. I felt her go over the edge, the combination of dominant pleasure and submissive sluttiness so strong that it simply short-circuited the superhuman.  
 
    She drooled dumbly as she screamed my name over and over again, her walls gripping me so tightly that I couldn’t tell where she ended and I began. 
 
    Just before I came, Miss Kennedy’s promise echoed in the back of my mind. I’d sworn to always use protection with my girls—which meant wearing a condom with most of them, though Bailey had one of those little implants that kept her from getting pregnant. If I didn’t pull out, there was every risk that I could end up knocking Primadonna up. 
 
    But in the haze I’d unleashed within both of our brains, that just made things even hotter. I grit my teeth and grunted like a caveman, letting out a fuck it as I went balls deep inside Prim’s perfect pussy, my cock jerking as the first hot jet of my seed erupted into Primadonna’s pussy. 
 
    With how hard we’d been fucking, it caught me by surprise that my seed was even hotter than our bodies. It sprayed Primadonna’s walls, triggering another orgasm in the superhuman’s brain as my balls drained into her. Thick ropes of hot cum sprayed into Primadonna, going deep into her womb as I held myself as far into her as I possibly could. 
 
    All other thoughts ceased. My brain was washed away on a tidal wave of pleasure. I buried my face in the crease between her ankles, still holding her gorgeous long legs on my shoulders as I filled her pussy. 
 
    It felt like ages before I came back to myself, though it could only have been a few moments.  
 
    When I opened my eyes, Primadonna stared up at me from the floor, her eyes wet with tears. No bride on her wedding day ever looked at her groom with as much devotion and loyalty as the freshly-fucked super did. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I groaned. The thought that I should pull out once more rose to my mind, as my cock was still jerking and spurting a bit inside Primadonna. But I made no such move. “That was life changing sex.” 
 
    The superhuman laughed, wiping the tears from her face. “I love serving you, Devin. Thank you so much for opening my eyes.” 
 
    I lifted Primadonna off the ground and pushed her up against the wall. She wrapped her legs around my thighs, making no move to pull off my cock any time soon.  
 
    To be honest, I never wanted to leave her. My mouth smothered hers, kissing her deep as I brushed her long, wet hair from her face. 
 
    “That was amazing,” I told her, giving her a peck on the cheek. “Thank you.” 
 
    She beamed, her cheeks exploding with color. “Any time. I mean that with all my heart.” She blinked, looking at me with a strange expression. “I guess you’re getting some of that super strength after all, huh?” 
 
    I didn’t realize what she meant—until it hit me that I’d just lifted Primadonna like a sack of potatoes. I looked at the gorgeous superhuman in my arms and laughed, more than a little amazed. 
 
    “I guess so,” I told her, letting my hands roam over her body.  
 
    The big, angry crack in the wall was to the left of her head, but I didn’t pay much attention to it. It was way more fun to squeeze her tits, to let my hands roam over the spaces I’d slapped on her gorgeous ass.  
 
    “I hope I don’t start inheriting the other things supers get.” 
 
    Primadonna looked confused. Her eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Setting her down, I cut off the shower. Both of us were cleaner than clean, even if we’d gotten about as dirty as humanly possible together while we were in there. Primadonna still had a few chunks of marble in her hair, but she’d shake those out later. 
 
    “You heard Miss Kennedy,” I said, crossing my arms. “She thinks that the Rifts turn superhumans evil. That the reason you and so many people like you used your powers for selfish, narcissistic reasons is because the radiation from the Rifts corrupted you over time…” 
 
    I wasn’t ready for what happened next. Suddenly there was something warm next to me. I looked down to see Primadonna embracing me, the same cheek I’d slammed through the marble bench resting against my chest. 
 
    “Oh, Devin,” she whispered, looking up at me. “Are you really worried about that?” 
 
    How could I explain it to her in a way she’d understand? I hadn’t even confessed this fear to Miss Kennedy—I didn’t see how I could, with the way she looked up to me. Only here, with a superhuman whose whole worldview had been exploded by my powers, could I confess the truth. 
 
    “Of course I am,” I said, shaking my head. “Shit, Prim—I just fucked you into a wall. I treated you like a ragdoll and tried to break you in half with my cock. You’re saying that’s not evil?” 
 
    Primadonna shook her head. She looked far too innocent for a woman who’d just been howling about what a good whore she was for me. “That’s exactly what I wanted. Besides, how could you ever become evil? You understand other people perfectly. Someone with empathy like yours could never become a villain!” 
 
    I wasn’t sure about that, but it felt nice to hear her say it. “Thanks,” I told her, giving her a smack on the ass. “I’ll try to be a gentleman outside the bedroom. I already know you don’t want me to be one inside.” 
 
    A strange smile spread across Primadonna’s face. “Come with me,” she said, taking me by the hand. 
 
    Hmm? I let myself be led. Primadonna took me to the guest bedroom Miss Kennedy had made up for us. She’d done a good job, and had probably used the task to distract herself from all the screaming and moaning going on in the bathroom while we’d been gone. There was only one bed, but it was king-size, and the sheets and comforter looked new. 
 
    Primadonna sized it up with a grin. Then she pushed me onto the bed, still naked and dripping and climbed on top of me. 
 
    What happened next couldn’t be more different from what had happened in the shower. Back there I’d been in control—I’d been all about dealing out pain, though the kind that Primadonna craved. I’d been Mindbreak for real then, totally in control of her body as I’d fucked her brains out. 
 
    Now Primadonna covered me in kisses. She purred like the kitten she sometimes transformed into as her lips caressed me, meandering from my chest down to my cock.  
 
    Without a moment’s hesitation, she swallowed me down, working hard and fast around my shaft as she sucked me back to full hardness. 
 
    At first I thought I was going to get another blowjob. Then Primadonna climbed onto me and straddled me, holding me down gently to the mattress. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked.  
 
    I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the sight of her tits. They swayed gently in my face, each topped with a diamond hard nipple as she lowered her hot, hungry sex down to the cock she’d made hard once more. 
 
    “I want to ride you,” she whispered, her face filled with devotion. “You deserve the best of everything, Devin. I promise you, you’re never going to be like Autarch. If you ever start to turn evil, I’ll fuck you so hard that you won’t be able to think straight!” 
 
    I opened my mouth to make a joke—only to break off in a moan as Primadonna lowered herself onto me.  
 
    Multiple orgasms had made everything between her legs feel even more amazing than usual, and the skill with which she rode me put every other woman I’d ever been with to shame. 
 
    “I’m yours,” Prima panted in my ear, going from rough sex whore to loving, devoted kitten at the drop of a hat. “I belong to you, Devin, and I always will. You opened my eyes, and I’m so, so grateful!” 
 
    “Fuck,” I panted, upthrusting into Primadonna as she rode me.  
 
    Propping myself up on my elbows, I buried my face in her luscious orbs, sucking the nipples and covering her tits with kisses. Primadonna groaned with bliss and ground herself against me harder, both of us reaching another peak. 
 
    “I don’t even care if you become a villain,” she whispered as I began to jerk within her. “I know you won’t, but even if you did, I wouldn’t leave you. I can’t live without you—I wouldn’t want to!” She grinned. “I’m like your wife, except I won’t be the only one. I’ll get you all the superpowered wives you want, and I’ll help you open their eyes just like you did with me. We’ll break their minds together, and once they’re ours, they’ll thank us over and over again with their tight little bodies…!” 
 
    What she described sounded more than a little villainous to me. But if we were liberating superhumans from SENTRY, could it really be bad?  
 
    Was building a harem of super-women just a fringe benefit I’d have to get used to? 
 
    Those musings dissolved as I hit the point of no return. My balls drew up against Primadonna as I prepared to shoot my load, and this time there was no thought of pulling out. 
 
    “Come for me,” Primadonna begged, sucking my fingers as she thrust her tits into my face. “Come inside me, Devin! Fill my pussy with your load, oh fuck fill me up…!” 
 
    Her words broke off into a cry as she came, her pussy clamping down on me like a vise. I shot straight upward, my ass leaving the mattress as I pumped burst after thick burst of seed straight into Primadonna’s pussy. Maybe it was my super strength, but my second orgasm felt even stronger than my first. I shot more semen, too, for sure. 
 
    Maybe Primadonna was changing me. Maybe I was getting a little of that super strength I’d been missing out on.  
 
    Who knows, but it felt fucking incredible. 
 
    By the time I was done, I felt like a rag that had been totally wrung dry. Primadonna curled up next to me, still wet and dripping, and giggled as she tugged the comforter the wrong way to cover us both. 
 
    The superhuman purred in my ear. “I’ll always worship you. Mindbreak.” 
 
    The name followed me down into the darkness. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The smell of cooking breakfast woke me the next morning. 
 
    Consciousness returned slowly. I had a vague memory of getting lucky the night before, though I couldn’t figure out why the sheets surrounding me felt cold and slightly damp.  
 
    Had I gone camping with a girl from college, gotten a little nookie in the wilderness? Peering through my lids, I saw a bare rock ceiling above my head and revised my estimate of the previous night.  
 
    Had we gone spelunking? 
 
    Everything came back to me, when I saw Primadonna laying next to me. The lay tangled up in the blankets like she’d been rolling across the mattress all night long. She snored gently, which I found humorous for some reason.  
 
    Even superhumans can’t escape it, I guess, I thought, watching her. 
 
    Primadonna was very fun to watch. For a time I lost myself in the rise and fall of her shoulders, watching as the light from the single lamp cast shadows across the tops of her breasts.  
 
    She hadn’t had time to dry off or do most of her nightly ritual before we passed out, so her hair surrounded her like a messy tangle of thorns. Dimly, I wondered if she’d hate me for watching her without her ‘face’ on, though even without makeup, Primadonna looked hotter than most women on Earth. 
 
    My morning wood rose between my legs, grinding against the blankets. Rather than do anything about it, I continued to watch Primadonna, thinking over some of the things we’d talked about the previous night. Namely Miss Kennedy’s theory that Rifts were what turned superhumans into monsters, and that eventually they’d corrupt me into some kind of villain. 
 
    What do I want to do to you, Prim? I asked myself.  
 
    My eyes traveled to her breasts, to one leg sticking out from beneath the comforter. With slow, steady fingers, I lifted the blanket to reveal the valley between her thighs. Her pussy was gorgeous, the pubic area above it covered in a thin sheen of stubble where it had been smooth yesterday.  
 
    Do I want to hurt you again? Tie you up? Make you scream? 
 
    Part of me wanted to, certainly. Even with the girls at college I’d gone out with, I’d always had a healthy interest in power games and bondage. Maybe it was just me, but even the most vanilla girls at colleges these days seemed to want to be tied up—and they all wanted to call me ‘sir’ or ‘Master’ in the sack.  
 
    It hadn’t escaped my notice that my desire for sex and my desire to do bad things were all tied up together, much like the knot of dominant and submissive thoughts I’d untied inside of Primadonna’s head last night.  
 
    When I was horny, the walls between myself and my fantasies thinned and the idea of using my powers for some kind of sexual gain grew strongest. In a way, this was only to be expected. A common joke about co-eds was that they were like spaghetti, ‘only straight until they got hot and wet’. It was a cliche, but there was some truth to it: people would do things they normally would have dismissed as ‘not like them’ when they were well and truly aroused.  
 
    Fooling around with other girls, or with whips and chains, were all things good girls said they ‘didn’t do’ until they got so horny they couldn’t stand it. 
 
    Could the Rift work in the same manner? Up until that morning, I would’ve dismissed the whole idea wholesale. But something Primadonna told me had stuck in my head, and refused to leave quietly. 
 
    She said that every superhuman near the top of the ladder has a harem, I thought, running my hand over Prim’s bare shoulder. People on the level of Autarch or Crimson Queen have dozens of groupies willing to do whatever they want, to serve them sexually. To worship them, the same way Primadonna worshiped me last night… 
 
    What rested at the forefront of my mind was this: was it a coincidence that the superhumans who got laid the most often turned out to be the most evil?  
 
    If it wasn’t, what did that say about me? 
 
    Primadonna let out a yawn and opened her eyes. At the sight of her open, smiling face, my worries fell away.  
 
    This woman couldn’t have been more different from the bratty, vicious creature who’d threatened me and the people I loved. That woman was gone, and would never return. 
 
    “Life changing sex.” Primadonna giggled, leaning over and kissing me as she quoted me. “Yeah. I’d definitely say last night fits the bill…” 
 
    We made out, and would have done more if the smell of cooking hadn’t filled my nostrils. I’d been smelling it since I woke, but it was the spicy tang of coffee cutting through the mix that told me Miss Kennedy was just about done preparing the morning feast. She always made the coffee last, so it would be nice and hot when we drank it. 
 
    “Not right now,” I said, taking Primadonna’s chin before her face went too low down my body. “Miss Kennedy’s about to come in.” 
 
    So? Primadonna’s expression seemed to ask. I just shook my head. 
 
    As if by magic, a knock sounded at the door.  
 
    “Devin?” Miss Kennedy asked, sounding like she wasn’t sure what she might walk in on if she turned the knob and stepped inside. “Is everything alright in there? Are you up?” 
 
    “I’m fine, Miss Kennedy,” I said, sighing and stretching. “Primadonna and I will meet you for breakfast, okay?” 
 
    “Sure.” She sounded relieved that she didn’t have to come inside. “Take your time!” 
 
    Once she was gone, Primadonna pulled back the covers and preened. “You heard the woman,” she whispered, a naughty grin lighting up her face. “She said take your time.” 
 
    I paused, halfway to the bathroom and my clothes. “And?” 
 
    She giggled and wiggled her pert rear. “I’m your time.” 
 
    Sometime much later than Miss Kennedy had originally intended, Primadonna and I made our way to the kitchen. The sight of the Redoubt filled me with no less awe than it had last night. If anything, seeing it still here with the advent of a new day cemented my amazement at all the gadgets and equipment on display.  
 
    Miss Kennedy served us with the door open, the interior of the hideout visible from where we sat. 
 
    “It’s not my usual Sunday brunch,” she said as she served us both, “but it isn’t Sunday. You two will just have to cope with the fare I had on hand…” 
 
    “Cope!” I gasped, looking across the table. “Miss Kennedy, this is a feast!” 
 
    My words weren’t an exaggeration, either. Miss Kennedy had always gone overboard for our Sunday brunches, and knowing that I had a guest over who was no ordinary woman must have pushed her to overachieve even more than usual. The spread she’d fixed for us would have shamed a four-star hotel. 
 
    I’d expected Primadonna to nibble some toast at maximum, but the blonde superhuman piled her plate high with pancakes, bacon, and sausage. Her hair was tied in a towel, and she wore one of Miss Kennedy’s bathrobes, though it hadn’t been originally designed for someone with as much T&A as she sported. 
 
    “You must be hungry,” I said, filling my own plate. 
 
    Primadonna winked at me. “I have a super appetite,” she joked, taking a sip of her coffee. “And a super metabolism to go along with it. All of us supers do. We eat and eat and we still look fucking amazing.” 
 
    “Must be nice,” Miss Kennedy said, serving herself. “If that’s a benefit of having powers, then it must have passed me by.” 
 
    Primadonna arched an eyebrow. “No, you look incredible,” she said, giving the other woman a critical eye. “I mean, you’re what, thirty-five? And you have the body and face of someone a decade younger than you.” 
 
    Miss Kennedy coughed politely. “Actually, I’m forty-four,” she admitted, looking from the super to me and back again. 
 
    Primadonna beamed. “See? You age like a super, because that’s exactly what you are.” Then she dropped her voice, leaning forward with a conspiratorial wink. “Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone your age. Honestly, I’m surprised most people don’t think you and Mindbreak are dating…” 
 
    Miss Kennedy made a face, nearly choking on her egg. “Mindbreak?” she asked, cocking an eyebrow in my direction. 
 
    I’d been thinking about this during the morning as well. I decided to face it head on, rather than pussyfoot around what I wanted. There was no point in holding anything back, not when I was a superhuman with the power to bend people to my will and feel their thoughts and emotions.  
 
    Primadonna was right—I needed a name. 
 
    “If I’m going to challenge SENTRY and start taking out the power players in Potomac City, I’m going to need an alias. If I don’t come up with one, the media will just assign one to me anyway. I’m sure whatever they think up wouldn’t be too flattering.” 
 
    “Do you have an alias, Kennedy?” Primadonna asked, batting her lashes like she hadn’t spent all night riding me like a porn star and screaming my name. “You control lightning, right? Maybe you’re Lightning Girl or Lady Zeus, something like that?” 
 
    Miss Kennedy shook her head. “I never wanted one. Didn’t want to be part of SENTRY, or any side of their culture.” But I could see she was thinking it over. “Astrapomancer, maybe. That’s a very old word for someone who does magic involving lightning.” 
 
    I could tell Primadonna didn’t like it. “Not very marketable,” the super said, nibbling at a piece of bacon. 
 
    Miss Kennedy scoffed. “I’m not trying to be marketable, Prim. I’m trying to stay alive. Speaking of which, we should probably talk about those stun guns.” 
 
    Instantly, I was at attention. Focusing on the mission did more to get me going than a whole thermos full of coffee, though I was sipping on that too as I wolfed down my breakfast. (Primadonna was right—supers needed to eat a ton, though I doubted I’d gain an ounce from any of it). 
 
    “What did you manage to find?” I asked Miss Kennedy. “I’m surprised you managed to get research done last night.” 
 
    “Yes, someone kept distracting me,” she said, taking a sip of her coffee and watching us both from the corner of her eye. “It’s been many years since I’ve lived somewhere with roommates. I’d forgotten how loud it can be sometimes.” 
 
    I flushed crimson, though I hated to do it. I shouldn’t have felt any shame at taking a gorgeous woman like Primadonna to bed with me, especially when she’d wanted to so badly and made that fact clear to everyone. Maybe it was the fact that I knew I’d finished inside of her without any protection that made me flush. 
 
    Miss Kennedy watched me a moment longer, then sighed and shook her head. “You certainly seemed like you had a good time,” she said, giving me a look that stopped just short of being inappropriate. 
 
    My mouth worked soundlessly. “I…” 
 
    I was saved by Primadonna, of all people. “Devin is an excellent lover,” she said, putting a hand on my shoulder. “And a very respectful young man.” Her smile grew a touch wider, and something naughty entered it. “I’m going to have to work hard to get him to be a little bit less respectful in the bedroom.” 
 
    Now it was Miss Kennedy’s turn to blush. “Goodness,” she said, covering how flustered she was with another sip of coffee. “Anyway, the stun guns!” She rose from the table, the rest of her meal forgotten. “If you’ll follow me…” 
 
    She retreated from the kitchen so quickly it was like her ass was on fire.  
 
    “She likes you,” Primadonna purred once Miss Kennedy was gone. “You should totally fuck her.” 
 
    I never expected Prim to put things so plainly. Her bluntness left me shocked. “That’s fucked up,” I said, rising from my seat. “You know how long we’ve known each other?” 
 
    Primadonna shrugged. “I know she’s got that whole ‘hot MILF’ thing going on,” she said, batting her eyelashes. “Plus she’s always there for you. She totally wants to be your sweet girlfriend with a mommy fetish, Devin. It’s practically written all over her face.” 
 
    “It is?” 
 
    Her mouth formed a little ‘o’ of shock. “You do want her!” Prim teased, poking me in the shoulder. “Look how excited you sound!” 
 
    I made my lips a tight little line. “You’re teasing me.”  
 
    Primadonna stuck out her tongue in answer. The superhuman built herself a breakfast sandwich to carry into the Redoubt, stacking sausage and bacon inside of a pancake into a hideous abomination that probably had a whole day’s worth of calories inside.  
 
    Thank superpowers for her metabolism, I thought. 
 
    “Maybe,” Prim admitted, then she leaned in with a whisper. “But not about her wanting you. You should really make your move, Mindbreak. Honestly, you don’t even have to believe me. Take a look beneath the hood and see what she’s thinking and feeling when she’s around you. You’ll see.” 
 
    I didn’t have the heart to tell Primadonna that I’d been training myself exactly to not do that to Miss Kennedy since I’d gained my powers. If I focused too long and hard on what was going on beneath the surface of my family friend’s thoughts, I might have had to face the truth about her feelings for me. 
 
    “Let’s just focus on the mission,” I told the superhuman, grabbing my plate and a cup of coffee as I headed for the Redoubt. Unlike Primadonna, I had no intention of carrying a pancake like a fucking sandwich into the middle of the briefing. “You can tease me about Miss Kennedy later.” 
 
    As we walked from the kitchen, however, Primadonna had one last surprise for me. She reached around and snaked her free hand between my thighs, using it to squeeze the bulge between my legs. 
 
    “I’ll tell you all about it,” she promised, her lips warm against my ear. “And how fucking wet it makes me to think of the two of us serving you together!” 
 
    That thought haunted me all the way into the Redoubt. Miss Kennedy sat before the main bank of computers, the monitors on and showing an interactive map of Potomac City.  
 
    Veins of gold ran up and down the city streets, darkening here and there to the crimson of an open wound. On the second screen, the Metro system beneath the streets stretched out like the skeleton of a person on an x-ray, showing the main arteries of underground traffic. 
 
    The Tunnel system wasn’t represented on Miss Kennedy’s displays. Either she must not have thought them important enough to keep an eye on, or their security was high enough that she couldn’t crack it. I wasn’t much of a betting man, but I’d have wagered on the second. 
 
    Prima gnawed on the side of her pancake sandwich as she looked the screens over, a bored expression on her face. I didn’t need to graze the surface of her emotional life to know she was far more interested in me than in any plans Miss Kennedy could come up with. 
 
