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      Behemoth Man was one of the most recognizable heroes in the city and for good reason. He was immensely strong, tougher than steel, and brutally efficient at pummeling villains into submission. His trademarked combat moves were known and feared by meta-humans everywhere because he wasn’t particularly choosy about using them against friends or foes.

      And he was really beginning to piss me off.

      The blue-clad bully was creating quite a buzz inside the diner. Most were shocked at how intimidating he was up close or speculating on who he might be under his mask. But all I could see was the way he kept grabbing at the backside of the weary server who kept ferrying him plate upon plate of food.

      He pushed away from the front counter without paying and gestured down to his silver swim trunks. “You should definitely give me your number, sweetie. I’m big all over if you know what I mean.” She mumbled something non-committal and tried to squeeze past him, which only gave the super-jerk a chance to grind against her.

      I sighed and popped the last of my donut into my mouth, chewing thoughtfully. Normally I try and ignore the way some of the capes in this city acted, but this was too much. The poor waitress couldn’t exactly fight a bum like this off. At best, she’d get fired for costing the diner free advertising, and at worst he’d deck her as surely as he would a rampaging supervillain. Somebody was going to have to put this guy in his place, and no one else here could. Which meant it would have to be me.

      “You should apologize,” I said around a mouthful of donut as I came up behind the caped crusader and put my hand on his shoulder. “To the waitress.” The diner fell silent, the faint creak of leather and spandex filling the void where the late afternoon chatter had been a moment ago.

      “You should mind your own business, bub,” the humongous brute snorted, turning to look down at me from just inside the entrance to Donuts and More. “No one asked your opinion. Now back the fuck off before I turn you into a smear.”

      “I’m really going to have to insist.” I pointed to the waitress who had been pressed against the wall, trying to escape the massive hero. “Apologize.” Twenty pairs of eyes flickered between myself and the hero, their food forgotten.

      “Make me.” He grinned at me, huge white teeth glinting in the light of the diner, the toothpick clamped between them looking like a splinter. A few of the patrons in the closest booths were quietly trying to escape from their seats.

      “Step outside then.” I shrugged. “I don’t want to mess up this place, they have the best crullers in town.”

      “Are you being serious?” he asked, confused. He jabbed a finger the size of a sausage at the B plastered across his massive chest. “Don’t you know who I am?”

      I looked him up and down impassively, taking in his swollen physique beneath the blue and silver tights, the array of crime-fighting gizmos hanging off of his belt, and the dull, cruel face that was plastered on a dozen different billboards across town. “Well —"

      “Clearly, you mustn’t so let me inform you,” he interrupted. “I’m Behemoth Man, and I’m the strongest, most powerful hero in this dump of a city.” He took a step toward me, so that he loomed over me, his immense bulk dwarfing me. “And you want me to step outside with you?”

      “Preferably.” I nodded to him. “Otherwise I might wreck this place, and that isn’t my intention.”

      “Okay, bub. Fine.” He ruffled my hair, his huge hand palming my skull like a basketball. “Let’s step outside so you can defend the lady's honor.” He shot a glance at the redheaded waitress. “I’ll be back in a minute, sweet cheeks.”

      With that, he strode past me, squeezing his enormous frame through the doorway, and as the sound of the entrance bell rang in my ears, the waitress gripped my arm. “You don’t have to do this. He does it all the time. It’s okay, really.”

      “No, ma’am. It isn’t okay.” I shook my head. “And the fact that he always does it is worse.”

      “He'll kill you.” She looked down at her shoes, her shaking voice barely above a whisper. “His Behemoth Punch once knocked out Miraculous Man.”

      “I can take a punch or two.” I shrugged and walked out the door to find the superhero standing a few feet away, leaning casually against a car. As I approached, he got to his full eight-foot height and marched over to me like he was used to intimidating people with his size.

      “Ready to die, punk?” he asked, spitting his toothpick at me.

      “Not particularly.” I looked at my watch. “I have to pick up my laundry in a few minutes. Mr. Chao hates it when I’m late.”

      “Oh, a wise guy.” Behemoth Man took a step back, rolling his swollen shoulders, his muscles shifting beneath his uniform to let me know he was about to go for his patented Super-Serious Behemoth Punch. “We’ll see how wise you are when you’re eating meals through a straw.”

      “You know, when I was little, I wanted to be a hero,” I said right before Behemoth Man’s ham-sized fist crashed into my face, flinging me backward as a sonic boom echoed through the air.

      I smashed into a parked car half a block away, denting the metal inward and shattering the windows as the vehicle tipped up sideways. As it crashed back down on its wheels, I found my footing, dusted myself off, and smiled at the caped crusader. The surprise on his face more than made up for how much that hurt.

      “Then I realized something. No one wants to be around a guy like me. Not heroes. Not villains.” I began walking toward him, glass crunching softly under the soles of my shoes. “See, I make them uncomfortable. Make them realize what’s what.”

      “How are you still standing?” Behemoth Man asked, one golden blond eyebrow arching above his silver mask in confusion. “That punch should have turned you into a smear.” It probably would have, if I couldn’t absorb meta-human abilities for myself. He hadn’t realized I was using his own strength against him yet. But he would, soon enough.