    “Cool stuff,” the blonde said, chewing daintily. “What are these red clusters here, along the edge of the city?” 
 
    Miss Kennedy had been staring at Primadonna like she’d never seen her before. Crumbs dripped from the makeshift sandwich she’d carried into the cave, leaving a thin trail between her feet as she stepped toward the raised dais where the computers hummed. 
 
    “Do you need a plate for that?” Miss Kennedy asked, her eyebrows raised. 
 
    “Huh?” Primadonna took another bite. “No, why?” 
 
    “You’re going to attract vermin,” Miss Kennedy said, shaking her head. “Whole place will be crawling with squirrels in a week.” 
 
    At first I thought I must have heard her wrong. “Squirrels? In a cave?” 
 
    Miss Kennedy shrugged. “They get down here in the winter. I know it sounds ridiculous, but you try baiting traps and you’ll see. I’m not joking.” She turned and regarded the readout on the computers, her lips a tight little line. “This display shows me the current traffic levels around Potomac City. These red dots on the edges are the sections of the Beltway that are still operational.” 
 
    Primadonna nodded. She finished her sandwich with another huge chomp, then rubbed her fingers together to clean them off. It would have been disturbing behavior on a lesser woman, but coming from a goddess like her the naked gluttony was actually kinda hot. 
 
    “So we’re going to the Beltway, then?” she asked, stepping onto the dais. “Or do we just need to know what the traffic’s going to look like in the area we’re hitting?” 
 
    “The latter,” Miss Kennedy said without turning around. “Devin, would you join us up here, please? I’m not going to use your code name, if that’s what you’re hoping. Not until you choose one that isn’t so… suggestive, at least…” 
 
    “Ah, but it suits him perfectly,” Primadonna purred, thrusting her tits out as I climbed up to stand with her and Miss Kennedy. “You should let him put some of his emotions into you, Kennedy. I bet it would be just the thing to help you relax after this mission.” 
 
    “I don’t think that will be necessary,” Miss Kennedy snapped, fixing the superhuman a hard look. “I can relax in my own way, thank you.” 
 
    “Suit yourself,” Primadonna said with an expansive shrug. “But you’d both be a lot happier if you let him put something in you.” 
 
    Miss Kennedy’s eyebrows lifted, but she otherwise pointedly ignored the blonde. “I need your expertise,” she said, clearing her throat as she gestured at the board. “Could you come up here, please, Prim?” 
 
    She did so. Her and Miss Kennedy fell to talking in low voices, gesturing animatedly at the screen as they argued over something. Neither of them seemed to particularly want to involve me in it, so I stood back and touched their emotional states as they continued their conversation.  
 
    I really wanted to know what Miss Kennedy thought of Primadonna’s double entendre. 
 
    My fingers brushed up against a shell of awkwardness and shame. Miss Kennedy had been mortified by the suggestion that she’d want to have sex with me. I still couldn’t read individual thoughts, like a telepath, but the different shapes people bent their emotions into gave me a pretty clear picture of Miss Kennedy’s train of thought. 
 
    She thinks she’s too old for me, I realized, a little surprised. That she won’t be able to compete with a… a tart like Primadonna. God, Miss Kennedy’s got the weirdest lingo sometimes… 
 
    What surprised me more than what I found was what I didn’t. I expected Miss Kennedy to instinctively recoil from the idea of becoming one of my women, because of how close we’d been in the past.  
 
    Instead, I found a large part of her mind liked the idea better because of it. I supposed that made sense. It wasn’t like we were related or anything like that. Miss Kennedy was just a hot older woman who’d known my parents, and happened to be a link to the life I’d lost. 
 
    I sensed that if I pushed her a little bit—say, right after we finished breaking into whatever site she and Primadonna identified and stole the anti-super weapons—she’d probably wind up in bed with me.  
 
    She wanted me, and she wanted to protect me. Watching me run around campus with a bunch of co-eds could be written off as a young guy wanting to try new things and sew some wild oats. Building a harem of supers was something else entirely. 
 
    She’s worried about me, I realized. She thinks Primadonna’s a bad influence on me. 
 
    She was right. 
 
    But what she hadn’t figured out yet was that I might be a bad influence on Prima, too… 
 
    “Devin?” Miss Kennedy’s voice snapped me out of my reverie. “Are you listening?” 
 
    I blinked.  
 
    Both women stared at me. Behind them, a single blinking light flashed on the computer, close to the center of town.  
 
    I narrowed my eyes, trying to picture the area where that red light was. It would be a couple of blocks from the capitol, near the safest and most heavily guarded section of the city. 
 
    “Sorry,” I admitted. “I was distracted.” 
 
    Primadonna stuck out her tongue, preening like she knew my thoughts. Miss Kennedy just sighed and rolled her eyes. 
 
    “I was saying, Primadonna and I have narrowed down our search,” she explained, gesturing at the screen. It zoomed in as we talked, going from a cross-section of the entire city to just a few blocks. “My research turned up a half dozen or so different locations where anti-super stun guns might be stored. They’re generally considered weapons of last resort, ridiculously expensive, and I understand Primadonna told you they’re not always effective when disabling certain superhumans—” 
 
    “Crimson Queen would just shake it off,” I said, remembering Primadonna’s words. “But most lesser supers would go down. For at least thirty seconds or so.” 
 
    “Oh, I’d go down a hell of a lot longer than that,” Primadonna said, licking her lips. “For you, Mindbreak, it’d be all day…” 
 
    Before she could go on yet another erotic tangent, Miss Kennedy cut her off. “I narrowed it down to three,” she said firmly, lifting a hand to silence the superhuman in her tracks. “Primadonna took one look at my map and identified this location as where Clayman would have gotten the weapon.” 
 
    The screen zoomed in even further, displaying the block where the single red light blinked like a stop sign. With the satellite view, I could see the bus stop across the street, and the benches where people would sit to wait for their transportation to arrive. When I realized what I was looking at, my heart skipped a beat. 
 
    “That’s a police station,” I whispered, my eyebrows shooting to my hairline. “A SENTRY station.” 
 
    “Technically it’s across the street from the SENTRY station,” Miss Kennedy said with a nod. “The official property records list the building as office space, owned by a half-dozen different limited liability corporations and sole proprietors, but Primadonna assures me they’re all a front. SENTRY owns the building, just like they own the police station.” 
 
    “The station is for humans,” Primadonna said with a giggle, pointing. “The building across the street is for supers. It’s an armory.” 
 
    I leaned in closer, scrutinizing the image. I could almost picture people making their way up and down the block, moving like ants from the distance I’d have seen them on the satellite. 
 
    “Why would you hide an armory in the middle of the capital?” I asked, frowning. “I mean, shit, you’re like three blocks from the New Congress.” 
 
    Primadonna nodded like she’d expected the question. “Precisely because it’s so close to the action,” she explained, her hands on her hips. “If someone were to try and assassinate one of the bigwigs, or stage a coup against Potomac City’s crop of SENTRY supers, people like me would need to get their hands on advanced weapons and gadgets in a hurry. Hence why they’re hiding it in plain sight.” 
 
    “That… makes sense,” I admitted, nodding along with her. “And you think there’ll be more of those anti-super weapons there?” 
 
    “I don’t think.” Primadonna giggled. “I know. There’s a dozen of those stun guns in the armory—enough to disable the rank and file supers in an emergency. Even if they gave Clayman one, they’ll have plenty that they’ve held back. We can take whatever else we find there, too. You might liberate some cool shit from SENTRY’s clutches.” 
 
    The thought made me salivate. “Alright. What’s the play?” 
 
    We talked it over after that. Miss Kennedy would be the driver, getting Primadonna and me to the armory by way of the tunnel system under Potomac City. She’d also be our getaway driver, ready to whirl us back into the underground the second we emerged from the armory.  
 
    If anything happened to her, or she wasn’t able to pick us up, we’d run for the Metro and hope to lose ourselves down there in the subway the way I had with Primadonna. 
 
    “As for us,” Primadonna said, turning to me, “I’m the muscle and you’re the mind. Get us past the guards with those mental powers of yours, and I’ll do the rest.” 
 
    “You think you can do that?” 
 
    Primadonna had the temerity to look offended. “I’m the greatest thief Potomac City has ever seen!” she protested, looking from me to Miss Kennedy and back again. “I’ll have that whole place looted like the Grinch in Whoville—nothing left on their fucking walls but some hooks and wire. Bastards won’t know what hit ‘em!” 
 
    This was the plan. It could work. 
 
    Fuck that. It would work. 
 
    “Awesome,” I told both women. “Let’s go rob the bad guys.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The parade was the first sign we might have made a mistake. 
 
    As Miss Kennedy left the underground tunnel system, her black SUV heading into the heart of Potomac City proper, we found ourselves in the middle of bumper to bumper traffic. Getting around the city was a pain at the best of times, but this was utterly ridiculous.  
 
    Ticker tape rained from nearby buildings, filling the air with bits of colored paper that fell to form a thick carpet on the asphalt below. The whole downtown had the air of a party, but very few people out on the streets looked to want to celebrate their circumstances. 
 
    “Damn it,” Miss Kennedy said, her hands locked around the wheel. “Charter Day.” 
 
    I frowned and stared out the window. This time, Primadonna and I rode together in the back. I could be sure that she wouldn’t get up to any hanky panky, because the mission was at the forefront of her mind. Afterward she’d be aching for me, but right now, she was all business. 
 
    “Charter Day,” I whispered, the words tinged with bitterness. “I forgot it was coming up. No wonder everyone looks so glum.” 
 
    SENTRY celebrated Charter Day like it was New Year’s Eve, but most citizens of Potomac City did their best to pretend it didn’t exist. Charter Day was the official anniversary of the signing of the City Charter—meaning it was the birthday of Potomac City. Most cities would have celebrated such a thing, except that our city had once been the nation’s capital. 
 
    Charter Day had been the day the government surrendered to Autarch, changing the name of the city to suit his whims. It was the great day of capitulation, when humanity knelt before the superhumans and presented their necks for the super boot.  
 
    I had even more reason to hate it than most people. 
 
    Today, though, I saw it as a good omen. 
 
    “Perfect,” I said, turning back to Miss Kennedy. “Hell yes. This is exactly what we want.” 
 
    “We want this?” Miss Kennedy frowned, her eyebrows shooting skyward. “Devin, I was on the verge of turning this SUV around and canceling the whole operation for today…” 
 
    “No, don’t you see?” Neither Miss Kennedy nor Primadonna seemed to have caught on just yet. “Today is Charter Day. That means every super that’s ever had their name in the paper or been in front of a TV camera will be at the Capitol. Ordinary people might not love SENTRY for what they did to this city, but supers like Crimson Queen fucking love it. She’ll be there, and so will almost every other super.” I thought it over. “Shit, even Clayman will be there. Maybe we ought to call him and make sure.” 
 
    Next to me, Primadonna brightened, though Miss Kennedy still had concerns. “We’re going to be less than a dozen blocks from an entire cadre of superhumans,” she muttered, casting side glances at me as she navigated the heavy traffic. “Some of those supers can do more than leap tall buildings in a single bound, Devin. They’re dangerous, remorseless killers.” 
 
    “I know,” I said, chuckling. “And they’re all going to be posing for the fucking camera. Eating up the attention—probably filming videos to go on their socials. You know how Crimson Queen is, and the rest of the supers aren’t any better.” 
 
    I saw the realization dawn on Miss Kennedy’s face. “They won’t be paying any attention to the city.” 
 
    I nodded. “Everyone but the absolute lowest level supers are going to be occupied for the rest of the day. We couldn’t have picked a better time to knock over this armory.” 
 
    Miss Kennedy grinned fiercely. She honked the horn, cutting in front of another car with government plates. “Come on, assholes, move!” she yelled, sounding like she was on the verge of laughter. “Devin and his girlfriend have a very important meeting!” 
 
    She’s not my girlfriend, I thought. Primadonna had been right while she rode me—she was something like a wife, but even moreso. Except the bond between us was more primal than matrimony ever could be. 
 
    I knew I couldn’t make Miss Kennedy understand that, though, so I didn’t try. Maybe one day soon, she’d experience it for herself. 
 
    After that, it was like we’d given Miss Kennedy the fire she needed. She’d always been a rather defensive driver, but the way she slipped in and out of traffic as she got us to our destination was nothing I’d ever seen before.  
 
    Neither I nor Primadonna could fly, but I could hardly think we’d have made better time if we did have the ability to leap tall buildings in a single bound. 
 
    The parking lot in front of the building was empty. Across the street was an entirely different story. Every light in the local branch of the SENTRY police was lit up, and cameras buzzed as they slowly rotated back and forth, taking in the asphalt. Black barbed wire surrounded the building, with a single gap in the fence for SENTRY’s squad cars to travel in and out.  
 
    Both Primadonna and I gave the place the side eye as we passed, each equally glad our destination wasn’t the inside of that fortress. 
 
    Miss Kennedy pulled us into the neighboring parking lot and switched off the engine. In the road between us and the station, traffic moved sluggishly, cars honking at each other as the parade preparations began to heat up. 
 
    “Good gracious,” Miss Kennedy said, watching the ticker tape rain over Potomac City. “You’re sure the armory is in this building, Primadonna, and not the one across the street?” 
 
    “Totally,” the superhuman replied. Primadonna had slipped back into her super outfit, which had been recently cleaned by Miss Kennedy. The tight leather fit her like a second skin, accentuating her boobs and butt in ways that a cosplay model would drool over. “You just sit tight and watch the parade. Make sure to wave to all the supers as they fly by.” She turned to me. “You ready, Mindbreak?” 
 
    I didn’t have a uniform. Unless you counted a button down and jeans with sneakers as one, I guess. “Yeah,” I said, opening the door. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    Together, we entered the building. 
 
    The air inside was cool and dry, roaring from vents inlaid next to the floor. I frowned at these as we entered the lobby of the building. If I didn’t know there was something fishy going on here, I’d have ignored those vents entirely—now, knowing that this place concealed an armory, I wondered their true purpose. Were they meant to vent some kind of heat from the heart of this place? 
 
    Three guards lounged in the lobby, bored out of their minds. Two were sitting on their phones on either side of a metal detector, while a third had his feet up on a desk behind the security station and was reading an old Robert Jordan fantasy novel. They didn’t give me a second look, but their eyes widened when they caught sight of Primadonna making her way into the building. 
 
    I reached for the earbud in my ear and pushed it. “We’re in,” I whispered, knowing the words were being communicated to an identical speaker in Miss Kennedy’s ear. “It’s about to get hot. Warn us if anyone tries to make their way inside.” 
 
    “Will do,” said, her voice filled with both pride and worry. “I know you can do this, Devin. I’m… you know I think the world of you. Just in case anything happens, I… I wanted you to know that…” 
 
    “Not the time, Miss Kennedy,” I whispered, keeping the smile out of my voice. “We’ll talk about it later. Over and out.” 
 
    “Over and out,” she replied, a wistful tone in her voice.  
 
    Static devoured the line, then went silent. For now, at least, Primadonna and I were on our own. 
 
    Other than the guards, of course. 
 
    I reached out and brushed mental fingers across their emotional states as we approached. None of them had their eyes on me, preferring instead to let their gazes linger on Primadonna. That pissed me off, but nowhere near as much as what I found when I pushed beneath the surface. 
 
    These weren’t nice people. The three guards assigned to the front of SENTRY’s secret armory for supers were vicious, mean toadies of the current regime. At least people like Primadonna had the excuse of feeling superior to others because of their superpowers. These guys were just assholes. 
 
    I could feel their filthy thoughts about Primadonna, and they made me want to gag. I wasn’t going to kill anyone inside the building if I didn’t have to, but I sure as hell wasn’t going to feel guilty about feeding these guys their teeth. 
 
    “Ma’am?” The guard to the left of the metal detector took a confused step forward. He looked older than the other two guys, as if he’d been around the block a time or two more than everyone else. Maybe that was why he was more wary than his coworkers. “Is something the matter? We thought all the supers were going to be at the big Charter Day Parade.” 
 
    Ah! I hadn’t realized that someone like Primadonna showing up unannounced wasn’t entirely outside of the realm of possibility. Maybe we could talk our way through without any issues. 
 
    For her part, Primadonna acted every bit the frigid bitch she’d been when I faced her down in that alley. Looking at her, you’d never guess that she’d ridden me like she had, or that she’d let me fuck her face in Miss Kennedy’s shower.  
 
    I could feel how her outfit was giving these guys a hard on, I could feel their fear toward the blonde superhuman. Here was a woman who could rip them apart without breaking a sweat. No one would even get in trouble if she did it. 
 
    “I need access to the armory,” Primadonna said in a haughty tone. “Myself and this human. He’s aiding me.” 
 
    The guards looked at me for what must have been the first time. “Him?” the second guard asked, frowning deeply. “The armory is for supers only. Autarch’s orders.” 
 
    Primadonna crossed her arms beneath her breasts. “Who the fuck do you think I’m working for, numb nuts?” 
 
    That got their fear up. No one in this city wanted to end up on Autarch’s shit list.  
 
    She’s just scared them into complying, I thought with triumph. They’ll let us go through, and we won’t have any more trouble. 
 
    That’s what I thought, in any case. And I was almost right. 
 
    Until the third guard decided to ruin everything. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hold on a second,” the third guard grunted, setting down his fantasy novel. “You want what, now?” 
 
    He rose from behind the desk, his hand already going to the weapon at his belt. Not an anti-super weapon (thank God), but an ordinary pistol. Not that that would’ve helped me, in any case. A bullet was just as fatal for me as any other guy on the street. 
 
    Primadonna frowned. The person she used to be hadn’t been used to being questioned, and she still didn’t like it one bit. I saw her own hands straying to her weapons, as if the hair on the back of her neck was standing up. 
 
    “I need access to the armory,” she drawled, sounding bored. “Are you going to let me through? I warn you, Autarch won’t take kindly to finding out I’ve been delayed—” 
 
    The third man, the leader of the group, stepped around the metal detector. His hand moved at his belt now, unfastening the catch of his pistol. When I saw that, my heart just about burst right through my ribcage. 
 
    “I know you,” he hissed, horror mounting in his tone. “You’re Primadonna! The one we got the fax about—” 
 
    “Enough,” I snarled, throwing up my hands. 
 
    The guard’s hand shook as he tried to pull his weapon. A look of pure dismay filled his face, so pure it nearly broke my heart, as he sank to his knees shaking uncontrollably. The other two guards stared at him like he’d grown an extra head, then turned to me with expressions like they were afraid I was going to do it to them next. 
 
    “What the fuck was that!?” the first man asked. “Who the hell are you?” 
 
    I grinned. That dark little voice was back in the recesses of my skull, but at that moment I didn’t care to banish it. 
 
     “The name’s Mindbreak,” I said, my hands balling into fists. “And your friend just got the worst scare of his life.” 
 
    Something snapped in the second guard’s face. “Take him down!” 
 
    He must have had more training than the older guard. He had his pistol drawn so fast that I didn’t have time to build up a bunch of fear and panic in my mind and push it into his skull. Time slowed to a crawl as he lifted the blue steel of the weapon, the hole at the end widening until it became the entire universe. 
 
    I swallowed hard, waiting for the end. 
 
    Primadonna’s stiletto crushed his wrist in a blur of movement. 
 
    He dropped the gun, screaming in pain as the air filled with the sound of splintering bone. Primadonna followed up her kick with a knee to the guard’s chest, hard enough to crack ribs. The man’s eyes widened like a cartoon’s as he went down, gasping, and was quickly unconscious. 
 
    I was already on the final guard. This one didn’t seem to know what the hell he was doing, or maybe he was new. He fumbled at his belt, his index finger and thumb missing the catch holding his pistol twice in a row. He looked from it to me, swore, and tried again to pull the weapon on his assailant. 
 
    “Don’t move,” I said, shaking my head. Jesus, how had this been so easy? “You want to end up like your friends, or what?” 
 
    The man gave up. There was no need to push fear or guilt into his head—he felt enough of it on his own already. “Please don’t hurt me,” he said, sniffing hugely as he stuck his hands in the air. “I’ll do whatever you want! Just don’t kill me, please!” 
 
    Primadonna knelt over the other two guards, checking their pulses. “They’ll be down for a while,” she said, drawing a knife and taking up a position next to me. “Want me to have some fun with him?” 
 
    I had no doubt that Primadonna’s sort of ‘fun’ would leave this man permanently scarred. I shook my head.  
 
    “Open the armory,” I told the guard, making my voice as hard and cruel as the superhumans we sought to destroy. “Do what we told you in the first place, and you won’t be hurt.” 
 
    The man’s eagerness to comply was almost disgusting. Primadonna and I shared a look. I was so thrown off that I pushed a little bit of calmness into his skull, just to keep him from pissing himself in fright.  
 
    He led us through the metal detector, showing no reaction when Primadonna lit the thing up like a firecracker. The entrance to the armory proper was a short hallway away, made up to look like the entrance to a chiropractor’s office. The windows were dark, shuttered like all the employees had been given the day off. 
 
    But the door to a chiropractor’s office didn’t have a military grade lock with an electric keypad. 
 
    “I… I’ve just got to use my fingerprints,” the man said, his hands shaking as he presented them. “It’s a s-s-scanner. Needs one of us to open it, you see…” 
 
    Primadonna had no sympathy. “Do it,” she commanded, watching the front of the building. “Now.” 
 
    The man placed his hands on the surface of the device. It flashed green, then the door opened with a smooth, nearly soundless hiss. He slumped over with relief as the interior of the armory was revealed to us—the secret room designed for supers to gear up before a major emergency in Potomac City. 
 
    It wasn’t big, barely the size of a dorm room back at my college, in fact. But it was impressive as all hell.  
 
    Soundproofing coated the interior of the walls, with fluorescent lights running the length of the ceiling. Weapons covered every free inch of wall space, from fancy guns and vibrohammers to a katana that looked like something a techno-samurai would wield. Oversized tool cabinets dominated both sides of the space, the drawers practically bursting with goodies. 
 
    “Very nice,” Primadonna said, sizing the whole thing up in a glance. “Thank you for your service.” 
 
    Before the guard could react, Prim gave him a karate chop on the back of the neck. The guard’s eyes rolled back in his head, and he slumped to the ground, out like a light. 
 
    “What?” Primadonna flashed a guilty grin. “He’ll be fine. I didn’t hit him hard enough to shatter his vertebrae. He’s just going to have a hell of a headache when he wakes up.” 
 
    “Whatever,” I said, stepping into the armory. “Let’s just get what we need and go. There’s something about this I don’t like.” 
 
    Indeed, the feeling of unease had been growing within me ever since we stepped into the foyer.  
 
    It wasn’t that the guards seemed poorly trained, or that the day seemed auspicious for us to pull off a heist against SENTRY. Mostly I think it was the fact that I hadn’t seen a single animal spying on us since we’d left the Redoubt. That worried me more than anything. 
 
    “Duly noted,” Primadonna said, instantly all business once again. “Stun guns are probably in that bureau. It looks like the sort of locker they keep them in.” 
 
    While Primadonna quickly cased the joint, searching for the best stuff to loot, I went to the cabinet and threw it open. Gadgets and gizmos whose purposes I could only guess at greeted me.  
 
    I dug through them, shoving things out of the way as quickly as I could. Several long rods made of an unknown metal clattered on the floor, and Primadonna leapt nearly a foot in the air. 
 
    “Careful!” she cried, pausing in her examination of one of the samurai swords on the wall. “Nearly everything in here is either explosive, poisonous, or both.” 
 
    “In that case, maybe you should be looking for the anti-super weapons,” I said. “And spending less time gawking at swords.” 
 
    Primadonna pouted. “I was looking for something nice for you,” she said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts as she came to my side. “It’s a shame that you don’t have a weapon. I have my knives. You should have a signature weapon that you use to smite evil along with me!” 
 
    “I don’t need a weapon,” I said quickly. Then, thinking about it a bit more, I added: “my mind is the weapon.” 
 
    “Sure, sure,” Primadonna said, leaning into the cabinet. “But your mind doesn’t photograph well on wanted posters. And it doesn’t make a good outfit.” 
 
    I chuckled at that. “You think I care about an outfit?” 
 
    Primadonna’s eyebrows rose. “Duh? If you want to beat SENTRY at their own game, then you should, too. There’s more to being powerful than just raw strength. If we’re going to challenge the superhumans who run this city, we’re going to have to make ourselves a more attractive option than the competition.” 
 
    I’d never really thought about it that way before. “Huh,” I said, watching the way her skintight, spandex top hugged the curve of her ass as she bent into the cabinet. “You think having a super-team will make me more popular than Autarch?” 
 
    “Know so,” Primadonna said with a giggle. “Here we go! Jackpot!” 
 
    She pulled out a half-dozen of the little yellow stun guns. Each one was single use only, but that hardly mattered. It was more than enough power to put Wildflower out of commission.  
 
    With her either turned to our side or taken off the game board, there’d no longer be spy eyes searching us out all across Potomac City. We’d be free to fight SENTRY on our terms. 
 
    “Grab one of those bags,” Primadonna suggested, nodding with her chin toward a set of big military canvas bags hanging on a hook. “That ought to be more than enough space.” 
 
    I did so. Holding the bag open for her, I took the six stun guns and zipped the bag closed. 
 
    “Cool,” I said, looking around. “Anything else we should take with us?” 
 
    At that, Primadonna hummed. She put a thumb to her chin, peering around the room with narrowed eyes as she sized up the various weapons on display. “We need something sexy,” she purred, looking back at me like she was already picturing me on the cover of a magazine. “Something that says, ‘I’m not like other superhumans. I’m dangerous and hot.’” 
 
    “Pretty much all superhumans are dangerous and hot,” I countered, following her gaze around the room. “Don’t I get a say in this?” 
 
    “Sure!” Primadonna looked only too eager to please. “Anything strike your fancy? Anything just calling out to you? Do you see a weapon and think, this is exactly what Mindbreak needs?” 
 
    I scanned the room, looking from item to item. My gaze traveled over swords, guns, energy weapons—all sorts of esoteric shit. Hideous devices, the fruits of the baddest shit that SENTRY could come up with. I looked until my eyes started to burn, and my mind began to scream at me that we’d spent too long in the armory already. 
 
    I didn’t see a weapon that called out to me. 
 
    But strangely, something else did. 
 
    “What’s this?” I asked, walking to an alcove on the wall. There, hanging with a lot of other pieces of armor, was a simple wrist bracer with a strap. It looked a little bit like one of the round shields used in fencing competitions, only this was rectangular rather than round. It looked like it strapped to the wrist itself and ran nearly all the way up to the elbow. From a casual glance, I estimated it would fit me perfectly. 
 
    Primadonna let out a surprised little noise. “Well now,” she said, sounding a little taken aback. “I didn’t expect you to pick that, of everything in here. Although considering your powers, I suppose I should have suspected it.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked, taking the bracer off the wall. The metal felt cold beneath my fingers, and strangely good. “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s a Mesmer’s Bracer,” Primadonna explained. “A piece of defensive technology that turns mental energy into magnetic waves, producing a wall of force. It’s part of the kit of an advanced telepath. I’m more than a little surprised to see one here. Must be an old piece of tech from back in the day when telepaths weren’t all hunted down and killed.” 
 
    I gave the device a double take. Without further hesitation, I strapped the piece of rectangular metal to my wrist, guiding it along the edge of my forearm. Just as I suspected, the bracer fit me perfectly. It was as if it had been specially made just for me. 
 
    “This is perfect, then,” I said, holding up the bracer. “Why wouldn’t you just tell me to wear this, Prima?” 
 
    It wasn’t often that Primadonna looked awkward, but at that moment she did so. “I don’t know how to use it,” she admitted, frowning. “It’s a telepath’s weapon. If you took a sword or a gun out of here, I could give you some tips on how to wield it. Get you at least good enough to defend yourself and others without any risk of accidental self harm. But I don’t know the first thing about mental powers.” 
 
    I frowned. I’d need to find someone else to teach me how to use the device, then—or to figure it out on my own. “You’ve seen them used, though?” 
 
    Primadonna nodded. “Linguo—he was a telepath who worked for the Confederation of Capes—used to bring one into battle. He’d sort of… think into it, then all these waves would coalesce into the air and form a shield.” She shrugged. “You can apparently mold it into all sorts of different shapes with practice—a shield, a dome, a wedge you can use to lift heavy objects. But I wouldn’t know the first thing about how to make it do that. You’d need another telepath for that.” 
 
    Or a little time alone with it, I thought, running mental fingers along the surface of the bracer. I couldn’t be sure, but it felt like the metal reacted to my telepathic touch, vibrating gently in the air conditioned armory.  
 
    “It uses a lot of mental control, from what I understand,” Primadonna said, giving me a proud look. “Even most skilled telepaths have trouble controlling a Mesmer’s Bracer. But I just know if given the proper training, you could wield it like a true pro…” 
 
    Primadonna trailed off, seeing the look on my face. “What’s wrong? Did I say something to upset you?” 
 
    I was already turning away, though I took enough time to shake my head and reassure Primadonna that she’d done nothing wrong.  
 
    “It’s Miss Kennedy,” I said, reaching for my earpiece. “Something’s happening outside.” 
 
    The signal wasn’t good. This far into the armory, the words crackled with static, barely audible over the invisible storm of interference. From what I could hear, we were in a lot of trouble. 
 
    “Super…outside…” Miss Kennedy’s voice was in a panic. “They’re surrounding the…  run…” 
 
    The line went dead. 
 
    “We’ve got company,” I told Primadonna, holding up the bracer. “Better get ready for a fight.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Leaving the rest of the goodies in the armory behind with extreme reluctance, I slung the canvas military bag with the anti-super weapons over my shoulder and followed Primadonna out into the hall. The metal bracer rocked gently against my wrist with each step, the material vibrating every time I pushed a bit of mental energy in its direction.  
 
    The thing put me in such a playful mood that I wished I could spend an hour just experimenting with it, but it didn’t even sound like we were going to get thirty seconds. Already the sounds of footsteps filled the foyer, cries of surprise going up as the newcomers discovered the knocked out guards. 
 
    As bad as our situation looked, I wasn’t worried about the new guards. What frightened me was the tone of Miss Kennedy’s voice as the line went dead, the panic in her words as she said something about a new super. 
 
    Human guards we could deal with. Primadonna and I had taken out three of them without even breaking a sweat. A new superhuman was a threat like none other. 
 
    “We’ve gotta get out of here,” I said, listening to the shouts. It sounded like the squad in the foyer was preparing to head inward, raking the armory like a SWAT team in search of me and Primadonna. “Is there a backdoor in this place?” 
 
    “Should be,” Primadonna said, scanning both sides of the hallway. “Don’t know if it’s guarded, though—” 
 
    A figure raced around the corner, carrying a rifle. If the guards sitting around the armory during Charter Day were overfed, lazy dogs, the man charging into the hallway was a lean wolf—the harbinger of the whole wolf pack.  
 
    His uniform was black and gray, done up in an urban camo pallet that was wholly unsuitable for the office building in which we found ourselves. A pair of fancy sunglasses wrapped around his head, glowing with little boxes that were either night vision or enhanced battle tracking—I couldn’t figure out which. 
 
    This man was one of SENTRY’s elite troops. They didn’t fuck around.  
 
    They didn’t take prisoners, either. 
 
    He had his rifle at the ready before I had time to shout. Instead of a warning cry, I grabbed Primadonna by the shoulders and slammed her to the ground. 
 
    A hail of bullets erupted over our head as the SENTRY guard opened fire. I let out a cry of terror as the wall exploded behind us, chunks of it raining down on Primadonna and my backs as we took cover. 
 
    In a flash, a human woman no longer lay next to me. A black cat charged across the hallway carpet, leaping through the air with claws extended as the SENTRY guard stared in disbelief.  
 
    “We have contact,” the man blurted, reaching for a radio at his belt. “Confirmed supers—” 
 
    Primadonna’s first swipe knocked the fancy glasses from the man’s head. They clattered to the floor, letting out a series of descending electronic beeps. Her second dug into the man’s eyes, blinding him with a vicious strike. Primadonna hissed like a miniature lioness as she attacked, clinging to the man’s face with more tenacity than the monsters from Alien. 
 
    The guard clawed at Primadonna, but couldn’t dislodge a super cat from his head. One final slash left him staggering backward, dropping the cat like a hot potato as he spasmodically clutched at the ruin of his eyes.  
 
    Blood dripped between his fingers as he screamed, his words turning into a babble of syllables as the pain infiltrated him. 
 
    I grabbed the rifle on the ground. For a moment, a dark thought appeared in my head: to take aim and pull the trigger, watching as his head exploded like a grape. I dismissed it at once.  
 
    The guy was an asshole, but he didn’t deserve to die. 
 
    So I flipped the rifle around and slammed the butt end of it into his mangled face. He went down in a heap, letting out a strangled sob as he went unconscious beneath the blow. The guard crumpled like a ragdoll, and Primadonna transformed back into her beautiful human form as fast as a blink. 
 
    “Nice work,” she said, beaming proudly at me. “Now let’s get the fuck out of here before his friends show up.” 
 
    Shouts from the foyer approached. Grabbing her hand, I dragged Primadonna along with me as we raced down the hallway, searching for another exit from the armory.  
 
    Every moment we spent in here was another Miss Kennedy was outside, possibly with a more dangerous super than any we’d faced so far. We needed to get to her. 
 
    “Miss Kennedy said something about another super,” I said, turning to Primadonna as we ran. “Any idea who SENTRY might have put on our tail? It’s not Wildflower, is it?” 
 
    I’d been half hoping it was her. If the super had finally decided to move out into the light, there were few adversaries as well positioned to use their knowledge to take her down as Primadonna. But the blonde shook her head. 
 
    “No chance,” she said, thinking it over. “Wildflower moves exclusively in the shadows. It’s probably another big bruiser, like Steel Sabertooth or Electric Funeral. Maybe Brazenhead.” She shook herself. “I hope it’s not Brazenhead. That guy gives me the creeps!” 
 
    Before I could ask her why, we came to a door. I pounded on it, but it didn’t open. Another one of those fancy military locks kept it sealed, only this one had a keypad instead of a spot to place your fingers for a scan. Too bad—if it was a fingerprint scanner, I could have grabbed the unconscious guard and used his hand to open it. 
 
    “Fuck!” I roared, pounding on the door. The sound of footsteps in the hallway grew louder, interspersed with terse military jargon. “They’re almost on us. Any idea what the code might be, Prim?” 
 
    “Try 0451,” she shot back, watching the hallway with a worried look. “A lot of the SENTRY guys are the kind of nerds to use that in their passcodes. Add a zero to the end if it doesn’t work.” 
 
    I’d already done both, and nothing happened.  
 
    “That’s not it!” I shouted, staring at the blinking red box above the keys. “Any other ideas?” 
 
    Primadonna’s lips formed a tight little line. “Yeah,” she said, her hands balling into fists around her knives. “Get ready for one hell of a fight.” 
 
    She looked ready to throw down to protect me. I loved that about her, but unlike Primadonna, I knew all too well how dire our chances looked from where we were standing.  
 
    With a mental push, I stretched my empathic fingers down the hallway, dipping into the mental states of the guards flanking our position. 
 
    Fuck, I thought, reeling. It’s even worse than I thought. 
 
    That first SENTRY had been the vanguard of a twelve-man team. Six of them were making their way down the hall now, checking each fake office for any sign of me or Primadonna.  
 
    Three of the others were in a hallway on the opposite side of the building, waiting in case we attempted to leave via the fire escape. The final three I could feel in the foyer, watching the front door and administering first aid to the wounded. 
 
    The thoughts I touched churned with militaristic precision. I probed deeper, finding neither fear nor doubt nor weakness.  
 
    I could break these guys eventually, sure. Their minds were no more heavily armored than an ordinary human—just calloused from years of service to SENTRY and their wicked aims. But they’d take more mental punishment than the average soldier. By the time I disabled them with fear or guilt, they’d have already pumped dozens of lead slugs through my body. 
 
    “I’m not going to be able to use my mental powers on these guys as easily,” I told Primadonna, keeping my voice terse and clinical. “There’s too many of them for us to fight!” 
 
    Primadonna drew her knives. “There’s not too many for us to try,” she said, grinning back at me. “Just in case anything happens, Mindbreak, I want you to know something. Meeting you has been the best thing that’s ever happened to me!” 
 
    “I appreciate the kind words, but I’d rather not die here!” I shouted, turning back to the keypad. I could just hit random buttons and pray for a miracle, but that was akin to doing nothing at all.  
 
    I had to be able to figure out the access code! If a fucking guard could remember it, how hard could it be—? 
 
    The guards! 
 
    “Shit, this just might work,” I muttered, reaching out with my mental powers. “Try to hold them off as long as possible, Prim!” 
 
    As Primadonna readied herself for battle, I stretched the limits of my empathy as far as it would go.  
 
    The men who’d broken in wearing SENTRY uniforms were no good—they didn’t work here, and as such they didn’t have the access codes to the various locks and doors around the armory. They might have had a skeleton key I didn’t know about, allowing them to flank us around the building, but searching the downed guard for it would have taken precious time. I’d gone all in on this idea, and we’d either live or die along with it. 
 
    I pushed into the foyer, where the new guards treated the old. Only one of the three guards Prim and I had taken out around the metal detector was still conscious. From his mental state, I could practically feel the picture around him—a clinical but sympathetic SENTRY soldier, using bandages and drugs to get a wounded man back on his feet. 
 
    The guard’s thoughts were a melange of fear. He was terrified Primadonna and I were going to come back and finish the job, and almost as frightened that all this would somehow get back to Autarch.  
 
    He’d heard about guards who displeased the leadership of SENTRY, and how they’d get a new position in one of the secure wards of their research facilities. Supposedly it was a promotion, but the guard whose mind I touched knew four members of SENTRY who’d taken on such a post and never been seen again. 
 
    This is all very interesting, I thought. Primadonna roared from somewhere behind me, tossing her knife into the neck of an advancing guard. But I need that access code! 
 
    The guard wasn’t going to think of it on his own. I needed to prod him. His brain was a thick soup of confusion and pain, a stew I’d need to stir before the information I required floated to the top.  
 
    Moving with a level of skill and poise I hadn’t even realized I had, I pushed my fingers deep into his frontal cortex, grabbing at the levers I hoped would push the mental image of the keypad to the forefront of his mind. 
 
    Come on, I growled.  
 
    Shouts grew louder just at the end of the hall.  
 
    Think about the goddamn keypad in the back! Wouldn’t it be dangerous if the supers knew that code? What the fuck is the code!? 
 
    When I was a kid, back in middle school, there’d been a student in my class both more bold and foolhardy than most. On a dare, he’d taken a dime and shoved it into the electrical outlet on the wall, just beneath the blackboard of my health class. I hadn’t been there at the time, but I’d heard plenty about the result: the kid had ended up in the hospital, and he’d been lucky not to wind up dead. 
 
    That long-buried memory leapt to the top of my mind as what I could only describe as a bolt from the blue jumped from my mind to the guard’s. Every hair on my body stood on end, a frisson of pure excitement washing over me as the supine guard gave a start, a single image cutting through his confusion.  
 
    A picture coalesced in his head: the back door of the armory, with the smudged keypad and its simple buttons already pushed down. The door hung slightly ajar, and I got the mental impression that the assailants (who were, in this guy’s mind, us) had just escaped. 
 
    I did it, I thought, slumping against the door. I didn’t just transfer an emotion, or feel someone else’s feelings. I put an actual THOUGHT in someone else’s head! 
 
    “Mindbreak!?” Primadonna’s voice cut through the din in my skull, bringing me back to the present moment. “Holy shit, what did you do?” 
 
    I reached up to my mouth. My nose was bleeding, profusely. So that was why I was dizzy all of a sudden. Shit. 
 
    “I know the code,” I told Primadonna. As I blinked, I saw two guards laying on the hallway floor, bleeding from knife wounds. I had no idea if they were dead or not, but if Primadonna had killed them, I didn’t blame her. “At least, I know what numbers are in it. I got it out of the guard’s head.” 
 
    Under the circumstances, Primadonna was more than happy to skip over the million or so questions she wanted to ask me about my powers and how I’d done it.  
 
    “Open the door!” she said excitedly, gesturing at our exit to freedom. 
 
    But as I turned to the door, I realized something with a start. The mental picture the guard had thought of showed the buttons on the door’s keypad already pushed down—probably the way he did whenever he needed to open it. When I closed my eyes, I could see the keys, standing out against the others. 
 
    The zero, the one, the four, and the five. 
 
    0451. Just like Primadonna had said. 
 
    Except I’d already tried that code, and it didn’t work. 
 
    “Shit!” I hissed, frustration filling me to the brim and then some. “It’s the stupid nerd code you said it was, Prim! Except it can’t be, because I already tried it!” 
 
    Gunshots rang out. In a few more moments, we’d be fucked. 
 
    “Try it backwards!” Primadonna cried, desperation in her eyes. 
 
    With no more thought than that of an animal caught in a trap, I slammed the keys in reverse order. The one, then the five, then the four and the zero. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    Then, for good measure, I hit the zero one more time. 
 
    The panel over the keypad flashed green, and the door opened into a back alley behind the armory. 
 
    We were through that door before you could say deus ex machina. Primadonna and I spilled out into the alleyway, the blonde superhuman slamming the door behind us both and locking it as a cadre of guards charged around the corner.  
 
    Unlike us, they didn’t know the code to activate the keypad—and without any telepathic powers, they’d have to radio it in. In a minute or two, they’d be able to get through the door, but by the time they did, Primadonna and I would be as far away as our legs (and hopefully Miss Kennedy’s SUV) could carry us. 
 
    We raced around the corner, ignoring the rain of ticker tape falling from the sky. All around us, the sights and sounds of the Charter Day parade had kicked into full gear. Balloons shaped like superhumans filled the sky, and I caught a glimpse of a pink and red parade float in the distance between two of the capitol’s buildings.  
 
    I hoped that all the superhumans involved in the celebration stayed glued to their followers, basking in the attention, and didn’t notice us flying the coop. 
 
    The parking lot of the armory was suspiciously quiet. Miss Kennedy’s SUV sat in its space, the engine off, but there was no sign of the woman herself.  
 
    Where the hell did she get to? 
 
    “I don’t like this,” I said, turning to Primadonna. “Something’s gone wrong.” 
 
    “Oh no,” a voice said from behind us both. It sounded like someone speaking through an overdrive pedal hooked to an electric guitar, or projecting their voice through a whole tower of Black Sabbath’s amps. Their words crackled with static. “You’re wrong about that, Devin Maxwell! Something has gone very, very right!” 
 