      “Yeah, 'should have' is the key part,” I said, knocking my own chin with my knuckles. “See, gods don’t like to fall, and what you’re experiencing right now? The fear? The anxiety? It’s what I love most about my job.” I smiled.

      The hero laughed, striking a combat stance as I approached. “I’m not afraid of you. In fact, I’m glad it’s not over with just one punch.” He flexed, his muscles practically bursting the seams of his skin-tight silver suit. “Come over here so I can hit you again.”

      “Are you sure that’s what you want to do? Or would you rather give up? Live to fight another day, perhaps?” I pointed my finger at him. “You can’t beat me, so I’ll give you one chance, hero. Lay down your arms. Give up The Way, The Truth, and whatever other bullshit you pay lip service to. If you do, you won’t die here tonight.”

      “I’m a Class-A Hero, asshole.” He snorted as the crowd of onlookers started to gather. Soon there would be sirens, news vans, the works. Then things would get dicey. I always looked horrible in photographs. “Do you know what that means?”

      “It means you get a heavy stipend from the Hero Society to police the streets. Means you think you’re better than all those beneath you.” I nodded back toward the donut shop. “It was obvious from the way you treated the waitress.” I curled my hand into a fist. “Someone’s got to teach you that isn’t right.”

      “What are you talking about?” he asked, and as he looked at me, I recalled the events that started this whole mess. It had been a bunch of little things, maybe. But heroes like this got so full of themselves that everything became a little thing. Him grabbing her ass after she asked him to stop. Him telling her to relax because he was a big-time hero. Him not even offering to pay. They never faced any consequences for treating normal folks just trying to do their jobs like they didn’t matter.

      “You didn’t even leave her a tip, did you?” I asked, stopping just outside the big man’s reach. “The waitress.”

      “What does that have to do with anything?” He glared at me, and I could see his muscles starting to tense. He was going to hit me again. That was going to hurt.

      “Everything.” I looked back toward the crowd, nodding slightly toward the waitress. “This is for you.”

      He swung at me again. The paragon of power shifted, his entire body weight driving into the blow as his fingers curled into a fist. This time, I silently took all of his superhuman power for myself, giving him a chance to know how it felt to be a mortal man. His hand shattered against my cheekbone with a sickening crunch.

      For a moment, it was blessedly quiet.

      Then his screams shattered the silence.

      He gripped his broken hand, tears streaming from his eyes as I regarded him thoughtfully.

      “This is why no one likes me,” I said, reaching out and grabbing him by his ridiculous utility belt. I pulled him forward while stepping on his blue-sequined boot and drove my shoulder into him. The blow shattered his collarbone, and as he flopped backward, I kept his foot pinned. He hit the ground hard, his leg snapping like kindling as his head bounced off the asphalt outside Donuts and More.

      “How … how could you?” the nigh-invulnerable hero whimpered as I lifted my foot, allowing him to curl into a ball. “What did you do to me?”

      “Do? Nothing, really.” I knelt down beside him and touched his ruined fist. “I just turned you mortal.”
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      “– and that's your five-day forecast. Back to you, Laurel …”

      Xavier's Bar and Grill was busier than usual this close to Happy Hour, but the place never really seemed to be jumping whenever I visited. The bartender plopped my draft onto a coaster and turned to look up at the TV. It was mounted on the wall alongside a dozen or so black and white photos of small-time local heroes. Probably former patrons.

      

      “That newscaster's really somethin’, ain't she? They say she's dating Captain Courteous. Lucky dog.” He grinned and jerked his thumb up to the woman on the screen.

      I shrugged and reached for my glass as the reporter came back on, an image of ruined buildings smoldering behind her.

      “… today's Death Day marks the twentieth anniversary of the defeat of the world's foremost supervillain, when Everlast blew himself up inside the Hall of Vigilance, killing the Serious Squad and laying waste to eighteen city blocks in a tragedy that finally brought his reign of terror to an end …”

      I sighed and took a sip of my beer, trying not to make eye contact with the bartender. He kept on talking anyway, probably out of habit.

      “Christ, Everlast. I still remember when he pulled that stunt. They said you could hear the explosion all the way across the bay.” The rest of the patrons started talking about that awful day when Everlast had stopped his rivalry with the Serious Squad with an apparent kamikaze attack that killed all of them. And eighteen blocks full of regular people who didn’t deserve getting incinerated just so Everlast could get the final word in his quest for revenge.

      I shrugged. “A lot of good people died over that grudge match.”

      He nodded, a few of the other customers murmuring agreement. “Boy, you ain't kidding, buddy. Indomitable Man, Thunder Girl, The Greyhound and Robo-Kat, Mister Marvelous –”

      “I meant the regular people in all those buildings,” I said, my voice quiet. He stopped short, face flushing. “Any chance you remember any of them?” I know that I did, and I was just a child when it happened. Maybe that’s why it meant more to me.

      The newscast droned on as the bartender sputtered and try to reply. “… before he died, Everlast’s final message to the city claimed that he would return 'when the world needed him' again. I think we can all agree the world's lucky it hasn't, right, Kent?”