    I turned. Miss Kennedy stood in the middle of the parking lot, her posture too straight and her smile too fake to be anything other than terrified. The keys to the SUV were clasped loosely in her hand, swaying gently on their keychain from between her fingers. 
 
    Standing next to her was the super Primadonna had not wanted to see. A seven foot man in a trenchcoat with a metallic mask, his eyes peering through it like two dark pools. 
 
    Shit, I thought. Primadonna had it right on the money. 
 
    This could only be Brazenhead. 
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    “Run, Devin,” Miss Kennedy whispered. I could tell it took a great effort to keep her body from trembling. Being that close to a powerful super was terrifying her. “Don’t worry about me. Take Primadonna and get out of here…!” 
 
    Brazenhead put a hand on Miss Kennedy’s shoulder. He squeezed her—gently at first, then hard enough to make her wince. The gesture was subtle but unmistakable.  
 
    Run, it said, and I’ll make things very unpleasant for your friend. 
 
    “Brazenhead,” Primadonna spat. She wouldn’t have looked pleased to see any of her fellow SENTRY supers waiting for us (except possibly Wildflower), but she looked especially pissed off to see him. “I’m surprised the Curator let you come. Don’t you have some rooms you need to measure?” 
 
    Brazenhead cocked his big metallic dome to the side. “You’re not the Primadonna I know,” he said, his voice both amplified and flattened by whatever mechanism lay within his metallic mask. “What the hell happened to you?” 
 
    Brazenhead certainly looked the part of a villain. He wore a long black trench coat, tattered in spots from previous battles, along with a porkpie hat that made him look like a film star from the Roaring Twenties. The effect was only spoiled somewhat by the fact that his entire head looked like it had been dipped in molten gold. 
 
    It was impossible to tell if Brazenhead wore a mask, or if something more serious and permanent had happened to his head. Looking at that smooth, golden countenance, I was brought to mind of The Man in the Iron Mask, except the effects in that movie were nothing like what had happened to Brazenhead in real life. 
 
    Was the man some kind of golem, or a science experiment? It seemed impossible that he’d wear a full, wrap around piece of metal headgear out of some twisted sense of enjoyment. 
 
    The eyes behind that golden mask narrowed. Again, Brazenhead raised his voice. “Yo! Boy Wonder! The hell did you do to Primadonna, kid?” 
 
    His words sent a wave of anger roiling through my body. “Me? You people are the ones who fucked her up!” 
 
    Brazenhead rubbed his hands together like a cartoon character, eagerness filling his eyes. Those eyes were the only part of his body I could see beneath the golden mask—the only avenue an ordinary person would have to get a glimpse of what was going on inside of his head. 
 
    Fortunately, I had far more tools at my disposal than ordinary people. 
 
    “Well, whatever,” Brazenhead finally said. He ran his fingers over the bowtie at his collar, tweaking the fabric like he expected to have trouble keeping it on in the fight to come. “It’s time for you to ride the lightning, kiddo. Blondie is property of SENTRY, and the Curator doesn’t like it when his toys go AWOL!” 
 
    The Curator? I’d heard Primadonna use that name as well. She hadn’t mentioned it before—was it the leader of the Potomac City chapter of SENTRY, perhaps?  
 
    I decided to reach into Brazenhead’s mind and find out, right after I finished doing to him what I did to Primadonna and Clayman. 
 
    Closing my eyes, I pushed outward with my mental powers. Spectral fingers flowed from me, coursing through the air like ghosts on their way to a haunting. They pushed against the surface of Brazenhead’s golden dome, seeking the ocean of thoughts and emotions within. 
 
    Only to smash right into a cold, hard wall. 
 
    Huh? My eyes shot open. From the look on Brazenhead’s face, he’d been waiting for me to do this. My mental powers pushed, but couldn’t get through his superhuman skull. It’s the mask, I realized. It’s blocking my powers somehow! 
 
    Brazenhead lifted a gloved hand, waggling a finger back and forth in a gesture that looked even more cartoonish than him rubbing his palms together. “Ah-ah ah!” he chortled, raising himself up on one leg. “Mind tricks don’t work on me, Boy Wonder. So you’re a budding young telepath, huh? Gee, that explains a lot!” 
 
    His words rolled off me like water off a duck’s back. I didn’t really give a fuck what kind of clever threats or insults the man came up with—he was an obstacle standing between me, my women, and freedom. That was all that mattered. 
 
    But Primadonna reacted as if she’d been slapped in the face. “What the fuck do you mean by that?” the superhuman demanded, cocking an eyebrow. I’d have found her fierceness entrancing, if Miss Kennedy’s life wasn’t hanging in the balance. 
 
    “Just that I understand the hoodoo the little college twerp laid down on your head.” Brazenhead chuckled, taking a step back with Miss Kennedy in tow. “Not that it’s going to make things any easier with Curator, of course. But at least I have an explanation to take back to him now.” Flames erupted between the superhuman’s fingers, burning to life above his palms. “And if you end up as collateral damage in this fight, well—at least we’ll know we didn’t waste the life of a promising young super!” 
 
    Miss Kennedy looked down at those flames and nearly lost all control. “Devin, run!” she pleaded, sweat beading on her forehead as she tried to wiggle further from the flames. “Take Primadonna and get out of here! Just leave me! They won’t hurt an ordinary human!” 
 
    Miss Kennedy was the furthest thing from an ordinary human, but I had enough smarts to pick up on subtext. Don’t let Brazenhead know I’m a super, too, was what she really meant. 
 
    “Oh, honey,” the man in the trenchcoat hissed. “Don’t throw yourself on my mercy if you know what’s good for you!” 
 
    As he said it, Brazenhead tossed a fireball my way. I had just enough time to duck as the rolling ball of flame soared over my head, hitting a nearby car and bathing it in tongues of pure fire. If I’d soaked the entire vehicle in gasoline and lit a match, it wouldn’t have gone up any quicker than under Brazenhead’s power.  
 
    Obviously this was not a super to fuck with. 
 
    “Prim, we need to get underneath that mask!” I yelled.  
 
    My superhuman girlfriend was already on it. Primadonna’s long knives appeared in her palms, flashing in the light of the noonday sun as the woman dashed across the pavement. At the last moment she threw herself into the air, putting everything behind a dropkick aimed at Brazenhead’s chest. 
 
    The gold faced man shoved Miss Kennedy to the side and met Primadonna head on. “You were always lousy in a one-on-one fight.” He cackled, ice forming around the fingers of his free hand as he made a fist. “You’ve always been better at preening and strutting your stuff than at combat, Primadonna. I’m not surprised Wonder Boy’s dick tricked him into making you his sidekick, but he doesn’t realize he just draped an albatross around his neck—” 
 
    Primadonna let out a roar of rage as she kicked Brazenhead square in the chest. Her stiletto slashed through his trenchcoat, the point hitting home hard enough that I heard the sound of splintering bone. I figured Primadonna had just broken one of the man’s ribs, and hoped that would be enough to bring him down. 
 
    Turns out I’d gotten my hopes up for no reason. Brazenhead wasn’t fazed by the hit: he’d been giving Primadonna the old rope a dope, letting her get in close so he could hit her at melee range. 
 
    I could feel the savage smile beneath his mask as he unloaded that icy fist in her face. A cone-shaped blizzard covered Primadonna, slowing her and coating her flawless skin in a deep sheen of frost. Her expression went terrified, then that expression froze in place as she staggered to a stop. 
 
    I couldn’t believe it. In a single move, Brazenhead had just turned my muscle into a statue. 
 
    “Told you.” Brazenhead snickered, then brushed a bit of invisible dirt off Primadonna’s frozen shoulder. “No finesse.” 
 
    “Fuck you!” I snarled, reaching for my inner emotions. I redoubled my powers, tossing grief and pain at that placid, golden mask, but it was like the metal had been greased. The thoughts slid away, slipping through my fingers like sand from an hourglass. 
 
    Brazenhead shook his golden dome. “Yeah, whatever,” he said, adjusting his porkpie hat. “Now you and I are gonna have a little chat, kid. You’re going to tell me everything before I present you to the Curator—” 
 
    The air behind Brazenhead exploded. His eyes widened in his golden mask as he was thrown forward, bumping into Primadonna and shoving her to the ground. She hit the pavement hard, but he hit it harder. As he writhed, tongues of electric power coursed over his skin. 
 
    Miss Kennedy stood over him, lightning clenched in her fists. “You will do no such thing,” she said, her voice even and calm. “You think you’re the only superhuman who can force the elements to serve you?” 
 
    Brazenhead rolled over, coughing explosively. I could have imagined it, but I swore that smoke rose from underneath his mask as he brushed away the pain from Miss Kennedy’s lightning assault. His clothes certainly smoldered, even if the electricity hadn’t managed to penetrate his actual body. 
 
    “What the hell?” the dapper superhuman hissed. “You’re a secret super, too?” 
 
    Miss Kennedy’s face grew grim as she realized what she’d just done. “He knows me,” she said, looking up and locking eyes with me. “He’s seen my powers, Devin.” 
 
    I knew what that meant. We either needed to tame Brazenhead, breaking him the way I’d done to Primadonna and Clayman—or we needed to kill him.  
 
    Shit, this was going to be one hell of a fight. 
 
    “Stay down,” Miss Kennedy warned Brazenhead. “Otherwise I’ll blast you again. You wouldn’t like that, trust me.” 
 
    At that, all the fight went out of Brazenhead’s body. “Alright! Alright!” he said, lifting his hands over his head. “You win, lady. Jesus, you’re totally crazy! If I knew you had a lightning-thrower on your team, I might have been willing to talk instead of fight!” 
 
    We’ve got to get out of here, I thought. Brazenhead was stalling for time.  
 
    Even without the benefit of my empathic powers, I could tell the man wasn’t truly beaten. He wanted to keep us talking until backup arrived. Surely even as we spoke, the news about the attack on the armory spread through SENTRY’s ranks and up toward the top. Maybe it was even being relayed to this Curator guy, whoever he might be. 
 
    Either way, I didn’t want to stick around and find out. “We’re leaving now,” I said, hauling the bag of stolen goodies over my shoulder. “Try and follow us and I’ll make sure it’s the last thing you fucking do. Got it?” 
 
    For a moment, Brazenhead’s gaze turned to pure hatred. Then his eyes softened beneath the golden mask of his face, and he was his usual chipper, dapper self again. “Whatever you say, Boy Wonder,” the superhuman grunted, staying on the ground where he belonged. “Just a word of warning, though, if you please?” 
 
    Miss Kennedy was already running across the parking lot, heading to her black SUV. I kept my eyes on Brazenhead, while Primadonna stood a few steps away sharpening her long knives. If the super tried anything, we’d be on him fast enough to stop him. Then Miss Kennedy would blast him again, and he wouldn’t like it. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    Was that a faint grin I saw in his eyes? It was impossible to tell for sure. 
 
    “You’re better off surrendering now and trying to cut a deal,” the man said. Though he didn’t gesture with his hands this time, I could feel him waggling his finger through his tone all the same. “SENTRY’s never going to stop trying to track you down, kid. Autarch hates telepaths—and he hates losing one of his trained hit-girls even more. Once the news gets out about Primadonna, you’re gonna be in deep shit. Deep.” 
 
    The SUV pulled up alongside us. The passenger side window rolled down, revealing a harried-looking Miss Kennedy at the wheel. Her hair floated around her head like a garland of leaves, the electricity in her body still faintly crackling across her skin and clothing. It was a minor miracle that it didn’t interfere with the internals of the vehicle. 
 
    She glanced past me to where Brazenhead lay. “We need to do something about him,” she said, her expression grim. 
 
    “Me?” Brazenhead looked surprised. “I’m not the one you people need to worry about. If this little incident doesn't get squashed soon, you people are going to bring the Curator out of retirement. Do you have any idea what happens then, Boy Wonder?” 
 
    “My name is not Boy Wonder,” I snarled, wishing he’d just shut up. 
 
    He didn’t.  
 
    “Potomac City is going to bleed,” Brazenhead said, his eyes looking well and truly frightened. “That’s what. Do us all a favor, kid, and sue for peace. You might even be able to keep Primadonna if you bow to Autarch and kiss the ring.” 
 
    I wish I could say that Brazenhead’s words had no effect on me. That I was mentally strong enough, calloused enough, to resist his offer of alliance. But although my list of superpowers didn’t extend to seeing the future, I didn’t need to be a rocket scientist to see that the road ahead of me was long, hard, and filled with potential failure points.  
 
    By positioning myself against SENTRY, its mysterious leader, and Autarch himself, I was risking not only my own life but those of the people I cared about. Miss Kennedy. Primadonna. Even Bailey, if SENTRY managed to connect the two of us and track her down. 
 
    So, for a moment, I considered Brazenhead’s words. I gave them more credence than I probably should. 
 
    Fortunately, Miss Kennedy snapped me out of it before I could do something truly stupid. 
 
    “He’s lying,” she spat, her eyes narrowing. “You know he is, Devin. Even if you went to SENTRY with your hat in your hand, Autarch would never suffer a telepath running around. He’d put you on ice, forever.” 
 
    She spoke the truth. I knew it, too. There’d just been a tiny part of me that wanted to believe there was a way out of all of this that didn’t involve violence. That wasn’t a declaration of war against the world’s most powerful super. 
 
    I’m not the one who brought this war, I reminded myself. That would be SENTRY. And Autarch. 
 
    “We can’t leave him alive,” Miss Kennedy continued. With a regretful expression, she opened up the driver’s side door and stepped out, leaving the engine running just in case we needed to make a quick getaway. “He’s seen too much—and he’s too dangerous. If you can’t get into his head, Devin, we’ll have to make sure he can’t tell SENTRY about us.” 
 
    Something changed in Brazenhead’s stance. “Woah, hey! There’s no need for that level of violence! Tell you what—I’ll give you a full hour as a head start. I won’t say shit to the Curator until the parade’s over. That should give you and your little cronies time to get away!” 
 
    He was begging for his life. I hated to admit it, but having this kind of power over someone who until recently had treated humans like oversized game pieces felt intoxicating. I understood now how absolute power corrupted absolutely, and people who’d been good were able to justify heinous, wicked actions to themselves when the lives of others hung in the balance. 
 
    “I don’t believe you,” Miss Kennedy said simply. “Devin doesn’t, either. Prim?” 
 
    Primadonna shook her head, her shimmering locks cascading over her shoulders. “We can’t trust anyone in SENTRY. Not unless you make them see the light.” 
 
    Suddenly I had an idea. 
 
    “Interesting offer,” I said, standing so that my shadow fell over Brazenhead’s body. “Allow me to make a counteroffer?” 
 
    The man looked from me to the two powerful, superhuman babes, then gave me a sheepish look. “You’re the one threatening to kill me,” he spat, sounding a little bitter to be so caught off-guard. “Remember, I wouldn’t have killed you.” 
 
    “Just trussed him up and brought him to SENTRY to be disposed of,” Miss Kennedy whispered. “So kind of you.” 
 
    Brazenhead made no response to that. 
 
    “Here’s my offer,” I told the man, crossing my arms over my chest. The pack still hung over my shoulders, gently pushing against my side as it swayed. “Take off your mask.” 
 
    I didn’t think I could shock Brazenhead. Even if I could, it was hard to picture anything that could disturb the man on a deeper level than the thought of his own mortality. 
 
    I was wrong. 
 
    The look of fear Brazenhead gave me as he processed my offer was the deepest I’d ever seen. 
 
    “Let me peek through your head,” I said, making it sound almost like a pleasant game. “Two or three minutes, and you’ll be free to go. No harm done.” 
 
    “No physical harm, anyway,” Primadonna snickered. 
 
    I wouldn’t have hurt the man. At worst, I’d have made him realize the enormity of his crimes, the way I’d done to Primadonna and Clayman. If I couldn’t do that, I figured I could at least overload his brain to the point that he might forget the events of the last few minutes. I had no way of knowing that I could do such a thing—I just felt it. If I could rip out his memories, he wouldn’t have anything to report to SENTRY. 
 
    Every muscle in Brazenhead’s body went taut as a bowstring. “You’re serious?” he asked, his eyes wide behind his golden mask. “You want me to take it off?” 
 
    “I mean, it’s got to stink in there,” I said, covering my concern with bravado. “Wouldn’t you rather feel the wind on your skin for a change?” 
 
    Slowly, Brazenhead reached for his golden dome. “If I take this off, you’ll let me go,” he whispered, sounding afraid.  
 
    “Promise,” I said, already reaching inside my mind for my reserves of fear and guilt. “It won’t even hurt—” 
 
    It wouldn’t have, but the wall of ice Brazenhead summoned certainly did. 
 
    The man lifted his hands to his neck like he was going to remove his mask, then threw them outward with a roar. He must have been charging up his powers the entire time he’d been negotiating, because the blizzard he summoned far outstripped the fireballs he’d conjured previously.  
 
    An arctic storm rolled across the parking lot in all directions, dropping me, Miss Kennedy, and Primadonna like hailstones. 
 
    I sprang to my feet as quickly as I could, panic flaring in my veins. He’d gotten the drop on us. 
 
    The tail end of the blizzard washed over me as I gained my footing, bathing me in icy particles. As I blinked them away, I saw something that shook me to my very core. Miss Kennedy and Primadonna lay on the pavement, coated in a thin sheen of frost—and above them, Brazenhead floated in a pillar of lightning. 
 
    The man could fly. 
 
    Not fly, I amended a moment later. It’s like he’s levitating—using the electricity to keep himself off the ground. Still, the effect looked impressive as hell. Brazenhead floated over us like a miniature God, forks of lightning flowing across his trench coat and over his porkpie hat. 
 
    “No deal!” the superhuman roared, charging up another blast. 
 
    The man had command over the elements, but switching from one to another must have cost him. He had to start from scratch each time—he couldn’t jump from summoning a massive wave of flames to a blizzard without a refractory period in the middle, however short.  
 
    I needed to move now, before he recovered. Shoes slipping on the ice, I sprinted for Miss Kennedy and Primadonna, shaking them out of their stupor. “Get up!” I yelled, gripping their shoulders. “Come on, we’ve got to run!” 
 
    Neither reacted. Frustration mounting within me, I sent a bolt of adrenaline into each of their brains. 
 
    Miss Kennedy and Primadonna jolted upright, their fight or flight responses tossed into overdrive. With Brazenhead embraced by a pillar of lightning, flight was the only option that made any sense. 
 
    “Into the car!” I said, focusing their panic. 
 
    The driver’s side door was still open, and I threw myself into the seat. By the time I’d buckled my belt, Miss Kennedy and Primadonna were both in the backseat, climbing over top of each other in their rush to get away. 
 
    “Gun it!” Primadonna shouted, tossing one of her knives over her shoulder.  
 
    I didn’t understand why she’d waste a weapon that way—until one of Brazenhead’s lightning bolts struck the metal in a shower of sparks. She’d just tossed a makeshift lightning rod, keeping his attack off us. She’d probably just saved all of our lives. 
 
    I wouldn’t give Brazenhead another shot. 
 
    The pedal hit the metal, the tires of the SUV squealing as I tore ass out of the parking lot. Behind us Brazenhead stamped his feet and bellowed, lightning shooting up into the sky like a thunderstorm tipped upside down. The canvas bag containing the things we’d looted from the armory bounced on the passenger seat as I did a donut, heading for the street at top speed. 
 
    “Hang on!” I yelled, sparing a moment to glance at the rearview mirror at my companions. “Buckle up if you can! This is going to get hairy!”

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ticker tape rained from the sky. 
 
    While we’d been inside the armory, looting the anti-super weapons, the Charter Day celebration had kicked into full swing. Pedestrians thronged the streets, looking like they’d been roused from their homes and offices only under duress. Most watched the proceedings with dull, distracted eyes, their faces only lighting up when they caught a glimpse of a celebrity superhuman riding a float or doing a flyby over the festivities. 
 
    We were about to give them one hell of a show. 
 
    Lightning erupted behind Miss Kennedy’s SUV as I pulled out onto the street, gunning the engine hard. In the parking lot of the armory, Brazenhead stood like a golem from some ancient Biblical nightmare, wreathed in lightning like the very God of storms himself.  
 
    The man’s abilities were much more powerful than I’d anticipated. He controlled the elements like he’d been born doing it, and today he’d chosen electricity as his chosen canvas for his latest masterpiece. 
 
    “Drive!” Miss Kennedy shrieked, her eyes as wide with worry. She’d turned around, clutching the back headrest as she watched Brazenhead follow us. Her fingers tensed around the leather, like she was preparing herself to duck at any moment. “Drive faster, Devin! We’ve got to get out of here!” 
 
    “I thought he was too dangerous to be left alive?” I asked, the wheel jerking beneath my hands. It was a struggle to stay on the road. 
 
    “He’s too dangerous, period,” Miss Kennedy countered, turning around. “I didn’t realize they’d send something this strong after us. At this point, it doesn’t matter if he tells SENTRY about us—” 
 
    The back window of the SUV shattered. Broken glass rained on Miss Kennedy and Primadonna’s heads as they shrieked, momentarily stunned senseless by panic.  
 
    I let out a scream right along with them, jerking the wheel to the side in an effort to zigzag away from any other attacks. 
 
    Brazenhead had just thrown a lightning bolt at us. 
 
    In a way, we were lucky. That bolt could have hit the tires, popping them like balloons and leaving us stranded. Or it could have hit something made of metal and echoed through the vehicle, frying circuitry as it went. 
 
    But I wouldn’t have time to meditate on my luck until later. At that moment, I only cared about getting us out of the city alive. 
 
    Pedestrians ducked out of the way as we took a corner hard. The SUV went up on two wheels, the airborne two grinding like a madman’s molars as the engine whined in protest. We nearly tipped over, the motion throwing Miss Kennedy and Primadonna into each other’s laps as I hit a wider, broader thoroughfare near the center of Potomac City. 
 
    “Careful, Devin!” Miss Kennedy cried, leaning over the back seat. “Brazenhead should be the only one trying to kill us!” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said sheepishly. “How the fuck do I get back to the tunnels from here?” 
 
    Primadonna peered over the backseat, staring at the GPS on my dashboard. “Turn right!” she yelped, glancing back at the towering pillar of lightning that was Brazenhead. “There’s an underground exit three blocks that way!” 
 
    I spun the wheel, treating it the way a kid at a fairground treats the bumper cars. Again the SUV let out a whine of protest as we jumped over the curb, though thankfully any pedestrians nearby had already been frightened away by the chase.  
 
    Farther away, people pulled out their cellphones to record the destruction. Most were focused on Brazenhead and his laser beatdowns, though, which was good. I didn’t need my face on the nine o’clock news. 
 
    Brazenhead threw another lightning bolt at us. This one missed the SUV, flying over it and striking the side of a nearby building. The heat and intensity melted the brick, shattering glass and sending a rain of rubble down to the streets below. 
 
    “Keep the car steady for a second,” Miss Kennedy said, climbing over the broken glass. “I’m going to try something!” 
 
    The turn was just up ahead, but I wasn’t about to argue. I kept the SUV as straight as I could as Miss Kennedy leaned out the back window, a fierce expression written across her face. Tiny cuts scored her face and neck where the broken glass had made contact with her, but she didn’t seem to be seriously wounded. 
 
    “Take this!” Miss Kennedy roared, throwing both hands out before her. 
 
    A ball of lightning erupted from between her outstretched palms, bouncing over the pavement like a will o’ wisp. It struck home.  
 
    Electricity met electricity. Bolts of blue energy wrapped around the dark purple of Brazenhead’s own current. It didn’t wound the super—that would have been too much to hope for—but it did slow him down.  
 
    I watched him struggling to control the massive pillar of lightning around him, each errant bolt fixing him to the pavement as he moved. 
 
    Fuck yes! “Way to go, Miss Kennedy!” I yelled over the seat. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said, sounding both exhausted and pleased. “Give him the slip while he’s trying to disentangle himself from that!” 
 
    It should have been easy. We were two blocks from the nearest entrance to the underground tunnel system beneath Potomac City. Once we got beneath the ground, it would become exponentially harder to keep track of us, even with the car broken and scorched. We’d be just one more SUV in the darkness, heading to our home. 
 
    If it weren’t for the parade. 
 
    We turned onto one of the main arteries striking through the heart of Potomac City, where some wag had run police tape up and down the sidewalks, neatly dividing the high streets in two so that everyone in the area could gather and watch as the local superheroes preened and pouted, expecting everyone to praise and worship them.  
 
    Crowds thronged the streets, with only a narrow band of pavement in the center for the supers and their parade floats to wind their way through Potomac City. As I looked, the first of these were already in the distance—a ‘patriotic tribute to Charter Day’ featuring a massive bust of Autarch fixed on the top. 
 
    Ten thousand heads turned to stare at our SUV as we rounded the corner. We’d just put ourselves between a rock and a hard place. 
 
    “Shit,” I hissed, mashing the brake. “What do we do now?” 
 
    Parade goers nearby started yelling at us, and a man nearer than most slapped the side of the SUV, startling Miss Kennedy from her stupor. She was still leaning out of the back window, ready to take another potshot at Brazenhead if he stuck his head out again. 
 
    Both Miss Kennedy and Primadonna peered up over the seats. The crowd filled the main thoroughfare, stuffing it full like plaque in a fat man’s arteries. Unless we did something in the next few seconds to evacuate the place, we’d be driving over a carpet of bodies on our way to freedom. 
 
    I thought fast. They need to be afraid, I thought, scanning over the sea of bodies. And they’re not. They think we’re just some assholes—a young guy and two women driving the opposite direction during the Charter Day Parade. 
 
    As if to underscore the point, I saw someone start laughing as they pulled out their cell phone, probably intending to film the whole thing and post it on social media with funny music in the background. 
 
    “They need to be afraid of us,” I whispered, glancing up. The vehicle had a sunroof, though Miss Kennedy almost never used it unless the weather was nicer than nice. “Miss Kennedy.” 
 
    She gave a start, her eyes focusing on me. That had been a direct command, and I rarely gave her those unless I needed to. “Yes, Devin?” 
 
    “I’m going to need a light show,” I said, pointing at the crowd between us and our objective. “You think you can send up a few fireworks?” 
 
    More people noticed our SUV, laughing and joking with each other. The parade floats slowly approached from the opposite direction, as ponderously and sluggishly as elephants. 
 
    Ice water filled my veins at the thought of those floats. Not because of the people on them—they’d be SENTRY lackeys, one and all, deserving of imprisonment if not outright death—but because of who’d likely be accompanying those big showstoppers. 
 
    Crimson Queen. 
 
    The Charter Day Parade was, at its core, a show. And Crimson Queen had never been able to keep herself out of the limelight, even when it would have really, really benefited her to stay in the shadows. She fed on attention the way ordinary people subsisted on food and drink. 
 
    Brazenhead had been bad news. He would still be, if he caught up to us, but getting onto Crimson Queen’s radar would be the worst mistake we could possibly make. 
 
    She wouldn’t just take us captive and deliver us to SENTRY. She’d torture us in public, for fun. And she’d make her biggest fans watch while she did it, basking in their applause. 
 
    “Maybe this is a bad idea,” I told myself, gauging the distance between our SUV and the first tier of floats. “Maybe we ought to find some other way through this—” 
 
    Too late. 
 
    Miss Kennedy threw both hands through the sunroof and sent a wave of lightning into the air. 
 
    The sky went dark.  
 
    I had no idea how she did it—maybe the atmospheric disturbance of her power blotted out the sun, or did something with the local cloud cover that it would have taken a degree in meteorology to explain. All I knew was that the light dimmed as if we’d just dipped into the middle of a solar eclipse. 
 
    As Miss Kennedy unleashed her power into the heavens, I got a hold of myself and went to work. Pushing outward as hard as I could with my mental fingers, I grazed the emotional states of everyone I passed, like some sort of massive sampling device.  
 
    A thick, confusing melange of feelings filtered through my skull: boredom, excitement, curiosity. All along with a steadily growing shock and fear as more and more people became aware of the display happening all around them. 
 
    I grabbed that fear, pulled it into myself, then spread it outward in all directions. 
 
    It lacked the finesse or the power of a one on one meetup, for sure. Diffusing an emotion in a big fan around me felt different from using it to pump one person’s head full of a feeling. It was the difference between wielding a scalpel and wielding a shotgun. But sometimes, the shotgun is the more useful tool. 
 
    Every single person within a city block of us began to freak out. 
 
    As the sky darkened and Miss Kennedy’s electrical show sprayed above the nearby buildings, people realized there was a super in their midst and started to run. What began as a trickle quickly became a stampede, and within moments there were civilians trampling over each other in their rush to flee.  
 
    The narrow lane of the parade route became a roaring river, its angry rapids swelling with the fleeing bodies of the scared and desperate. A woman wearing a beanie and a sweater went down in that mass, her thoughts a mask of pain. A few moments later, she rose from the crowd and limped away, bent but not broken. 
 
    I pointed directly down the center of the lane. “Fuck yeah!” I roared, gunning the engine.  
 
    Between me and Miss Kennedy, we’d just parted the crowd like Moses with the fucking Red Sea. Now we just had to drive to our freedom. 
 
    Still, I feared crushing any innocent people. The SUV started down the lane far slower than it could have, bumping civilians out of the way as we pushed through the crowd. The few people who noticed us in the middle of the riot quickly forgot we existed, so worried were they about renegade supers causing chaos and death in their midst.  
 
    The memory of Clayman and Madrigal’s bout in the sports stadium still haunted these people. Plenty of them had been at the vigil as attendees. They didn’t want to be honored at the next one. 
 
    Amazingly, one block gave way to the next one. Then the next. Up ahead on the right, I could see a sloped pathway leading into an underground tunnel. Down there, I knew we’d find one of the kiosks leading to the massive, striated tunnel complex beneath Potomac City.  
 
    Once we disappeared into the darkness, we’d be free, the anti-super weapons safely in our possession. Starting our own, personal arsenal. 
 
    We would have made it, too, if it weren’t for the floats. 
 
    They moved slowly at first, the commotion up ahead barely registering on the brainwaves of most of the SENTRY members in attendance. After all, this day was supposed to be about them and them alone—honoring the people who kept Potomac City in a vice grip day in and day out. 
 
    It wasn’t until the sky began to darken that the first of the floats started to accelerate, and our fate was sealed. 
 
    As I pulled closer to the underground tunnel entrance, the massive bust of the Autarch crested the hill. It was impossible to miss the bastard, even in the low light caused by Miss Kennedy’s makeshift eclipse.  
 
    His thick black hood hung from his head, woven from a glossy material the scientists of the Eastern Seaboard referred to as ‘vantablack’. Like all the Autarch’s firmaments, it was so dark that light didn’t reflect from its surface—so dark that any wrinkles or imperfections in the construction were hidden by the utter blackness of the shade. 
 
    I looked up just in time to see the Autarch’s mask and the Death’s Head painted on it. The only spot of color in the wardrobe of the man who ruled our world from the shadows, it made the massive statue look like a floating skull surrounded by darkness. The eyes were hollow—I’d never seen the eyes of the man himself, but I couldn’t imagine they held any more life than that statue. 
 
    Almost no one had seen the man, not unless they were a high-ranking member of SENTRY. The person they put on the TV to make speeches occasionally or lead armies around could have been an actor, though I doubted it.  
 
    Looking at that macabre visage, I knew that the man himself walked around in that getup one hundred percent of the time. 
 
    “Fuck,” I whispered, my hands tightening on the wheel. “We’ve got company.” 
 
    For a moment, I think Primadonna thought the actual Autarch was on his way toward us. Her gorgeous face went as pale as milk, a deathly shudder passing through her shoulders as an unconscious tremor as she looked into those eyeless eyes. Then she caught herself, and pointed to a flash of motion beyond the statue’s crest. 
 
    “I’ll say,” the blonde yelled, her fear turning to panic. “That’s Crimson Queen!” 
 
    Even from this distance, she looked imposing as hell. Clad in a green leotard, with gauntlets and boots the same shade as Brazenhead’s golden dome, she looked like every guy’s wet-dream idea of what a superheroine could be.  
 
    Except that Crimson Queen would never bow or scrape for anyone. She ruled this world with an iron fist. This slice of it, anyway. 
 
    There was no more powerful super on the whole East Coast. Only a handful could fly the way she did, and true flight was the least of Crimson Queen’s powers. 
 
    Her long red hair looked to have been given just as much TLC as Primadonna’s lustrous locks. From this distance, she was little more than a smear on the horizon—yet I felt that smear give a little start, and knew she could see the churning wave of people headed toward the Charter Day Parade’s pageant floats. 
 
    Crimson Queen tucked in her shoulders and bolted toward us. She picked up speed quickly, flying toward the entrance of the underground.  
 
    Well, she’s certainly not stupid, I thought, shaking my head. She’s going to cut off our escape route. The second we get down there, she’ll be waiting for us. 
 
    It was smart. She didn’t need to scan the crowd or fight through the fracas—just wait for us to come to her. She couldn’t pick out our cars from any other on the road, but she didn’t need to.  
 
    Only we’d have access to the hidden underground. Only we would make ourselves her targets. 
 
    Miss Kennedy watched Crimson Queen disappear into the underground. “Where’s she going?” she whispered, her brows raising with confusion. “She doesn’t think we already went down there, does she?” 
 
    I sighed. “No,” I replied, pushing through the crowd. “She’s waiting for us. It’s a trap.” 
 
    I made a snap decision. If Crimson Queen wanted to lay a trap, then I wouldn’t spring it. Simple as that. 
 
    But if we didn’t head for the underground, how the hell could we get out of the city? 
 
    As if underscoring the point, a flock of birds cut across the sky. Any of them could be one of Wildflower’s little spies, but it didn’t really matter right now.  
 
    Wherever I went above ground, I had to assume the super could watch me. Could follow me with her little eyes. 
 
    Well then, I thought, my frustration twisting into something much darker. Let’s give them a show! 
 
    “Fuck it,” I said, pushing down on the gas pedal. “We’re not running away.” 
 
    Both women in the backseat shared a glance. “What?” 
 
    “We’re not running,” I told them. “Not when we’d be running right into the arms of the most powerful super on the East Coast. I’m glad you two think highly of my abilities, but even I don’t think I’d be able to break Crimson Queen right now.” 
 
    Miss Kennedy swallowed hard. “Then Devin,” she asked, staring at the approaching wave of floats. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    I took a long, deep sigh, bracing myself. Then I pulled up all the anxiety pounding in my chest, all the fear and doubt, and compacted it into a little ball in my chest. Doing it that way felt like folding a phonebook in half, but somehow I’d earned the mental strength to make it happen. 
 
    Run, I thought, pushing the emotion directly in front of me like a fan from Hell itself. Get off the fucking street! Run away from the evil super! 
 
    Far in front of us, people began ducking into alleys and doorways without even knowing why. 
 
    I favored both women with my sexiest, take no prisoners smile, delivered via the rearview mirror, and said, “Simple. We go forward!” 
 
    Before either of them could argue, I hit the gas. 
 
    The SUV jerked like it had been given a shot of adrenaline. The wheels squealed against the pavement as we tore down that single narrow ribbon of asphalt that was safe to drive on. Only moments ago, it had thronged with people—people who would have been collateral damage to this fight. 
 
    But now, with everyone so hopped up on fear and anxiety they couldn’t think straight, the way ahead was completely deserted. Which was good, because I couldn’t have jerked the wheel out of the way if I’d wanted to. 
 
    “Whooo!” I roared, pushing down the gas on the SUV for all it was worth. “Let’s do this! Fuck you, superhumans! Let’s see what you think of your perfect parade now!” 
 
    Even if I died right here and now, I’d at least go out jabbing my thumb in the eyes of the bastards who ruined Potomac City. The cameras that had been set up to capture the self-adulation of superhumans and their orbiters would instead see a one-man protest, playing chicken with their grand emblems of self-rule. 
 
    Fucking up their narcissistic dreams for a few minutes almost made all of this worth it. 
 
    I let out a mighty roar as the SUV tore down the center of the thoroughfare. Now I could see tiny electric birds flying along with the real ones: drones, their cameras filming the Charter Day Parade for the nightly news. 
 
    Maybe it was just my imagination, but I thought those electric eyes looked a touch more panicked than usual. As we drew closer to them, I stuck my fist out the driver’s side window and flashed the nearest drone the bird.  
 
    Behind me, Primadonna cackled with glee. 
 
    “Hell yes, Mindbreak!” the superhuman panted, gripping my chest from behind and kissing my cheek. “Show those assholes who’s boss!” 
 
    Up ahead, the statue of the Autarch loomed like a colossus over the Charter Day proceedings. Its floating skull face watched us approach with its characteristic expression of haughty disdain, motionless as the SUV flew up the lane.  
 
    The few low level lackeys of SENTRY working maintenance on the float had already bailed, abandoning their addition to the parade rudderless and moving on autopilot. 
 
    “We’re going to crash!” Miss Kennedy roared from somewhere behind me. She tossed another lightning bolt behind her, evidently to slow any supers pursuing us. 
 
    I gripped the wheel tighter and grinned. “Hang on tight!” I yelled, my hair blowing in the wind. 
 
    Even this close to death, I felt exhilarated.  
 
    It felt incredible to be in open defiance of SENTRY, openly rebelling against everything that had been keeping me and mine down our entire lives. Even though the combined might of Potomac City’s superhumans could easily crush us like bugs, I took hold of the moment and seized it. 
 
    They’ll remember this, I thought, looking up at the cameras. This is the spark that ignites the revolution! That convinces the people of Potomac City to fight back— 
 
    We crashed into the Autarch float. 
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    For a sick, gut churning moment, the SUV went up onto two wheels and stayed there. Then the bumper hit a sloped spot on the front of the float and soared into the air, climbing up the massive statue like it was a steeply gabled mountain road. The four wheel drive in Miss Kennedy’s SUV kicked in as we climbed, the wheels wiggling back and forth as we constantly veered between falling and ascending. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Primadonna screamed.  
 
    She tumbled backward, slipping out of the half-buckled belt she’d wrapped around her waist. For a heart-stopping moment, she was slipping through the broken back window, falling into the dim eclipsed sky. 
 
    Then Miss Kennedy reached out and seized the other superhuman’s wrist. The seatbelt keeping her from falling went taut, stretched—but didn’t break. Miss Kennedy’s muscles surged with the strain, a big vein appearing in her neck as she held on tightly to Primadonna. 
 
    “Don’t let go!” Miss Kennedy cried, trying her best to swing the superhuman to safety as we climbed. “Prim, grab the seat!” 
 
    Miss Kennedy gestured with her eyebrows to the passenger side headrest in the back. Primadonna swung for it and got one leg up and over, hooking it like a stripper in the middle of her set. The weight on Miss Kennedy’s wrist decreased, and both women relaxed. 
 
    “Shit, that was close!” Primadonna giggled. The sudden brush with her own mortality had done nothing but arouse the beautiful superhuman—even now, I could feel her lust for me churning beneath the surface of her thoughts. “I was almost a Primadonna pancake!” 
 
    The SUV climbed the Autarch’s arm. Because of the vantablack paint job, I couldn’t see where the seams were on the massive statue. I would’ve looked for a safe way down if I could have found one.  
 
    As it was, I had to keep climbing. Keep driving. 
 
    A bolt of lightning struck the statue. Down on the ground far beneath us, Brazenhead had caught up. The gold-headed man stared with open shock at our predicament, his porkpie hat nearly falling right from his head. 
 
    “Good gravy, what an odd position to be in!” the superhuman yelled, cupping one gloved hand around his mouth. He mugged like an old 1920’s serial villain, which irritated me on a level I couldn’t quite give reason to with my words. “Would you like me to give you a boost, Boy Wonder?” 
 
    A bolt of lightning was the only reply he received. Miss Kennedy had leaned through the broken back window of the SUV and unleashed another wave of lightning, sending it arcing through the sky in a brilliant, glowing projectile. It struck the ground next to Brazenhead, cracking the concrete and covering the man in tendrils of pure superhuman power. 
 
    Apparently close counts for more than just horseshoes and hand grenades, I thought, switching gears on the SUV as the vehicle began to skid. Let’s see how you like that, asshole! 
 
    Just then, we mounted the Autarch’s shoulder. Something groaned and broke inside of the statue, and panels of vantablack coating slid free to break from the side like a waterfall of darkness.  
 
    The few people still out on the streets screamed in mingled terror and delight as the statue of the Autarch began to break apart, cracking at the space between shoulder and neck. It was as if an old school executioner had slammed their blunted blade right down in a decapitation strike. 
 
    We had no time to enjoy it, however. The center of gravity in the SUV stayed normal for one blessed second, then tilted forward as the vehicle began to fall. Only a short, downward slope representing the Autarch’s cape lay between us and a steep, vertical drop. 
 
    Behind the lead float, I saw another bridging the gap. This depicted the old Congress building before the Charter Day surrender, right before it was razed to the ground by Autarch’s forces. I knew from watching the parade on TV in years gone by that the ersatz building was only shoddily reinforced, designed to crumble at the statue’s whim toward the end of the parade. 
 
    But it might just be enough to break our fall. 
 
    “This is going to be ugly!” I yelled, my exhilaration carrying over the sound of the lightning as I coaxed every last ounce of power from the SUV’s engine. We accelerated down the Autarch’s sloped shoulder, the statue’s massive head breaking at the seams and rolling free as we picked up speed. 
 
    By the time we reached the edge, the accelerator was fully on red, Thelma and Louise style. Primadonna and Miss Kennedy screamed as we flew out into the void, crossing the gap between floats in a way that reminded me of Evel Knievel jumping the Grand Canyon. How many bones did that guy break? 
 
    The bottom dropped out from under me as we fell. I saw the roof of the float grow closer, then closer still—then we slammed into it. 
 
    The world flipped end over end, and I blacked out. 
 
    When I came to, I was hanging upside down in the driver’s seat of the SUV. The airbag floated gently around me, a warm bag filled with rapidly deflating air. My nose felt like it had been wrenched out of the socket. I didn’t dare test it to see if it was broken. 
 
    “Miss Kennedy?” The word came out garbled, as if I’d bitten down hard on my tongue when we crashed. I couldn’t see the sky—I had no way of knowing if we’d crashed into the Congressional float or if we’d somehow made it all the way to the ground.  
 
    Had Crimson Queen come back? Were we being surrounded that very moment by SENTRY’s forces? 
 
    I had to get up. I stretched, the smell of gasoline sharp in my nostrils, and felt for the seat belt. 
 
    Suddenly the driver’s side door opened. The metal was bent and fractured; the whole thing broke free with a sickening snap, revealing the base of the Congressional float.  
 
    By some minor miracle it was even still moving, though it had slowed to a crawl down the main thoroughfare of Potomac City. I couldn’t see any pedestrians gawking —they must have all either fled or been forced to relocate. 
 
    What I could see, however, was Brazenhead. 
 