      “Well, sure, I meant all them too, it's just kinda what happens when a villain goes after the good guys.” He looked away. “I mean, what can you do about it?” He shuffled off, obviously embarrassed, to tend to someone else at the counter.

      I shook my head in resignation and turned my attention back to the television on the wall.

      “You can say that again, Laurel! We've got enough problems in the city without Everlast coming back – and speaking of problems, it seems one of our town's biggest heroes had some trouble of his own earlier today. We're going live to Brock Quarrie, our man on the street. What's the situation, Brock?”

      I glanced up to see Donuts and More on the screen. I finished off my beer and turned on my stool to face the TV.

      “Thanks, Kent. I'm here in front of a modest mid-town eatery where I'm told, not half an hour ago, the mighty Behemoth Man was beaten into submission by one of the customers …”

      The live feed cut to a shaky cellphone video of Behemoth Man posing outside the diner as I pulled myself out of the wrecked car. The punch had completely ruined my hair. It figured. The video zoomed in on the hero, then swung over to my face, totally out of focus.

      “Holy crap, that guy didn't even feel that Behemoth Punch, and that would’ve flattened the Mean Streak! Who the heck is he?” The bartender pulled a remote and turned up the TV as the customers started to crowd around, whispering among themselves.

      I signaled for a refill, as glued to the newscast as everyone else.

      “Details are still sketchy as to what started the battle, but how it ended is not a matter of dispute.” The recording shook violently from the force of the punch that crippled the Class-A hero, and the bar patrons gasped and started shouting as I downed him with no apparent effort.

      “Oh man, that hurt just watching it! There goes Behemoth Man's vitamin line, they obviously ain't working!” Laughter filled the bar at the comment from one of the guys in the back of the room.

      I pushed my empty forward, wondering if they had any decent pictures of me from the fight. Probably not – silver spandex has a way of drawing the cameras. I sighed and tried to focus on the reporter's voice above the rising noise in the bar.

      “As quickly as it started, the battle was over. Behemoth Man's publicist has declined to comment on the incident, saying only that his client is listed in stable, but serious condition and is thankful for the thoughts and prayers of his many fans across our fair city.”

      I chuckled at that and pulled my wallet out, snagging a few crumpled bills. This little celebration was going to cut into my budget if I stayed for much longer. The live report wound down and returned to Laurel and Kent, two still images of Behemoth Man and myself behind them. The bartender replaced my empty glass with a fresh one, a hint of a frown on his face.

      “Here ya go, buddy,” he looked back at the screen, frown deepening. “Enjoy.”

      “Behemoth Man's not the only one who's got fans today, Kent. This new mystery man is clearly going to be making waves in the hero community!”

      The bartender looked back to me, then to the blurred face on the television.

      Then back to me.

      “Hey, buddy … is that you that did that?” He pointed back to the news. “Are you the guy that just creamed Behemoth Man?”

      Forty people turned to stare at me.

      “I don't know about that,” I shrugged. “He creamed himself, really. Serves him right.” The bartender's eyes were as wide as his bar coasters.

      “Holy shit! Guys, guys! It's him! Look, look!” The customers started to crowd around me instead of the TV now but were careful to stay out of arm's reach.

      “Whoever he is, if Behemoth Man can't scratch him, you can bet the villains in town are going to be running for cover, Laurel …”

      A babble of excited voices drowned out the TV as people started shouting and waving cellphones to take more terrible pictures. I drained my beer and eased off the stool. Probably time to go before things got out of hand.

      “Hey wait! I gotta know.” The bartender planted both hands on the bar leaning in as close as he dared. “Why'd you do it?” The bar fell quiet again, everyone waiting for an answer.

      I shrugged. “He was a bad tipper.” I winked at the bartender and eased my way through the crowd as people started hurriedly reaching for their back pockets.

      Once I got back out on the street, I paused, taking a deep breath of the fresh night air. Today went pretty well. Cursing as the street lamps started flickering to life, I looked down at my watch.

      Son of a bitch. I missed my dry cleaning.
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      Chao's Dry Cleaning and Tailor Shop was fifteen blocks from the bar but was right on the bus line. If I got lucky, I wouldn't have to jog the whole way there. There was no way I was springing for a cab at this point, not if I wanted to pay my share of the rent on time.

      A light rain started coming down, clearing the sidewalks as efficiently as an alien invasion. Only the rubble-bots were still out, but that’s kind of the whole point of the things. I watched one of the self-propelled little trash cans scoop up a cigarette butt and climb a utility pole, bleeping contentedly as it settled in to recharge on the transformer.

      Guess everyone just wanted to call it a night. Not like they have any errands to run. I sighed and made my way to the bus line, trying to remember the weekday schedules.

      Sure enough, I managed to hustle to a stop just in time to catch a ride headed into Chinatown after a couple of blocks. Things were definitely going my way today. I shook the water off my jacket and settled onto a plastic bench, tuning out the barrage of hero-themed advertisements plastered along the walls. It seemed like used car salesmen didn’t plug themselves as much as the high-ranking capes in this town.

      I swiped a hand idly through my damp hair and started thumbing through my phone, to see if there were any more news stories about my ‘debut’.

      “Behemoth Man Humbled” … “Midtown Showdown Leaves Cars, Careers in Ruins” … Most of the reports were about the so-called hero, but a few people in the comments section were definitely talking about me. Mostly about my hair, though. God damn it.

      Too bad there were no superheroes who moonlighted as photographers.

      I sighed and checked my messages. Two from my roommate, one from the gym, an automated reminder about the Invulnerable Girl meet-and-greet next week put on by her fan club, and five new messages from a number that came up only as “secured channel”?

      The bus came to a groaning stop with a hiss of air brakes just a few buildings down from Chao’s, the doors folding open onto a steady downpour. Not even a flood could keep a few pedestrians home, the street lights and neon making them look like ghosts floating between the storefronts. Through the rain, I could see the bright yellow sign of my own goal still lit. Not believing my run of good luck, I flipped my collar up and double-timed it to the door, tucking my phone away. The mystery messages would have to wait for now.

      As I rushed inside and took a second to shake the worst of the damp out of my jacket, I heard the distinctive sound of a very one-sided argument inside, past the wood-paneled pickup counter. Someone was apparently not happy with the service here. Guess I should thank them for keeping Mr. Chao busy long enough for me to make it here. The voices were coming from the fitting area off the side of the pickup desk, one booming and furious, the other as serene and unperturbed as a lonely mountain peak.

      “For the last time, little man, you are going to give me a refund for this mess!”

      The shout reverberated through the tiny fitting room, a flicker of movement suggesting a lot of arm waving was taking place.

      “You ruin own clothes. Management not responsible. No refund, yell all you want. You know policy.”

      I had to chuckle at that. Mr. Chao was a lot of things, but he was definitely not a pushover. I headed further in, finding the four-foot-nine dry cleaner facing off with a guy in a skin-tight suit that was probably tight enough to get him arrested for indecency charges.

      The super leaned in to stare at Chao in disbelief. “Policy? Policy? Is it your policy to give a man a suit that shrinks like a damn sausage casing the second it gets wet?!” He yanked at the seat of his bright red trunks, which were on the brink of disappearing into his nether regions. “I just had to run from the SWAT team with a wedgie that was about to cut me in half, you moron!”

      I clapped a hand over my mouth and leaned against the doorway, watching the scene unfold. This was way too good to interrupt.

      Chao blinked slowly at the villain and shrugged. “Suit not tear even when you shrink. Excellent quality.” He adjusted his bifocals and folded his arms across his chest. “You not read care instructions, you responsible for damage to suit. Say ‘Dry Clean Only, Tumble Dry Low’. You make hot when wet, fabric shrink.”

      “Make hot? Is this a joke? ‘Make Hot’ is what I do, you little twerp!” The villain threw his arms out dramatically, the gesture a bit ruined by the sleeves ending four inches before his gloves and the napkin-sized cape fluttering across his shoulder blades.

      “Suit not burn. Excellent material for fire powers. You say, ‘Make suit not burn.’ It not burn. Satisfaction guaranteed.” Chao locked eyes with the villain and smirked, obviously pleased with his unassailable logic.

      I stifled a laugh behind my hand and nodded to myself. Mr. Chao was diligent and a damn fine tailor, but he was also very literal. He’d meet every demand you gave, but only the ones you brought up.

      Guess the weather didn’t get mentioned in their fitting session.

      “Listen, little man, you have five seconds to refund me for this joke of a suit before I burn this place to the ground. You hear me?”

      Chao just clicked his teeth and shook his head sadly. “Am just simple tailor. Cannot afford giving work away for free. You want better suit than I make, buy Smart Suit. No shrink, no gun, no knife. Put me out of job with Smart Suits.” He sighed theatrically, more worried about his future sales than the threat of imminent cremation.

      “If I could afford a damn Smart Suit, I’d have one, you cretin! Those things cost a goddamn fortune!” The villain jabbed a finger into Chao’s chest, making the tailor rock back slightly.

      “If cannot afford, you buy here and follow directions. Not management fault you are bad at being villain.”

      Fire powers or not, I could tell he felt the burn from that comment. The villain froze like a statue, voice dangerously quiet. “I’m sorry, could you repeat that, little man?” He narrowed his eyes to slits, which began to glow a dull red.

      “I say you bad at villain. Rob bank, easy. Have money for Smart Suit if want so bad. But too busy trying to drive honest hard workers like me out of business, because cannot read tag.” Chao snorted and looked away. “Maybe not smart as suit you want so bad?”

      The villain opened and closed his mouth several times, eyes shining like traffic lights.

      “I … have … overhead,” he ground out through his clenching jaw. “Hidden lairs don’t come cheap, jackass. You think people want to rent to pyrokinetics? The abandoned foundry I work out of eats most of the money I bring in! Do you know how much it costs to hire henchmen? Their union rate is outrageous!”

      Chao just rolled his eyes like a disappointed father. “Always blame others for bad choices. Villains all the same.” He shook his head and pointed to the doorway I was standing in. “You go now. All sales final.”