    The superhuman looked pissed. Supremely pissed. Clearly no one had ever given him so much trouble before. 
 
    “Come here, Boy Wonder,” the super snarled, reaching into the cabin of the car. With a single, wrenching pull, he snapped my seatbelt and tugged me free of the wreck. Something caught my shoulder as I was dragged, twisting my arm backward until I screamed. 
 
    “Fuck you!” I said, gritting my teeth. The taste of blood was on my tongue, and I really didn’t want to know what Brazenhead had planned for me. 
 
    “I tried to warn you,” the super said. He sounded like he was talking to himself, rather than me—muttering like a madman who had a bone to pick with the universe. “Did I say ‘drive your car into the middle of the goddamn super parade?’ No! I told you to surrender, and try to get the best deal for you and your friends that you could. Now it’s all effed.” 
 
    I tried to come up with some clever retort, but it felt like my mouth was held closed with glue. As Brazenhead dragged me to the front of the float, I looked back and tried to find Primadonna and Miss Kennedy.  
 
    I could see neither of them inside the vehicle, which cheered me up until I remembered Primadonna hadn’t been wearing a seatbelt. Where were they? Had they managed to get away? 
 
    “I can’t get away from it now,” Brazenhead was saying. He laid me down at the front of the float with a sigh, his shadow blocking out what little of the sun as could be seen. All the while, he ranted to himself like he didn’t truly want to do what he was psyching himself up to do.  
 
    “If I go to Curator with this, he’ll ask me why I didn’t kill the fucking kid. Everyone knows Autarch doesn’t let telepaths go—they either end up on ice or in the ground. I’m gonna have to finish him off, right here in front of the cameras. Sure, that might make him a martyr—but it’s way more likely it’ll make him an example…” 
 
    Later on, I’d find myself wondering what it was about Brazenhead that allowed him to hang onto a few shreds of his morality while working for SENTRY. Could it have been that that polished golden mask blocked out some of the ‘corruption’ Miss Kennedy preached was formed by the link between superhuman and Rift? Did Brazenhead essentially carry around a portable Faraday cage, keeping him safe from the cosmic radiation that turned people with super powers into homicidal maniacs? 
 
    I still wasn’t sure if I believed Miss Kennedy’s theory. But if it were true, then Brazenhead’s partial shielding from the side effects of Rift exposure would be a point in her favor. 
 
    My arms and legs felt like spaghetti. You’ve got to get up, I told myself. Primadonna and Miss Kennedy need you. Shit, Bailey needs you! No one you know is safe while there’s supers running around. They won’t stop with you! 
 
    More than anything, it was this that kept me fighting. Autarch and the people who ran SENTRY wouldn’t stop after I was dead. They’d kill anyone who knew me, anyone who could vouch for the sort of man I was.  
 
    I’d made Autarch look like a fool today, destroying his float at his own parade. I needed to be taken down a peg in the estimation of the common people, before I became a serious problem. 
 
    I squirmed, and Brazenhead noticed. “Trying to get away?” he asked, his tone riding the line between sarcasm and despair. “End of the line, Boy Wonder. Time for you to get your last lesson in what it means to oppose Autarch…” 
 
    The super lifted both hands over his head, infusing them with lightning. The illumination shined off his golden mask, making him look like a figure out of mythology. Something beneath my chin caught that light and glinted, blinding me for a fraction of a second. 
 
    I glanced down. I still wore the bracer I’d looted from SENTRY’s armory. 
 
    As Brazenhead swung downward, aiming a killing blow at my face, I lifted that wrist and poured every ounce of mental energy into the metal. It was sheer guesswork —there was nothing of science or artistry in my feeble attempts to activate the bracer and its forcefield effects. I just hit it with everything I could, trying my damndest in my final few moments to brute force a solution for the bracer’s activation. 
 
    An oval of shimmering, pale blue light erupted from the bracer, catching Brazenhead’s wrists on the way down. 
 
    Brazenhead let out a surprised gasp. Lines of sharper blue ran through the light, forming a spider’s web that made me think of Wildflower and all her little animal spies.  
 
    The superhuman pushed downward with a grunt, trying to snap the wall in a single thrust, but it held. I held. 
 
    I could feel the bracer draining my mental energy. But it worked. 
 
    “What the hell?” Brazenhead looked down at me, then chuckled. “Damn, Boy Wonder. You’ve got a lot more spunk in you than I gave you credit for.” 
 
    “That’s right,” I hissed, searching for something to use as a weapon. “Don’t count me out until it’s over, chrome dome. You should have defected to the side of good when you had a chance.” 
 
    I could tell my words struck a sore spot, because something in Brazenhead’s eyes fell. Maybe he really was more immune to the evil of the Rift than most of his brethren. 
 
    But rather than say anything, he merely shook his head. “You fight well,” he admitted, a sad grin flickering in his eyes. “But you’re a telepath, kid. Running that gauntlet’s burning through your mental energy like a candle that’s lit at both ends. It’ll cut off in a few seconds—and then you’ll be dead.” 
 
    Brazenhead was right. My mental grip on the bracer was beginning to slip. Maybe a practiced, trained telepath could have used the device for a much longer period, but I was neither of those things. 
 
    Frantically, I looked to either side, hoping to find a weapon. None of the parade attendants had left their gear on the float, but there was a strap dangling from my thigh.  
 
    With a start, I realized it was the canvas bag I’d looted from SENTRY’s armory. Brazenhead had dragged it out of the SUV right along with me. 
 
    There are anti-super weapons in there, I thought, sweat beading on my forehead as I extended my arm as far as it would go. Clayman’s little yellow stun guns. I just need one. Just a few seconds, and I can get out of this… 
 
    “Goodbye, Boy Wonder,” he said, pushing down on the forcefield coming out of the bracer as hard as he could. “For what it’s worth, I wish I didn’t have to kill you.” 
 
    The spiderweb pattern running along the interior of the forcefield began to shimmer and distort. Any moment now, it would shatter, and Brazenhead’s lightning fists would smash my face inward. 
 
    Miss Kennedy wasn’t coming to my rescue. Neither was Primadonna. If I was going to get out of this, it would be by my own skill. My own courage. 
 
    I twisted as hard as I could, hyperextending my arm until the muscles in my shoulder ached. The flap of the canvas bag was open, one of the little stun guns inches away from my fingers. But two inches might as well have been the distance between me and the moon. 
 
    A fist of lightning gathered power above me, more than my shield could take. 
 
    I was dead either way, so I took the shot. 
 
    Desperately, I flung my bracer-arm towards the bag, giving up my only defense to nudge the bag closer.  
 
    “It’s futile, boy, there’s nothing you can—” 
 
    I reached the bag and drew out an anti-super stun gun. Triumph flared in my chest, and I got the incredible sight of Brazenhead’s eyes filling with shock and disbelief. 
 
    “No,” he whispered, looking like he’d just seen a ghost.  
 
    I struck before he could release the lightning.  
 
    The stun gun took Brazenhead right in the belly, the tip exploding with a red wave of paralyzing light. The super fell backward, clutching at his stomach as the anti-super stun gun disabled him. 
 
    Brazenhead wasn’t a top tier superhuman. He was powerful, sure, but he couldn’t shrug off the blow. 
 
    I shot to my feet, surging on a renewed wave of vigor. As Brazenhead fell, I loomed over him, grabbing the bracer and forcing the tip of the forcefield between his exposed chin and the edge of his golden mask. With a roar that expressed all of my frustration, anger, and fear about the world of superhumans, I slammed the wedge of the forcefield into that gap and shoved with all my strength and weight. 
 
    A noise like a can opener echoed across the empty street. 
 
    When I looked down, Brazenhead’s mask had popped off. It fit his head exactly, stretching all the way around his skull like some kind of custom-built helmet. His eyes widened in panic as he reached for it, only for his fingers to graze the gold and send the thing sailing over the side of the float. 
 
    It inched over the golden mask, crushing it beneath the float’s wheels. 
 
    “Not so smug anymore,” I said, pushing against Brazenhead’s skull with my mental fingers.  
 
    The resistance the mask provided had vanished, like the shutters on a department store rolling up and disappearing into a hidden alcove. His mind lay undefended, open—even more open than most peoples for being defended so well.  
 
    “What’s the matter? Your tongue fell out with the mask?” 
 
    Brazenhead looked like an ordinary man underneath it. I was a little surprised to see a short goatee around his chin, along with a thick sheen of stubble. He had the same facial hair as me. Even the hair on top of his head looked a little like mine. 
 
    That gave me pause for a moment, but only a moment. 
 
    “Oh, God!” Brazenhead yelled, backing up to the edge of the float. “Don’t kill me!” 
 
    I laughed, the sound as cold as I could possibly make it. I’d never felt more like a villain before—like a creature bad enough to make even Autarch and his cronies check underneath their bed at night. 
 
    “Kill you?” I favored the superhuman with a vicious smile. “Oh no, Brazenhead. What I’m about to do to you is much worse than that!” 
 
    Even as I said it I didn’t really believe it, but it wasn’t really about what I believed. It was about the people listening in, the drones flying over my head and the few bystanders brave enough to witness this whole scene as it went down.  
 
    I made my voice loud enough for everyone to hear. Loud enough that later on, when the news tried to spin it or SENTRY and their cronies tried to downplay what I’d done, people would believe their own eyes and ears over what they’d been told. 
 
    I threw my hands forward, channeling all the pain and rage I’d felt about superhumans my whole life and slamming it straight into Brazenhead’s skull. 
 
    As the man gasped, I opened my eyes. I’d felt something—something strange. As I shoved my mental fingers deep into the ocean of his emotional state, something shuddered in the depths beneath. As if I were drawing near to R'lyeh, the fabled city of Great Cthulhu in the old horror tales of H.P. Lovecraft. 
 
    What the fuck is this? I thought, stunned. Is this… the Rift? That energy Miss Kennedy warned me about? 
 
    It certainly felt otherworldly. So otherworldly that a comparison to a tentacle beast from cosmic horror stories didn’t seem all that out of place. I dug my hands deeper into the sea of Brazenhead’s emotions, trying to grab the thing inside and draw it out into the light. 
 
    It was as slippery as an eel. Even as my fingers slipped from it, my mind filled with a mental picture of that gargantuan unagi creature from Super Mario 64. That thing had scared the crap out of me as a kid when I was big into retro games, but this being linked to Brazenhead’s subconscious scared me even more. 
 
    “Ahhhh!” the man shouted. Brazenhead’s body contorted like I’d tossed him into a nest of live power lines, his all too human face filling with pain and fear. “Make it stop, make it stop! Jesus, please, no more!” 
 
    At least I’m putting on a good show, I thought darkly. Anyone watching at home thinks this asshole’s being tortured. That I’m destroying his mind or some fucked up thing like that. But what I really wanted was to grab that thing inside of Brazenhead’s mind. 
 
    Try as I might, though, I couldn’t. And the scary thing—the truly scary thing—was that the presence deep in his subconscious knew it.  
 
    Even as I plunged deep into his emotions, trying to gain a finger hold on that strange mental creature buried in the gap between man and Rift, I felt the otherworldly presence fade. It was like Cthulhu had just given me the finger and decided to leave the building. 
 
    With the presence gone, Brazenhead’s resistance crumpled like tissue paper. I felt his mental state snap as his eyes were opened, as his brain did the hard work of rewiring itself to see the truth of his deeds and actions.  
 
    Honestly, he didn’t have as much changing to do as some of the supers I’d fought with. Maybe it hurt him more, though, for all that. Sometimes it’s harder to be a somewhat good man than a very, very bad one. 
 
    Either way, Brazenhead stopped fighting and went still. For a few seconds he slumped to the ground at the front of the parade float, dead to the world if not at least the television cameras. 
 
    Then Brazenhead’s eyes opened, and he was reborn. 
 
    The man sprang to his feet, his trench coat swishing around him. He picked up his porkpie hat from the ground and stared at me, tears welling in the corners of his eyes as he realized his new station.  
 
    I met his gaze, seeing for the first time what a piercing shade of blue his was, and knew that this man would never follow the orders of SENTRY again. 
 
    “Free,” Brazenhead whispered. He let out a whoop like the whole sky was falling in, tossing his arms into the air and sending lightning arcing between his fists. “I’m free! Hahaha, it’s gone! I’m free, free!” 
 
    Brazenhead’s response shocked me. With both Primadonna and Clayman, the superhuman I’d saved immediately chose to turn around and serve me. With Prim, such service had been deeply sexual, colored by her attraction to me. With Clayman, it had been more like a soldier saluting his commanding officer. 
 
    Neither of these applied to Brazenhead. The moment his eyes were opened, it was like I no longer existed. 
 
    Without a moment’s hesitation, the superhuman leapt from the front of the parade float and made his way down the street. He did a crazy little jitterbug, mugging for the drones flying overhead as he frolicked in his newfound freedom.  
 
    Unlike me, he found no joy in giving them the finger—for Brazenhead, I assumed, the world was like Dorothy’s when she first got to Oz. 
 
    What had been a world of black and white was now in gorgeous Technicolor. 
 
    “Wow,” I muttered, watching Brazenhead go. “That was… not at all what I expected.” 
 
    “Devin?” A small voice focused my thoughts. 
 
    I turned and dug through the ruins of the manufactured Congressional building, tossing away plywood beams and bits of molding as I sought out the source of that voice.  
 
    A few moments later, I found it: Primadonna’s hand, sticking out of the rubble. I grabbed her and pulled her free, only to find that she was halfway entangled with Miss Kennedy. Somehow the two women had broken each other’s falls. 
 
    “Prim!” I held the superhuman to me, her hair falling over my shoulders. “Fuck, am I ever glad to see you! I thought you and Miss Kennedy were… were…” 
 
    “I’m alright,” the superhuman said with a tired smile. She scanned the platform, frowning. “What happened to Brazenhead?” 
 
    “Oh, him?” I gestured vaguely in the direction the man had run. “I took care of him. He’s seeing himself for the very first time—and apparently, he decided he was born to run.” 
 
    Primadonna nodded at this, giggling through her wounds. “Kennedy’s hurt,” she said, holding the woman closer to her side. It was only Primadonna’s work that kept Miss Kennedy upright. “She’ll be alright, I think, as long as we get her back to the Redoubt. She hit the float a lot harder than me…” 
 
    Despite everything, I threw back my head and laughed.  
 
    It seemed impossible that we’d just done what we did—destroyed the Autarch’s float, turned the whole Charter Day celebration into chaos, and turned a supervillain good on national TV.  
 
    Everything that happened today would echo for weeks, I could be sure of that. 
 
    As if underscoring it, the sound of sirens rose on the wind. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered. “Sounds like the cavalry’s on its way. What do we do?” 
 
    Primadonna thought it over. “Hold Kennedy,” she said, hopping down from the float. “I know a few things about stealing cars along with cat burglary. I might be able to hotwire one of these old jalopies. We can use it to get us back to the Redoubt!” 
 
    That sounded good to me. Carefully, I helped Miss Kennedy down from the float. She was in and out of consciousness, though she recognized me well enough to cling to my side and occasionally whimper my name.  
 
    I could feel her gratitude through the bond between us—along with other things, too. I’d have to come to terms with them once we had a few moments to ourselves. 
 
    Primadonna popped the hood of a nearby sedan and leaned in deep. If I hadn’t been so worried we were going to die, I would’ve let my eyes linger over the skintight curves of the spandex covering her ass and thighs. As it was, I scanned the horizon with a nervous expression, praying that no supers showed up. 
 
    My prayers were soon rejected. A flash of light burst from the faraway entrance to the underground, and a sonic boom roared over the city skyline. 
 
    “Great,” I said, my stomach sinking. “We’re fucked.” 
 
    It was Crimson Queen. She’d heard about the fight, and she’d come to pick up the pieces. We’d be easy meat with our current roster of injuries and wounds. Even if we could have faced her at our full strength (which we most certainly couldn’t), we wouldn’t have stood a chance. 
 
    “Hurry up,” I begged Primadonna, restraining my urge to smack her round ass. “We need to get out of here, Prim!” 
 
    As I said it, an oversized crow landed on the nearest car. The bird’s big yellow eye blinked at me, its beak opening and closing soundlessly as Primadonna tried to kickstart the vehicle. I glared back at the creature, utterly certain in that moment that Wildflower spied on us all. 
 
    “I see you came to gloat,” I told the crow. “What, you couldn’t wait for this beatdown to show up on the socials tomorrow? Came to get a front row seat to my demise?” 
 
    The crow didn’t say a word. 
 
    Then, to my utter bafflement, it spoke. 
 
    It opened its mouth and the voice of a prim young woman emerged from its beak, the words clear and annunciated with a faint southern accent of the cultured variety. “Run,” the crow told me. “I’ll hold her back for as long as I can.” 
 
    I stared at the crow for a long moment of utter bafflement, then turned back to Primadonna. “Prim?” I asked. “Are you hearing this, or have I lost my mind?” 
 
    Primadonna’s head emerged from underneath the hood. “Huh? What are you asking, Mindbreak?” 
 
    “I can’t keep Crimson Queen away from you for long,” the crow said, its voice still that of a young woman. “But I’ll do what I can. Get in the car and drive. I’ll take care of the rest.” 
 
    Primadonna stared at the crow like she couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Wildflower!?” she asked, eyes widening in recognition. “Is that you!?” 
 
    The crow didn’t reply. Instead of more talk, it took wing. 
 
    “You heard the woman,” I told the gorgeous superhuman. “Well, the crow. The crow woman. Whatever. Get the car started!” 
 
    Primadonna did. A few moments later, the sedan roared to life, the security features of its ignition successfully bypassed by the world’s most skilled thief. I gently set Miss Kennedy in the backseat along with the bag of goodies from SENTRY’s armory and climbed into the driver’s seat, Primadonna riding shotgun. 
 
    “What did she mean, she’ll take care of the rest?” I asked. “Even if we get out of here, there’s drones following us. We’re done for…” 
 
    As the crow flew into the sky, more joined it. Suddenly the air was thick with birds of all kinds, flapping their wings and diving at the robotic cameras like kamikaze pilots. With reluctance, the drones backed off, retreating across the city as the animals gave chase. 
 
    “Well I’ll be damned,” I said, shaking my head in amazement. “Your friend just saved us, Prim. Let’s see if she can really hold Crimson Queen back long enough for us to get away!” 
 
    We tore ass down the thoroughfare, headed for freedom. 
 
    This time, nothing would stand in our way. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Goddamn, boss,” the voice said, crackling with both static and mirth over the radio. In contrast to most people at SENTRY, Clayman was clearly having the time of his life. “You really kicked the shit out of the hornet’s nest! I’ve never seen the bigwigs at SENTRY this pissed before!” 
 
    Clayman’s smile was wide and broad, even on the small screen. The superhuman had contacted me over video chat shortly after we made our way back to the Redoubt, texting first to make sure we were safe.  
 
    Thanks to him, I’d managed to confirm that no drones or animal spies had tracked us to the Redoubt. They’d all lost us in the underground tunnels, allowing us to slip away unnoticed. 
 
    And boy was SENTRY pissed about that. 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it,” I told Clayman, wincing slightly as I took a sip of my coffee. I’d sustained numerous wounds during the fight that I hadn’t started to feel until later, though none of them were terribly serious.  
 
    My pride had been hurt more than anything, honestly. I hated to have had to run from Crimson Queen. I would’ve much rather tried my skills against her, and seen if her mind was just as weak and unshielded as the rest of superhumanity’s. 
 
    Clayman nodded. He leaned in closer to the screen, though he didn’t really need to. He wasn’t anywhere near a SENTRY base at the moment—like pretty much every super they could rustle up on short notice, he was out on patrol duty, hunting for me.  
 
    Kind of an ironic job, when you thought about it. He was the only super on SENTRY’s payroll who knew exactly where I was. 
 
    “How’s the girls?” he asked, lowering her voice. “Everything okay there?” 
 
    I nodded. “Primadonna is fine,” I assured the man, watching him relax. He and Prim were professional colleagues, and as my de facto bodyguard he didn’t want to see the superhuman come to any harm. “Kennedy’s a little bit worse for wear, but Primadonna tells me she’s going to be just fine. She’s recovering in bed.” 
 
    “I’m sure she’d appreciate a visit,” Clayman said, waggling his eyebrows. How did the man manage to slip that into the conversation? Sure, I’d been thinking the same thing, but he didn’t need to come out and say it. “By the way, I’m getting lots of good information. I’ve been feeding it into Kennedy’s computers at the Redoubt, thanks to that little gizmo she gave me. So you should have a pretty much real time picture of what superhuman activity looks like in the city going forward.” 
 
    That was great. Not only would we be able to avoid the worst members of SENTRY—we’d be able to prey on the weaker ones. Once Wildflower was down for the count, we’d have the run of the city—no more spy animals peeping on our location and tattling to SENTRY. I wasn’t sure what the crow thing had been about, but I wasn’t willing to let one seemingly good deed make me trust Wildflower. 
 
    “You been watching the news lately?” Clayman asked. “They’re getting bold, man. They’re starting to put the pieces together—first Primadonna going missing, then this shit with Brazenhead right in the middle of the parade. People are starting to ask if this ‘new super’ is rising up, trying to challenge Autarch’s rule.” 
 
    I thought that over and chuckled. “They might be right.” 
 
    “Either way, they know who you are,” Clayman said proudly. “Someone leaked the name Mindbreak to the press, and the name has stuck.” He grinned. “That someone was me, by the way.” 
 