      “You got one thing right, tailor. This is definitely your final sale.” He chuckled, and his fists burst into flames. “Looks like you’re about to have a fire sale, little man. And Everything Must Go.”

      I cleared my throat and pushed myself off of the doorframe.

      “Hey there, mind if I pick up my cleaning before that? I’m running really late tonight.”
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      The villain spun on his heel to face me, wincing as his tights rode up on him. “Who the hell? Christ, this suit’s gonna make me sterile …” He tried to look menacing while tugging on his spandex-clad inseam. It didn’t really work and being surrounded by full-length mirrors only emphasized just how tight his red suit was. It looked painted on.

      I grimaced and looked away, grateful I hadn’t stopped to get anything to eat yet tonight.

      Mr. Chao glared at me and pointed an accusing finger at me. “Who is he? He is reason my shop will be burned down! I keep door unlocked for you, Mickey! And now you very late, and I will lose my store because of you!” Chao tilted his face up to the ceiling tiles, arms spread like he was begging the gods of good commerce to save him.

      I spread my hands and hung my head. “I’m really sorry, Mr. Chao. It’s been a busy day for me, okay?” The light in the room kept flickering yellow and orange as Shrinky Dink continued to wrestle with his groin, muttering under his breath. “I’m here now though, so if I can just —"

      “Shut up! Both of you!” The villain fully erupted into flame, eyes glowing. “You should have walked away when you had the chance, pal. And you,” he growled, taking a step toward Chao and raising his hand, “you should have remembered that the customer is always right.”

      Chao didn’t even flinch from the burning fist in front of his face, adjusting his glasses as if he couldn’t see the six-foot pillar of flame in front of him. “Tag is always right. No refunds. You go now.” The little guy had guts, I’d give him that. But something told me that he wasn’t as fireproof as the suit he sold this clown. Guess I’d better step in or I’d never get my stuff.

      “Alright, Hot Pants, just settle down there. I’ve had a long day, and I really want to be on my way, and that’s not gonna happen unless you back off. Besides, this is a no smoking establishment. So, how about it?” I took another step forward, trying to get in between the pyromaniac and his target. Even from here the heat was intense. I could feel steam rising off my jacket as I got closer.

      The Crimson Crop Top turned to face me again, temporarily forgetting the white-haired old man, who wisely eased back from the villain. “How dare you speak to me, you insolent worm! I am the terror that will cleanse this miserable world of the filthy vermin who cling to a system of oppression and greed! I am the burning brand that shines the way toward a new world!”

      Chao was in the far corner, staring at the ceiling, making a ‘blah-blah-blah’ motion with one hand. So far, he hadn’t been spotted at it.

      “I am the answer to the problems of this corrupt society! Who am I, you ask? Well that, my dear victim, is The Burning Question.” He flexed dramatically, the black question mark on his chest the only thing visible inside the flames he was generating, the stink of melting polyester filling the little room as the carpet turned black and started peeling away from the charred concrete floor.

      At least I didn’t have a view of his family jewels anymore.

      I sighed and got in front of Chao, squinting through the waves of heat pouring off Mr. Punctuation. “Back off right now, buddy. You already look stupid enough without getting your ass kicked too.”

      He screamed incoherently and blasted me with enough fire to melt a hole in the wall.

      “One down. And now for you, Chao. You, too, will be purged by the righteous flames of —"

      His speech slowly wound down as I coughed, waving the steam and smoke out of my face.

      Chao’s face was a mask of horrified amazement. He pointed a finger at the two of us, voice shaking with anger. “Ai-yah! You burn holes in my shop wall-to-wall! I sue for vandalism, you terrible customers!”

      I should have known he wasn’t worried about me. At least the sprinklers hadn’t gone off yet. My hair couldn’t take much soaking and speed-drying without looking like I got a perm while I was out.

      “You … how did … why aren’t you dead, you little nobody?!” The flames died away as the villain stared at me. “Just who the hell are you?”

      I grinned and cracked my knuckles meaningfully, watching the fear and confusion mount on his face as his aura of fire sputtered out with a sad little whoosh. The expression turned to pure panic as my eyes began to glow.

      

      “Guess that’s the real burning question, isn’t it?” I slid my right foot back, pushing off of it to deliver a solid left hook to the villain’s solar plexus, a ball of fire exploding on impact. He gasped and folded like a lawn chair. I followed it with a flaming right cross that streaked into his temple like a comet, dropping him to the singed carpet with barely a whimper.

      Chao leaned over, prodding at the unconscious villain with a finger. “You see? No burn at all on suit! Highest quality. Much better than your shirt, Mickey. You buy here next time.”

      I looked down to see a six-inch hole melted into the chest of my shirt. Great.

      “Son of a … maybe I will, Mr. Chao. Maybe I will.” I fished in my jacket pocket and produced my crumpled ticket. “So, no charge for this pickup, right? I mean, after what I did for you tonight and all.” I smiled hopefully.

      “All you do is make me keep store open and waste electricity! And almost get me killed. And ruin my carpets. You pay like every customer. With five-dollar late fee.” He plucked the ticket from my fingers and ambled off through the smoke, grumbling to himself the whole way. So much for my run of good luck.

      I sighed and flipped open my wallet, frowning at the bills inside. I was going to come up short. Maybe I was too generous of a tipper after all. I followed Chao toward the cash register, trying to ignore the funhouse reflections in the heat-warped mirrors. If Chao saw those, he’d bill me for them and the carpets.

      “Hey, Mr. Chao? I uh, can’t cover the late fee in cash. You can take my card, right?”

      Chao looked at me like I had suggested I devour his grandchildren.

      “You know is cash only! You come here for three years, you know that! You make me so much trouble and no pay? I go bankrupt with customers like you!” He stopped his rant to chuckle and jerk a thumb toward the front door. “Money machine on corner, I stay open while you get cash. Always day late and short dollar, Mickey. You go, I clean this mess.”

      I smiled and waved as I headed for the door. “You’re the best, Mr. Chao.” He made a shooing gesture toward the door with a broom that looked almost as old as he was.

      “Yes, I know this. Come back before I change mind.” He clucked sadly and went back into the wrecked fitting room.

      He didn’t need a broom to fix that mess, he needed a hardware store. And probably an ambulance. Still, you had to admire him for trying.

      Good old Mr. Chao. I hoped he never had a problem with a super-goon again, especially not because of me. I was still looking over my shoulder at him as I put away my wallet and reached for my phone again. Maybe I could find out who these calls were from before I went home. Of course, looking behind me and having both hands occupied meant I wasn’t paying much attention to where I was going as I headed outside into the rain, not much more than a drizzle by then.

      Which meant I didn’t see the fist the size of a Christmas ham until it hit me in the jaw.

      I smacked the sidewalk hard enough to crack the wet concrete, bouncing a good foot back into the air before finally coming to rest on my back in a shallow puddle. Whoever it was, they were pissed. And hit like a damn truck.

      I sat up, groaning, and rubbed at my jaw. As my eyes came back into focus, I saw a half-dozen bodybuilder types in blue and silver surrounding me. With any luck, it was only double vision making it look like so many guys. Just in case, I rolled out of the puddle and dragged myself to my knees, trying to keep all of the looming shapes in sight.

      “Okay … you’ve got my attention. How can I help you, gentlemen?” I was just trying to stall, hoping these guys liked talking as much as The Searing Colon.

      The lead goon took a step forward, flexing his chest to reveal the silver B stitched onto his shirt. I groaned and pressed my back against the brownstone of Chao’s storefront.

      I recognized that logo. Guess Behemoth Man got a lot more than thoughts and prayers to help him out. The boys in blue fanned out and sneered in unison.

      For some reason, the foot traffic on the street was gone. Must be that something bad was going to happen. Probably to me.

      “You got lucky when you took out our main man, but let’s see how well you do against the Behemoth Boys, bub!” A chorus of manly cheers erupted behind the group’s spokesman. I thought I heard a beer can open, but that might just have been my eardrums popping from the sucker punch.

      I used the time they took shouting and chest-thumping to get back to my feet, brushing the hair out of my eyes. I squinted at the mob, counting under my breath. Yeah, it really was six of them.

      So much for my run of good luck.
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      Diplomacy was probably not going to help here, but I had to try. If I didn’t, these clowns were going to flatten half the block trying to get payback for their boss. Taking down this many supers without collateral damage wasn’t going to be easy, and Mr. Chao had been through enough tonight.

      I took a step away from the building before I got punched through it and gave the Boys the friendliest smile I could muster under the circumstances. “Come on, guys, just slow down. It’s late, the weather sucks, and there are too many people around to have a huge brawl.”

      The Behemoth Boys snickered and made a big show of looking intently around at the deserted street. The one with the ponytail checked the bottom of his shoe for any innocent bystanders.

      I sighed and pressed on. “Besides, doesn’t six against one seem just a tiny bit unfair to you ‘heroes’?”

      The leader shrugged and gestured at one of the goons on his right. “Don’t worry, Chet’s not fightin’ tonight.” A smirking gym rat waved at me from behind a cell phone. “He’s just recording the fight to take back to Behemoth Man. You remember him, right? The guy you put in the ICU over a tip?” They all took a meaningful step forward, forcing me back against the wall.

      I wiped a hand down my face, groaning. “It wasn’t about a tip, guys. Well, not just about that. He grabbed the waitress’s ass! What kind of superhero pulls crap like that?”

      One of them shouted, “The kind that gets chicks, man!” They laughed and high fived each other.

      I’d have better luck explaining common decency to the bricks behind me.

      “All I wanted him to do was apologize. He’s the one who threw the first punch. I really don’t see how what happened was my fault.” I realized I was starting to sound like a kid pulled into the principal’s office for a playground fight. I shook my head and tried to brace myself. I couldn’t afford to get myself punched through a wall.

      A murmur of excitement ran through them as they saw me adjust my stance. It was pretty clear that fighting was the only thing guys like this would understand. Chet started fiddling with the phone, probably trying to get dramatic close-ups. I was starting to think no one would ever get a picture of me pre-punched. The redhead with the crew-cut spat on the sidewalk between my feet and cracked his knuckles.