    “I figured.” I frowned deeply, thinking some things over. “Clayman, I wondered if there was something you could do for me.” 
 
    “Of course, boss,” the big bald man said without hesitation. “What’s up?” 
 
    I took another sip of my coffee, ordering my thoughts. “Two things, actually,” I amended, thinking about someone I cared for deeply. “First, I want you to get me every piece of information you can about this super at the head of SENTRY’s local chapter. Both Prim and Brazenhead referred to him as Curator, I believe?” 
 
    From the look on Clayman’s face, he’d been hoping that this was a subject I’d judge to leave untouched.  
 
    “Yeah, I can do that,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “You really want to go after the Boss, boss? People who fuck with the Curator tend to regret it.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I want to fuck with him yet,” I said, though I had a pretty good idea. Knocking out the boss of the Potomac City chapter of SENTRY would be a great way to take it over entirely, and put my stamp on the map of the East Coast. “I just need to know more about him. His powers, who he is. That sort of thing. Like—what does he curate, exactly?” 
 
    Clayman shrugged. “Everything is what I heard. I’ll do some digging for you, boss. Even we don’t know much about Curator, though. Other than he’s in charge, of course.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “What’s the second thing?” 
 
    I smiled at that. Clayman didn’t miss a beat. “While you’re roaming the city, looking for the vicious new super known as Mindbreak,” I said, chuckling a bit at the mental image of myself in the press, “I want you to go pay a visit to a friend of mine. Her name is Bailey.” 
 
    “A girlfriend?” 
 
    I nodded. “I want to make sure she’s okay. Once you’ve verified that, and that she’s not being watched by SENTRY, ask her if she wants to come meet me. If she does, bring her to the Redoubt. I’m not sure she’ll be safe in the city alone, if they know who I am, though don’t take her unless she actually wants to come.” 
 
    Clayman gave me a strange look. “Uh, sure,” he said, his brows furrowing together. “But you do know she’s absolutely going to want to, right?” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile at that. “You think?” 
 
    “With the effect you have on women, I’m surprised she hasn’t tried to dig a hole into the center of the Earth to find you,” Clayman said, chuckling with brotherly pride. “Anything else you need, boss?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Just that. Keep in touch, okay?” 
 
    “Roger that,” Clayman said. “Go take care of the girls.” 
 
    With that, I hung up the call and went back to the kitchen. 
 
    Primadonna sat at Miss Kennedy’s table, eating several bagel sandwiches she’d made with the remains of the breakfast food our host had bought. It all smelled amazing, and my stomach gave an undignified rumble as I stepped into the room. Primadonna heard it and turned, giggling. 
 
    “Hi, Mindbreak,” she said, instantly sitting up a little straighter and thrusting out her breasts a little more. “How was your call? Everything going okay topside?” 
 
    Briefly, I relayed the details of my video call with Clayman.  
 
    Primadonna nodded along, nibbling at her food and providing little affirmative noises with each declarative statement. She nodded extra hard when I told her about my plan to have Clayman bring Bailey to the Redoubt. 
 
    “That’s a great idea,” the blonde said, passing me one of her bagel sandwiches. “Bailey will be safer here with us. Plus she’s, like, super hot. I want to have a threesome with her and you.” 
 
    That brought a grin out of me. “You want to have a threesome with me and every girl,” I countered. 
 
    Primadonna shook her head. “Not true,” she replied with a sexy smirk. “Only the ones who get you hard.” 
 
    Considering how bold she was being, I decided to be bold right back. “Speaking of girls like that,” I said, gesturing toward the bedroom, “how’s our patient?” 
 
    It was the first time I’d even implied directly to Primadonna that I wanted to fuck Miss Kennedy. She reacted to it the way cats react to their first dose of catnip—the way a man dying of thirst in the desert reacts to a bottle of ice cold water. 
 
    “She’s great,” Primadonna said, her eyes shining with lust. “Did you want to go see her? She’s up. I’ve got her laying in bed for now, but I’m sure she’d love some company…” 
 
    I downed the bagel sandwich in two bites. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was until I started shoving food into my stomach. I could’ve eaten a dozen more of the things, easily, but Primadonna was right.  
 
    I had more important business to attend to. 
 
    “Thanks for the grub,” I told Primadonna, meaning it. My eyes traveled to the hallway leading to the bedroom, images flickering behind my eyelids as I planned my approach. “You coming with?” 
 
    Primadonna smiled, then shook her head. “I’ll be around in a bit,” she purred, tossing her long blonde hair over one shoulder. “I need to freshen up a little first. Besides, you and Kennedy deserve a little alone time before I show up and start throwing my spice around.” 
 
    Maybe that was true. I liked spice, particularly Primadonna’s, but it might be better to ease Miss Kennedy into this.  
 
    Her emotional state could be fragile at times. 
 
    “Cool.” At her mention of freshness, I glanced down at my own body. Despite the battle we’d been through, I was fresh as a daisy, which was weird, because I didn’t remember much after making it back to the Redoubt other than passing out on one of Miss Kennedy’s couches. “Am I alright? Anything I ought to change?” 
 
    Primadonna looked me up and down, her lips twisting in a knowing smile. “Nope! You’re your usual cute, totally fuckable self.” 
 
    Her compliment went right to my dick. “I only ask, because it’s been a while since I’ve had a shower…” 
 
    Primadonna’s eyes widened. “Oh, no it hasn’t! Don’t you remember?” 
 
    Huh? Remember what? 
 
    “Clearly I don’t,” I said after a moment. “Why, what did I do?” 
 
    Primadonna’s cheeks burned with the memory. She wasn’t ashamed though, even if a casual observer would have assumed so. My powers told me it was a different, deeper emotion bringing blood to the surface of her face. 
 
    “Last night, I… I bathed you,” she admitted, nibbling her bottom lip. “You were pretty out of it, and I knew you wouldn’t want to get blood and dirt all over the hideout. Don’t worry! I was gentle as hell. And I didn’t take any liberties with you, even though you got so hard while I was washing you—” 
 
    My coughing fit cut Primadonna off. “I don’t think I would have minded one bit if you’d relieved a bit of my stress while you were washing me.” I was still trying to process the idea of Primadonna carefully and dutifully bathing me. It made me feel like some kind of a saint with a worshiper. “That said, I’m glad you waited to get permission.” 
 
    “Of course,” she said smoothly, then planted a kiss on the cheek. “Don’t worry, you’re going to do great,” she purred, squeezing my hand. “Go get ‘em, tiger.” 
 
    With that, I headed to the bedroom. 
 
    A wave of white noise rose to my ears as I stepped inside. The room was quiet and dark, other than the fan Primadonna had set up in the corner before tucking Miss Kennedy in. As I shut the door behind me, the lump in the center of the king-sized bed shifted, rolling over from their back to their stomach. 
 
    Miss Kennedy, I thought, relief flooding me. She’s alright. 
 
    I’d had Primadonna’s reassurances, of course, but that wasn’t the same as seeing her hale and hearty directly. I slid beneath the covers, groaning a bit at the warmth under the sheets. After a hard night on the Redoubt’s couch, the luxury of Miss Kennedy’s bed felt like sliding into a whole other world. 
 
    I scooted over to the brunette, moving slowly so as not to startle her. “Miss Kennedy?” I asked, reaching out and embracing her. “Sarah? You alright?” 
 
    Her eyes opened. Instantly I knew she’d been awake for a while, even without having to reach out and take the temperature of her emotional state.  
 
    Her hands snaked out, holding onto me tightly as she pulled me into a hug. 
 
    “Devin,” she panted, her voice thick. “Thank God you’re okay. I almost lost you back there…” 
 
    Holy shit, I thought. I’d only barely touched Miss Kennedy’s mind, but the wave of arousal and devotion that washed over me felt so strong it left me momentarily blind.  
 
    Miss Kennedy hadn’t just been relaxing underneath the blankets as she waited for me to come into her bedroom. She’d been getting herself ready for me. 
 
    I felt the warmth between her legs as she ground her hips against me. She buried her face in my chest, sobbing with bliss as she held onto me.  
 
    I couldn’t control my reaction—my cock stiffened to full mast, pressing against her taut tummy as she held me. She could feel it, but neither of us cared. We were past that now. 
 
    “Oh, sweetheart,” Miss Kennedy whispered, stroking my hair. “You had me so worried. I’ve been thinking a lot about us, you know.” 
 
    “I can tell,” I said thickly, tilting her chin so that she stared into my eyes. “Telepath, remember?” 
 
    A naughty look flashed through Miss Kennedy’s eyes as she realized I was tuned into her emotional state.  
 
    “I can’t help it,” she whispered, something breaking within her as she finally discarded the last of her guilt. “I know it’s got to be strange, feeling this way about someone who was so close to your parents, but ever since you got into college, it’s like you’ve been a whole different person. You’re so… so young and attractive. You make me feel like a giggly girl all over again. It’s like I’m so nervous around you—I want you to like me so much…” 
 
    She didn’t need to tell me about her nerves. I could feel them. The underside of Miss Kennedy’s thoughts and feelings were a churning maelstrom.  
 
    Only the fact that she’d literally never been so turned on in her entire life kept her from having a panic attack, throwing off the covers, and running from the room screaming like the final girl in a horror movie. 
 
    “I do like you,” I said, running my hand down Miss Kennedy’s back. Her skin was smooth and warm, her muscles relaxing at my touch. “Fuck, you have no idea how awkward it’s been, Miss Kennedy.” 
 
    “Sarah,” she interrupted. “Please, call me Sarah from now.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said with a smile. “Sarah.” It felt good to say her first name now, the only other times I used it when I was pissed at her.  
 
    “If you want to still call me Miss Kennedy when you need to... then that’s fine too. I know some younger men enjoy that kind of thing.” 
 
    “Is that right?” 
 
    My hand strayed lower, then lower. And I made a discovery that caused my eyes to widen. 
 
    Sarah was wearing an old oversize t-shirt—but underneath it, she was naked. No shorts, no panties, just perfect curves. 
 
    She chuckled as she felt me tense in her arms. “I thought you might discover that,” she whispered, making no effort now to hide the way she ground her bare, needy pussy against my thigh. “I decided it was time to take drastic measures to get you to notice me, young man.” 
 
    “Drastic measures?” The words sounded absurd. “Are you kidding me? You think I don’t notice you, Sarah?” 
 
    Sarah shook her head. Her eyes shined in the darkness, filled with heated interest. “I know all about you,” she panted, sounding even more turned on than before. “Do you have any idea what it was like, having to listen to you and Primadonna carrying on like that and not being able to do anything about it?” 
 
    My eyes widened. I hadn’t really thought about it that way before. 
 
    “And the women. Dear God, the women!” Sarah chuckled just thinking about it, punctuating the statement with a good natured rolling of her eyes. “You remember that app I convinced you to install on your phone a while back, sweetheart? The security one?” 
 
    Now that she mentioned it, I did remember something vaguely like that in the recent past. “Shit, I forgot all about that,” I said, wondering where my phone had ended up. “It was so we could find each other in an emergency, right? Like a super attack on the city?” 
 
    Sarah nodded. “Now that you know about my powers, you can understand why I’d do a thing like that. I wanted to be able to find you and get you out, if something happened to you like that poor football team at the college stadium. But Devin, I had no idea what being able to see where you were at all times was going to do to me!” 
 
    I did a double take. I’d known the app tracked our locations, of course—it was part of the feature list. But knowing a thing in an academic sense and feeling it in my bones were two very different things. 
 
    I swallowed hard. “You’ve been spying on me?” 
 
    Sarah flashed an awkward little smile and shook her head. “It’s not really spying when you agreed to it, young man. All those two a.m. visits to the women’s dorms—the times the app showed you in the alley behind Jamais Vu, with who knew how many other gorgeous young co-eds… I even saw you at the beach with Bailey, your little tracker beeping right next to the waves. Oh, I’ve been going mad with it!” 
 
    I could imagine. Not only had Sarah been secretly lusting over me, she’d been forcing herself to watch as I slept my way through half the female student body at my college.  
 
    No wonder she was driving herself crazy. 
 
    “If you’d wanted to come,” I said, my hand straying to her ass, “you should have said something, Sarah. Hell, half the girls I brought around thought you were a TA or the professor of one of my classes. We could have put you in a cheerleading uniform and nobody would have been the wiser…” 
 
    Sarah gasped, her cheeks heating. “Is that what you want? Me in a cheerleading outfit?” 
 
    I gave her round ass a squeeze. From the little hiss and moan combo that escaped her lips, I knew she liked that a whole hell of a lot. My powers would let me know even more things she liked. 
 
    She wants you, I thought, reading out her emotional state like it was the little string of paper emerging from an old-school telegraph machine. She’s just waiting for you to make your move, Devin boy. To show her that you want her just as much as she wants you. 
 
    And I did want her. Dear God I needed a roll in the hay with a beautiful MILF. 
 
    “Maybe I just want you to be my cheerleader in general,” I told her, running the fingers of my free hand through her long, dark hair. My face darkened as I realized there was something I needed to clear up with Sarah before we could go any further. “You know about what Primadonna’s been telling me, right?” 
 
    Her expression was neutral as the wheels turned behind her eyes. “Primadonna says a great many things,” Sarah whispered, arching her back a bit to offer her pert rear to my fingers’s perusal. “You’ll have to be more specific.” 
 
    “She says,” I whispered, gripping Sarah’s butt like my life depended on it, “that she wants me to build a harem. Her and her old partner Wildflower to start, but eventually I’ll have a whole lot of supers following me. I’ll be just like Autarch, a powerful leader with a bunch of superhumans doing my bidding. Except many of the women will also want to jump my bones and be mine.” 
 
    “I see,” Sarah said. A look of understanding filled her face. “And you want to know if I’ll be okay with this?” 
 
    A wave of emotion washed over me, surprising me. I prided myself on always being as cool as a cucumber, no matter what came my way. Maybe it was just my powers that gave me the ability to stay rocksteady when the waves of life crashed against my shore. 
 
    “I want it, too,” I admitted, imagining what it would be like to have a bunch of beautiful supers who were my lovers. Primadonna. Wildflower. Perhaps even Crimson Queen, and a whole lot more besides. “But none of those women will have known me before I got my powers, Sarah. They won’t see the real me. They won’t be ride or die, no matter what they say. They’ll worship Mindbreak for freeing them, but Devin will just be an abstraction.”  
 
    I gazed deep into her eyes. “You’re different.” 
 
    “I know the real you,” Sarah said, her free hand snaking between her thighs. “Oh God, Devin, you have no idea what you’re doing to me…” 
 
    “I know exactly what I’m doing to you,” I said. “Psychic powers, remember? Empathy?” 
 
    Sarah grinned. “In that case, Devin, I think the old rules continue to apply,” she told me, looking for a moment less like a sex kitten than the woman I’d seen every now and then at family barbecues and continued to admire and respect. “As long as you’re behaving like a gentleman, and using protection, I have no issues with you playing the field. It’s probably a good thing, in fact. The more superhumans you have beneath you, the more defended you are, and the fewer troops Autarch has in reserve to deploy against us… why Devin, what’s wrong?” 
 
    She trailed off when she saw the look on my face. “I didn’t use protection when I was with Primadonna,” I admitted, glancing at the bedroom door like I could see through the walls. “I kind of got carried away and. . .” 
 
    It was like a cloud passed over her face, even in the darkness of that room. For a moment, I thought my goose was cooked. 
 
    Then Sarah leaned forward and kissed me, pressing her lips to mine as she guided my free hand between her thighs. What I found there was warm, wet and made me gasp. 
 
    “Good,” Sarah said in a very serious voice. “Because I don’t want you to use protection with me, either.” 
 
    After that, I couldn’t hold back.  
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    I took Sarah by the back of the neck and pulled her to me, kissing her hard and deep. Her tongue slid into my mouth, my own exploring her at the same time as my fingers teased the entrance to her honey-slick opening. Juice coated my fingertips as I pushed into her warmth, savoring the way she pushed herself up with her toes on the mattress and moaned. 
 
    “Oh God, Devin,” Sarah panted, breaking the kiss. “I want this so much,  sweetheart—I’ve wanted this so badly…” 
 
    As she broke down, I grew stronger. With a dominating look in my eyes, I raised myself up on my knees and mounted her, pushing Sarah down onto the mattress. She went gratefully, moaning as I took control of the situation. My hand snaked between her thighs and began stroking her, slowly at first and then in hard, tight little circles over her sensitive nub. 
 
    I could feel her heart pounding like a double bass drum behind her breasts. Suddenly I didn’t just want to feel it—I wanted to bury my face in her chest, lick and suck the gorgeous tits I’d been sneaking looks at and picturing in my hands while I lay alone in my bed at night. 
 
    “Let’s get this off you,” I said, peeling the shirt from Sarah’s back.  
 
    She sat up, helping me take it from her frame, then threw it into the corner of the bedroom with a flourish. Gloriously naked, her breasts bobbed in my face with the slightest hint of gravity’s toll. Her nipples were already hard, and stiffened further as the air conditioning traced currents of air over them. 
 
    She stared at me for a long moment in the darkness. I could feel her brain telling her to cover up, to hide her bare breasts from me with her arm, but she wouldn’t do it. She wanted me to see.  
 
    More than that, I realized, she wants you to compliment her. To reassure her that she’s pretty enough for you to want to fuck her. 
 
    What? The realization shocked me. Only by pushing further did I understand.  
 
    Sarah wasn’t just jealous of Primadonna but a little intimidated by her as well. As much as it turned her on to think of me with other women, she worried that I’d prefer my harem of superpowered babes over her. Even after reassuring her with my words, she needed to be reassured with deeds.  
 
    I didn’t blame her. Words were wind. What lay between us was much deeper and more primal than that. 
 
    “Fuck, look at you,” I groaned, letting my eyes roam over Sarah’s tits. “You have the body of a woman half your age.” 
 
    Sarah had the temerity to blush. “You mean that? You’re not just telling an old woman what she wants to hear?” 
 
    I laughed. “Old? Jesus, Sarah, you’re hotter than the co-eds I take home. I can’t wait to have you wrapped around me.” 
 
    Her face grew serious. “Lie back,” she whispered, putting a hand on my chest. “I want to make you feel good, Devin. Please, sit back against the headboard and just let me do this…” 
 
    I wasn’t about to stop her. After all, I could see what she was planning. My compliments had just broken through Sarah’s barriers, but she still had a little self-doubt to conquer it. The only way she could do that would be to feel my eyes on her, to see the lust she inspired in a man half her age by her slutty actions. 
 
    Sarah was going to blow me. I couldn’t fucking wait. 
 
    I leaned back against the headboard and hooked my thumbs in my boxers, sliding them down to my knees. My cock flopped out, halfway hard and growing, and the look on Sarah’s face when she saw it made pretty much everything else that had ever happened to me worthwhile. 
 
    “Goodness gracious,” the brunette panted, her lips forming a little ‘o’ of surprise at the sight of my member. “I don’t think you needed empathy to convince college girls to hop into bed with you, young man. All you needed was to show them that…” 
 
    I could tell her compliment was genuine, and that made it all the sweeter. “Thanks,” I said. “It means a lot to hear that from a woman like you.” 
 
    “Like me?” Sarah cocked an eyebrow. “Whatever does that mean, young man?” 
 
    I chuckled knowingly. “From a MILF,” I told her, no shame in my words. I was way past that now. “Surely you’re not so sheltered that you don’t know what that means, do you, Sarah?” 
 
    By her blush, I could tell she understood me perfectly. “I’m not a complete ninny,” Sarah purred, running her hands up and down my thighs. I knew she wanted to do more, to debase herself for me in ways that would ensure I’d never show her the door. But she needed my permission to unlock the slut within. “I just never realized you thought about me that way, sweetheart…” 
 
    I was done being sweet. My cock gave an involuntary jerk, precum dribbling from the tip and running down the shaft.  
 
    Sarah saw it and licked her lips, a little moan of disbelief leaving her as if to say she couldn’t believe how lucky she was. 
 
    “You’re my MILF,” I grunted, patting my thighs. “You’re going to need to be satisfied with just this dick from now on.” I let a smile tug at the corner of my mouth. “You can signal your assent by putting it in your mouth, Miss Kennedy.” 
 
    After a declaration like that, she couldn’t resist. Sarah knelt between my legs, spreading herself out sinuously across the mattress as she leaned over my stiff, erect prick. She reached behind her head and gathered up her long, dark hair, and then—in the most cliche but oh so effective moves—pulled out a hair tie from some hidden fold in the blanket and used it to cinch her hair in a ponytail. 
 
    My hand was on that ponytail before you could say ‘porn star’. Sarah grinned, chuckling as she knelt in close and pressed her face against my manhood. 
 
    “Oh yes,” she whispered, maintaining eye contact as she ran the tip of her tongue from my base to my crown. “Miss Kennedy is more than happy with this, Devin. I know you’ll keep me very, very well satisfied.” A little look of shock filled her face as I swelled up even bigger, more blood rushing to my cock. “Good lord, how am I going to fit all this down my throat?” 
 
    “You’ll think of a way,” I assured her, toying with her ponytail as she kissed and licked my cock. “Don’t hold back, Miss—I can see inside your mind. There’s no need to hide what a little slut you are from me, I can already see it. Don’t worry, I won’t tell anybody.” 
 
    She reacted as if she’d been slapped. “You…” 
 
    “Are a man half your age,” I grunted, pressing the crown of my cock to her lips. “And I’m so fucking hard for you, Miss Kennedy. You did this to me—with those sexy curves and those amazing tits. Now show me what that mouth can do.” 
 
    My words were the key that unlocked her innermost door. With a look in her eyes like I’d just learned all of her dirtiest secrets, Sarah made a tight little seal with her lips and worked them from the tip of my cock down the shaft.  
 
    Warm, wet suction enveloped my prick, and I cried out, thrusting my hips upward unconsciously to fill her mouth. Soon I bottomed out inside of her, her nose pushing against my pubic bone as she enthusiastically gave herself over to the blowjob. 
 
    Miss Kennedy bobbed up and down on me, bathing my prick in saliva as she did her level best to worship my manhood. I’d gotten plenty of blowjobs in my life (most of them after gaining my powers), so I figured I knew what the limits were where oral pleasure was concerned.  
 
    Once you got a double BJ in the alley behind a crowded nightclub by two drunk, slutty college co-eds, each one trying to one-up the other with how into it they could be, you started to think you understood what fellatio could and couldn’t be. 
 
    But oh how those expectations were exploded by Miss Kennedy! Her dutiful slurps and perfect little licks felt somehow maternal, contrasted with the rough, sloppy treatment I was used to getting from girls like Primadonna.  
 
    It couldn’t have been more clear that Sarah loved me, and thought I was just about the greatest guy in the whole fucking world. She kept eye contact with me the whole time she blew me, working her tongue like she didn’t care if it took me all night to cum. Fuck, I loved it! 
 
    Before long, my prick was throbbing against the back of her throat.  
 
    “Fucking hell,” I said, resisting the urge to lock my heels behind Sarah’s back and fuck her face like my life depended on it. “You trying to suck my soul out of my body, Miss Kennedy? Shit, I think you might just manage to do it…” 
 
    Her lips left my prick with a wet little pop. She’d been having fun up until now, but there was nothing unserious about the way she peered deep into my eyes. The head of my cock rested against her chin, gently throbbing and dripping precum onto her bottom lip. 
 
    “I want to eat your cum,” Sarah said, the words rolling out without a hint of shame. “Give it to me, young man. I need it—I need to feel you shoot in my mouth. I want to know that I did that, that I made you feel so much better than any of those naughty little co-eds…” 
 
    So that was the play, huh? Well, if that’s what she wanted, then that’s what she’d get. 
 
    “Shut up and take it,” I grunted, feeding her my cock. “You want that load? Then earn it.” 
 
    Most women I’d been with would have taken that as a provocation. But I knew Sarah almost as well as I knew myself, having studied her emotional states as a matter of course after interacting with her for so long. As a result, I knew that not only would she not be offended by me treating her like my personal whore, she’d actually rise to the challenge once the gauntlet was thrown down. 
 
    Suddenly the suction of her mouth turned fierce. Her cheeks hollowed out around me as she gagged gently on my dick, finally adding the element of roughness she’d been holding back until now.  
 
    Like any true master of an art, she knew exactly how to build and release tension. If she’d gone full-throttle from the beginning, like any number of college girls I’d known, then the finisher wouldn’t have been such a mind blowing experience. 
 
    Sarah knew just how to tease every last drop of pleasure from me. 
 
    As she took me deep, swallowing me on every thrust as I humped her face, Sarah fingered herself with none of the restraint she’d been showing with her mouth. Her digits pumped hard and fast, pushing her to the peak as she expertly sucked me to a Mount Everest of bliss.  
 
    At first, I didn’t understand why she was doing it. She’d waited for me this long—why not a little longer? Why push herself to the brink now? 
 
    Then I touched her emotional state, and everything clicked. She talked to Primadonna, I thought, the words searing through me like a bolt of lightning. She knows what we did when we were together. That I combined my telepathy and my empathy to blow both of our minds. 
 
    She wanted me to do the same thing to her. 
 
    Even as I thought it, my mental fingers were in motion. I couldn’t stop myself, it felt too damn good.  
 
    I reached into my own head and scooped out a huge handful of my own emotional state, shunting it into Sarah’s own brain as I filled her with all my dominance, my control—my power and privilege. I still wasn’t able to control thoughts, and perhaps I’d never reach that lofty perch, but I swore I could see her mind’s eye filling with a picture of what she looked like from my perspective. Naked, on her knees, frigging her sex like a madwoman as she swallowed down my prick. Begging for my cum. 
 
    Sarah’s thoughts and emotions bled into my own, the dominant mixing with the submissive. The world blurred around me as my cock jerked against the back of her throat, that first hot spurt of my seed filling me with so much pleasure that it blotted out the world. 
 
    I couldn’t tell where I ended and she began. The walls between us grew thin and porous, the constant feedback loop of each other’s emotions rising into a crescendo that threatened to rip both of our minds apart.  
 
    With an effort, I pulled away from Sarah as I came, snapping back to myself as my stiff prick erupted with thick ropes of hot cum. Suddenly I was me, and my balls were draining into Miss Kennedy’s slack, open mouth as her eyes glazed over with bliss. 
 
    She came back to herself just in time to swallow. Her hands no longer moved between her legs—they didn’t need to. She’d just had the most intense, incredible orgasm of her life, and I hadn’t even had to touch her.  
 
    Honestly, I felt a little bit jealous. I could never experience my own power the way other people did. It was like trying to tickle yourself. 
 
    One of Miss Kennedy’s legs kicked out madly as she rode out the aftershocks of her orgasm. She moaned and groaned as she sucked down my load, slurping up the hot cream as she drank me dry.  
 
    She didn’t stop until every last drop was out of my balls. My boast about her sucking the soul out of me hadn’t been all that far off the mark. 
 
    As she finished, slowing down, I lay back against the headboard and closed my eyes. “Jesus,” I whispered, laughing to myself. “Did we really just do that? We did that. Fuck, Miss Kennedy, things between us are never going to be the same…” 
 
    “No,” she agreed, “they’re not.” She planted a little kiss on the underside of my crown, then climbed into my lap and mounted me. “And I don’t want them to be.” 
 
    I could feel the hot, hungry furnace of her pussy, grinding on my cock. With her hand around the base of my shaft, Sarah guided me inside of her, opening for me until the tip of my still-stiff prick teased the entrance of her channel.  
 
    I couldn’t believe how hard I still was, and how horny. I felt like I could go all night with Miss Kennedy—could break all my old records I’d set with the college co-eds I plowed along the way. 
 
    Just then, the door to the bedroom opened.  
 
    Sarah froze, an inch of my cock pushing into her, as a smiling blonde face filled the entrance between the Redoubt and our private room. Primadonna stood in the doorway, wearing nothing but a pair of six-inch fuck-me heels and a smile. 
 
    “Hi there,” the superhuman purred, stepping into the room and closing the door. “Sorry to interrupt, but I just couldn’t stay away. Would you mind if I watched?” 
 
    “Doesn’t bother me,” I grunted, my voice tight with need. Being this close to Miss Kennedy’s pussy and not able to bury myself hilt-deep inside of her filled me with an almost physical frustration. “You alright with that, Kennedy? Your rules still apply?” 
 
    Primadonna didn’t understand what I was talking about, but Sarah certainly did. “As long as you stay gentlemanly,” she whispered, lowering herself onto my fat cock. “And make sure that I have many more orgasms like the one you just gave me…” 
 
    Her words broke off in a cry of bliss as she impaled herself on me.  
 
    Being inside of Miss Kennedy was so wonderful, especially after waiting for so long to finally admit our feelings for each other. My cock curved at the perfect angle deep inside her as she straddled my lap, the crown hitting that special spot along her back walls that I knew drove women crazy. 
 
    Suddenly we had company. Primadonna crawled across the bed on all fours, peering into Sarah’s face as she stuffed her body full of me again and again.  
 
    “Looks like you two are working out some of your mommy issues,” the superhuman supermodel panted, running her hands between her bare, smooth thighs. 
 
    Miss Kennedy had been utterly shameless until now, but Primadonna’s words brought a flush of color to her cheeks. Suddenly, she could look neither me nor her fellow superhuman in the eye. “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she said, her eyes rolling back in her head as she rode me. 
 
    “Please,” Primadonna said with a smirk. “I’ve known it from the first time I saw you both together.” 
 
    Sarah moaned as Primadonna raked her nails down the brunette’s back. I couldn’t deny that it made me hot to see the two of them together, getting along in the bedroom just as well as they did on the battlefield. It helped that both of them were totally devoted to my pleasure, showing off the same way those co-eds had in the alley behind the club once upon a time.  
 
    Women, I thought, growing dizzy as Sarah bounced up and down in my lap. They can’t help but try to outdo each other. Everyone wants to be the queen bee… 
 
    “How’s that cock feel?” Primadonna asked, giving Miss Kennedy’s ass a smack. “Is it hitting you just right, Kennedy? I should know—Devin quite literally fucked my stupid brains out the first time we were together. I don’t think I could walk straight for an entire day afterward!” 
 
    “Yes!” Sarah moaned. Without an ounce of hesitation, she leaned over and kissed Prim, making out hot and heavy as she rode my cock like a hellcat. “Yes, he feels so good! I can’t believe how hard he’s fucking me, even after I sucked his cock!” 
 
    “You sucked his cock?” Primadonna cocked an eyebrow, grinning at me. “What a lucky man! I mean, he’s extremely lucky to have a warm, kind, caring woman like you in his life, Kennedy. He’s all grown up now, and he’s so good! Only someone as good as Devin could turn bad, wicked superhumans like me into worthwhile members of society!” 
 
    “Ah haaah,” Miss Kennedy agreed.  
 
    At least I think she was agreeing. She didn’t seem to be able to fully form coherent words while I upthrust into her heavenly tightness. 
 
    “God, I’m so jealous of you right now,” Primadonna said. She stroked Sarah’s hair like the two of them were sorority sisters sharing the quarterback of the football team. “Your man knows exactly how to make a woman feel like a goddess! You did such a good job preparing him for all his girlfriends—teaching him how to treat a girl sweet then fuck her like a whore!” 
 
    “Yeah, a whore,” Sarah muttered, her head lolling back on her shoulders. Her inner walls gripped me like a fist, clenching madly as my cock pushed her to the peak. “I’m a whore, I’m his whore! Fuck, Devin, I’m going to cum!” 
 
    “I know, Miss Kennedy—I can feel it!” I stuck my fingers deep into the pool of her emotional maelstrom, injecting even more pleasure deep into the climax building in her core. “Scream for me, Miss Kennedy! Show Primadonna how much you love riding this dick!” 
 
    A moment later, Sarah made my wish her command. The brunette tossed back her head and shrieked as she came, her inner walls quivering madly around me as a flood of juice coated my cock.  
 
    Huge, shuddering sobs wracked her frame as she rode out her bliss, the channel between her legs so tight that each thrust into her pussy threw sparks from my prick. The heat and friction were immense, and between that and the way Primadonna kept looking at me and preening like a porn star, I knew I was fucking done. 
 
    I slammed into Miss Kennedy, hard. She’d said she didn’t want me to use protection with her, and that meant I intended to cum as deep into her tight, perfect womanhood as humanly possible.  
 
    The pleasure built and built, the world blurring around me as I lost myself completely. My superpowers, SENTRY, the world around us and the mess we’d all gotten ourselves into—all of it dissolved as I pumped like a piston into Miss Kennedy, filling her to the brim and then some. Her walls stretched tight around my cock. 
 
    “Oh fuck!” I roared, burying my face in Sarah’s ample tits. 
 
    “Give it all to me, sweetheart,” the MILF purred sweetly into my ear. “That’s right, just shoot it all. Give it all to me, young man, pour all that hot cum into Miss Kennedy’s pussy where it belongs…” 
 
    No man on earth could hear a thing like that and hold back. One more hard stab into Miss Kennedy’s tight, perfect channel and I let go, burying myself as hard and deep inside of her as I could as I came.  
 
    A tidal wave of bliss washed over me as I let go, fireworks exploding behind my eyelids as the pleasure crested. It was the most intense high of my life, and the way I kept sampling the emotional states of the two gorgeous beauties in bed with me only heightened the pleasure. 
 
    When I came back to myself, I was lying back on the mattress with two superhumans snuggling me. Sarah nestled in the hollow of my shoulder, her eyes heavy-lidded with the aftereffects of bliss. 
 
    “Thank you, young man,” she purred, raking my chest with her nails. “I wasn’t a villain, the way Primadonna was, but you’ve opened my eyes all the same. I can’t believe I wasn’t woman enough to see what was right in front of me all this time…” 
 
    “Better late than never,” I murmured, kissing her fingertips.  
 
    I wanted to fuck her again, right then and there, but the spirit was far more willing than the flesh. Each of my lids felt like it weighed a ton, and the way Primadonna snuggled against my other side left me all warm and sleepy.  
 
    “Welcome to the team, Miss Kennedy. Sarah,” I said. “I guess we’ll have to come up with a new superhero name for you.” 
 
    She smiled, snuggling against me tighter. “Nah,” she said, giggling as she locked arms with Primadonna across my chest. “I’m just one of Mindbreak’s girls. Let them speculate in the press about who the new super bitch is.” 
 
    That… was a good idea, actually. As I closed my eyes, swaddled by two of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen, I knew I’d be facing challenges in the days ahead.  
 
    I’d disgraced the Autarch before television cameras, sticking a metaphorical thumb in the eyes of the people who ruled my world. I’d made myself public enemy number one, and given every super on the East Coast a good reason to help SENTRY track me down. 
 
    But I’d also done something even more important. I’d started to fight back against the super hierarchy. 
 
    Besides, I thought, yawning as I rested my head on one of Primadonna’s heavy breasts. I’m living the way I want to live from now on. And if Autarch and the rest of his lackeys want to stop me, well… there’s still plenty of spots open on my team. This is one big ass bed, after all. 
 
    And there was plenty of room in the Redoubt for more supers. 
 
    I closed my eyes, surrounded by love and devotion, and slept.

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My eyes opened in the darkness. 
 
    At first, I thought we’d overslept, but a cursory glance inward told me I was still exhausted. I couldn’t have drifted off more than an hour ago, if that.  
 
    Sarah Kennedy snoozed on one side of me, Primadonna on the other, both women snoring gently with the peace that only a very well-satisfied woman can radiate for long. 
 
    It wouldn’t have been out of character for either woman to wake me up in the middle of the night for some extracurricular fun, but both of them were out like a light so what woke me up? 
 
    The answer lay in a corner of the room.  
 
    As I lifted my head, glancing around, a faint chittering sound reached my ears. A fluffy, curly tail bobbed next to the entrance of the master bathroom, and a pair of low-set eyes gleamed faintly in the dim light. 
 
    “The fuck?” I muttered, rubbing my eyes. “What’s a squirrel doing in here?” 
 
    Vaguely, I remembered Sarah complaining about vermin sneaking into the Redoubt’s underground caverns during the colder months. This wasn’t the right time of year for that though—and anyway, she’d been talking about the wide open space where she kept all of her computer equipment and research hardware. Not our personal apartments. 
 
    Plus, the bedroom door was closed. How on Earth had the creature gotten in? 
 
    Sarah and Primadonna will freak if they see this thing, I thought, sitting up. Better shoo it out. 
 
    Removing myself from the tangle of female limbs was a struggle, but somehow I managed it. I even found my boxers, retrieving them from the foot of the bed and sticking one leg and then the other through to cover up my junk. I then put on my pants. The squirrel didn’t move while I did any of this—it just cocked its tiny head to the side, watching me with those beady eyes. 
 
    If I hadn’t been half asleep and freshly fucked, I might have seen those eyes for what they were a hell of a lot faster. But as it was, I didn’t realize what I’d walked into until the squirrel’s cute little mouth opened and the voice of a petite, southern woman popped out. 
 
    “Follow me,” the squirrel said, its tail bobbing like a little signal flare.  
 
    With that, the creature disappeared into the shadows. A few moments later, the bedroom door opened a crack, leading back to the Redoubt. 
 
    Part of me wanted to wake up both Prim and Sarah. If this was some kind of attack, we needed everyone ready to fight, but I didn’t think it was that.  
 
    I couldn’t help but remember the way that crow had landed on the float at the end of the Charter Day Parade, speaking in an all too human voice. I had that crow’s owner—or maybe its mouthpiece—to thank for holding back Crimson Queen and the other supers long enough to make our escape. 
 
    “Fuck it,” I muttered, rubbing my hands together as I stepped into the Redoubt. The heating wasn’t worth much in a big, empty cave, so the chamber grew precipitously cold this late at night. “I guess I owe you a meeting, don’t I?” 
 
    The squirrel raised its head and chirped. It had covered the majority of the underground chamber with a surprising speed and quickness, its tail flapping behind it like one of the flags used to guide planes down to the runway. I could have sworn it even made a little ‘come here’ gesture as it headed further into the darkness. 
 
    Before I followed, I threw on some shoes and a jacket. I was still bare chested beneath the fabric, but it would protect a little bit from the cold. I didn’t want to go through all the trouble of putting on a full wardrobe—not when this might be a trap, or a meeting that would have to be cut off quickly. 
 
    I was about to step out but then stopped. “Wait just a minute. Need a few more things,” I said to the squirrel.  
 
    Then I went and grabbed a pistol that was sitting on the kitchen bench (making sure it was fully loaded) and the Mesmer Bracer I had used when fighting Brazenhead. Once I had these two things, I went back to the squirrel. 
 
    The squirrel led me to a narrow tunnel in the wall of the chamber I hadn’t noticed before. This wound up and up, following a broad spiral through the rock that wound back in on itself like one of the staircases in an old, Victorian mansion. I felt more ridiculous with every step, following a squirrel higher and higher through the underground complex. 
 
    “You did talk to me, right?” I asked at one point. “I didn’t imagine that or anything?” 
 
    The squirrel turned, chittering, then that human voice emerged from its mouth once more. “Yes. You haven’t gone insane. You’re not dreaming, either. Honestly, I would have thought a super with your pedigree wouldn’t entertain such silly notions, Mindbreak.” 
 
    The use of my super nickname steadied me. Mindbreak, I thought, pride surging in my chest.  
 
    That’s who I am now. Even the bad guys use my name… 
 
    A short distance up the slope, the narrow tunnel ended in a hood of rock and an open fissure in the stone. Cool air blew through the opening, the granite turning first to gravel and then to grassy turf beneath my feet. It was very late, and the stars were shining in a cloudless sky. A nearly full moon hung low, big and bright enough to illuminate the forest around me as if the tree-lined lane was lined with streetlights. 
 
    A woman waited for me. Two massive wolves stood guard over her, each bigger than she was. Their coats were black and gray, their jaws bared to reveal mouths filled with vicious, dagger sharp fangs. With a gun and a fully charged bracer on my wrist, I might have stood a chance against them. 
 
    But as dangerous as the wolves were, the woman standing between them was the most menacing of all. Which was strange, because if an ordinary person saw her on the street, I would have bet they wouldn’t have seen her as much of a threat. 
 
    She was a vivacious beauty, short and petite with hair the color of a forest floor in the middle of autumn. She dressed casually, in a puffy jacket that could have been off the rack at any number of thrift stores, along with black leggings and a pair of those furry boots I saw all the college co-eds pull out during pumpkin spice season.  
 
    Forget looking like a threat—a cursory glance at this girl and a bad guy would think he’d found an easy target to rob on a moonlit night. It wouldn’t have been until he saw her eyes that he realized what a mistake he made.  
 
    In marked contrast to the rest of her, those eyes were filled with a darkness that couldn’t be explained away by the seasons or the stresses of living in a superhuman filled world. The body said basic bitch girlfriend, the eyes said will stab you and leave you for dead. Possibly after giving you the best sex of your life, but I couldn’t be sure. 
 
    “We can’t find Brazenhead,” she said by way of greeting. “He tore off his mask and ran screaming into the night. Most of SENTRY said he’s gone insane—and that you drove him there.” She sounded both amused and a little frightened by this. “Is that true, Mindbreak? Are you going to drive every superhuman who works for Autarch insane?” 
 
    One of the wolves next to the petite woman let out a low, primal growl. I knew that my answer here would decide whether the girl standing between the lupines held them back, or set them free to gnaw on my bones. What would I say? 
 
    Fuck it, I thought. Just be honest. 
 
    Something about her told me that approach would work. 
 
    “No,” I said, favoring the woman with my best smile. “I can’t make any of you insane. All of you are fucking crazy already. I’m just showing you what you’ve become.” 
 
    The woman’s face lit up with an enigmatic smile. The wolves did not attack. I got the impression I’d just passed a test, but that there were many more of them to come. 
 
    “Good answer,” she said, putting a hand to her chin. “I’m not sure you’re telling the truth, mind you, but either way it doesn’t really matter. Whatever you did to him, it’s got the brass at SENTRY acting like the world’s about to end. So I thought I’d come and take the measure of you myself.” 
 
    “And you are…?” I asked. I already knew the answer. 
 
    The woman giggled. Something about it made the hair stand up on the back of my neck. 
 
    “Surely Primadonna will have told you about me,” the woman demurred. “My name is Wildflower, Mindbreak. I’m the one who’s been spying on you all this time.” 
 
    I nodded, trying to push the fear to the back of my head. “Like what you see?” 
 
    Her grin turned savage. “I’ve come to make a decision,” she said at last. “Come. Speak with me. We need to have a conversation.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “May I ask what you’re trying to decide?” 
 
    Wildflower scoffed. She waved a hand in the air, as if she were about to tell me she couldn’t decide which latte to order at her favorite cafe. 
 
    “Whether I’m going to join you,” she purred, “or kill you.” 
 
    And flanked by her hulking wolf guards, the two of us walked into the forest. 
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