      “Yeah, Behemoth Man said you wanted an apology. He also said you told him to give up Truth and Justice an’ shit. But best of all, he let us know you were running late to get to this dry cleaner.” He gestured up at the yellow sign over my head. “Pretty damn dumb, a villain telling a Class-A Hero what your schedule was like for the day.”

      The rest of the Behemoth Boys jeered in agreement.

      “Villain? I’m not a … wait, is that why you’re after me? You think you’re beating down a supervillain?” Good grief, they were going to wreck this neighborhood out of a sense of civic duty. I’d never understand these guys.

      “Think it? We know it, bub—and so does the whole city!” Chet leaned in, turning the screen on his phone to face me. A blurry still shot of me from the diner video stared back as he started rattling off the lines of data next to my glamour shot. “Name, alias, powers, all unknown. Rank? Unknown, ten-ta-tive-ly Villain, class B.” He grinned triumphantly at me, probably because he was proud of reading a big word.

      I shrugged, waving a hand dismissively at Chet’s phone. “So, some morons on the internet think I’m a bad guy? What difference does that make? Your boss started that fight. All I did was finish it.” I looked back at the leader of this boot party and tried to speak in terms he’d understand. “Isn’t that what any of you would do if someone started trouble with you?”

      The head Behemoth Booster nodded solemnly, producing a significantly more advanced gadget from his pocket and turning it on. The green glow from the miniature display made him look especially grim.

      “Damn right we’re gonna finish it, bub. And it ain’t just some online forum saying it, dumbass. They’ve got you in the official Villain Database down at City Hall.” He gave a one-shouldered shrug, looking almost apologetic. “If you weren’t a villain before, you made yourself one when you picked a fight with a hero.”

      It was hard to argue with people like this. It was always black or white with these guys. Good guys and bad guys. Never just regular guys, trying to get through the day. And apparently somebody downtown had painted a bullseye on my back for just trying to do the right thing.

      If this was what being famous meant, I missed being a nobody already. I hung my head and slowly clenched my fists.

      “Okay, I guess if that’s the way it has to be, fine. But can’t we do this where nobody’s going to get hurt? This block is gonna get flattened if we throw down. Can we have like, a dramatic showdown at dawn in a park or something? Somewhere where there’s no little kids or old ladies?” I squinted up into the drizzle. “And, you know … dry?”

      The Behemoth Boys paused, drawing into a tight huddle and whispering urgently amongst themselves. I went back to staring up at the rain clouds overhead, hearing phrases like “better PR” and “optics”. They might be semi-literate, but at least they understood self-promotion. Things were getting heated between them, but they dispersed again and posed in unison as a blue-white spotlight came up over the building across the street, half blinding me.

      “Sorry, bub. As good as that would be for our image, the cameras just arrived. We can’t be seen just letting you walk away now.” He jerked a thumb toward the spotlight, and I could just make out the darker shape of a news blimp against the night sky. “As for the folks here? We’ll just put you down fast before you can break anything.” Another round of cheers went up.

      A familiar voice chimed in from the door to my right. “Mickey, why you take so long to get cash from machine? Is only—” Mr. Chao stood transfixed in the glare of the spotlight, holding his broom up as if he could ward off the blimp with it. “What you do now, Mickey? And who are these horrible people with bad suits?”

      I gave a humorless chuckle and gestured to the linebackers surrounding us. “These, Mr. Chao, are the Behemoth Boys. Boys, this is Mr. Chao.” Chet waved again. “They want to have a word with me about their boss.”

      Chao seemed slightly less impressed than I was with this information. “Tell Bejeezus Boys shop is closed, cannot fix ugly suits until morning.” He squinted hard at them. “Big and Tall suit cost extra. Use too much material.”

      I looked up at the news crew, shielding my eyes against the light and the rain with one hand. I could definitely see silhouettes holding up boxy shapes inside the gondola.

      “Pretty sure they’re not here for tailoring, Mr. Chao. Smile, by the way. I’m pretty sure that we’re on television.”

      The Behemoth Boys took that as a cue to start another posedown. Up and down the street, people started emerging from the shops and apartment buildings to see what the fuss was.

      Mr. Chao, literal as ever, looked at me like I was an idiot.

      “Not on Television Street, Mickey. Is Division Street. How you not know this after three years?”
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      I jabbed a finger in Chet’s general direction, eyes darting around at the crowd that was slowly starting to trickle in, guided by the spotlight’s beam.

      “I never wanted this fight, you got that? If anybody, anybody gets hurt because you jackasses want to act tough, it’s going to be on your heads.” I figured since there was probably no way out of this mess without a scrap, I could at least get my side of the story on record somewhere.

      Crew Cut shouldered his way past Chet, muttering under his breath to turn his damned phone off. He planted his feet and flexed dramatically, his swollen frame blocking out the spotlight behind him.

      “You there! Citizen! Please return inside, where it is safe! Tonight, the Behemoth Boys will protect you from the villains on your doorstep!”

      God, do they give these morons a handbook full of clichés to spout at times like this?

      To my amazement, Mr. Chao turned on his heel and stalked back into the dry cleaners. My last, best shot at defusing this was gone. I shook the rain out of my hair and squared back up against the mob.

      “All right, have it your way, boys. Who’s first?” As annoyed as I was, I really didn’t want to have to take them all on at once. There was too big a chance I’d cripple them if I had to try and put them down fast, and even though these guys were jerks, they weren’t Behemoth Man. He’d been throwing his weight around town for months. These guys probably thought they were doing the right thing.

      Besides, sending a gaggle of heroes to the hospital in one day was going to pretty much permanently brand me a villain. I’d never eat a donut in peace again.

      Ponytail sauntered forward, clapping Crew Cut on the shoulder as he moved past him. Something told me this guy would be the first in line. He threw a fist into the air and started chanting at me in a singsong voice.

      

      “You’ve had your fun/ But now it’s time/ For us to put/ An end to crime!” One by one the rest of the group joined in on their little oath. Even Chet had his free hand in the air, although he looked a bit reluctant, like someone in the last row in church. “And though you think/ You’ll win this fight/ Behemoth Boys will set things right!”

      The onlookers gave them a polite smattering of applause.

      If I hadn’t wanted to punch these guys before, that little jingle had definitely changed my mind. I strode confidently up to Ponytail, matching him smirk for smirk.

      “Let’s dance, pretty boy.” I knew they saw what happened to Big Behemoth when I stood my ground, so I doubted he’d try the same thing.

      Sure enough, he aimed a straight kick for my groin, hoping my softer bits wouldn’t shatter his foot. I caught the boot on its way up and shoved hard, flinging him into his buddies. Crew Cut and Mr. Suckerpunch both went down. The fourth one ran in on my left side, and I backhanded him hard to the pavement. Chet hung back, still diligently filming. So far, so good.

      That was when the one I’d been ignoring this whole time brained me with a parking meter.

      I went down hard, broken glass trickling down the back of my shirt, my ears ringing. Before I could get back on my feet, I was face-down at the bottom of a dogpile. Crew Cut and Ponytail each pinned an arm while Suckerpunch and the Meter Maid started pounding me into a crater on the sidewalk. Now the crowd was cheering in earnest, egged on by the one Behemoth Boy I had slapped to the ground. Suddenly my arms were free, and they were backing away, as Hype Man ran in from the side and soccer-kicked me in the kidney.

      I flew past the crowd and took down a street light with my face, landing in a broken heap. That one hurt, even with all the extra durability I was getting from the Behemoth Boys. Borrowing invulnerability doesn’t usually come with immunity to pain, and this time was no different. I was going to have to stop this before it got any more out of hand.

      I dragged myself to a half-standing position, watching people scatter from the sparks and falling glass surrounding my impact. The rubble-bot on the nearest utility pole detached and starting spinning in place, bleeping frantically. It probably thought it was Christmas after a diet of candy wrappers and cigarette butts.

      The downed light across the street blocked the trickle of cars that had been navigating around the mob that kept gathering, the drivers showing equal parts frustration and terror.

      Across the street, the Behemoth Boys were cheering and high-fiving each other, oblivious to the mayhem they were causing. Hype Man was jumping up and down, pointing at me dragging myself out of the twisted metal and broken glass.

      “Come on, dude! You’re not done already, are you?” That brought another round of jeers in my general direction.

      I snarled under my breath and started limping back toward the jackasses celebrating in the spotlight, drawing in more and more of their strength as I closed the distance. I could hear police sirens coming fast, less than two blocks away by now. Pretty soon I was going to have to get out of here, one way or another. But not before I wiped those shit-eating grins off of their faces.

      “I was trying not to hurt anybody,” I muttered, half to them and half to myself. “Done? I haven’t even gotten started yet, and you’re gonna wish you had stopped when I gave you the chance.” I shook the glass out of my half-shredded jacket and wiped my nose on the back of my hand. “Let’s do this.”

      That brought the boys running. They spread out as they came, trying to get into a blind spot again.

      That was fine. I was taking the direct approach now.

      I upped my limp to a jog, and then to a run, headed straight for Ponytail in the center of the group. By the time he realized we were on a collision course, we were both moving too fast to get out of each other’s way. I drew in every ounce of Ponytail’s power, letting it explode back at him as I turned my shoulder and went through him. He flew to the side, gasping and clutching at a dozen cracked ribs as I skidded to a stop on the wet asphalt, turning to face the rest of the gang.

      “That’s one down. Which of you tough guys wants to be next? Maybe you’ll all get beds next to your boss in the ICU.”

      Ponytail groaned and tried to roll to his pals.

      I counted four on their feet in front of me. Shit, I’d turned my back on Chet. Snapping my head over my shoulder, I checked to see him right where I left him, filming but edging closer to his buddy with the cracked sternum. I took a step back and waved him over to Ponytail.

      “Get your man out of the way, Chet, before he gets hurt any worse than this.” I stared hard at him, wiping water off my face. “It didn’t have to go down like this, you know.”

      He nodded and ran in to try and pull his teammate clear with his free hand. From behind me, I heard boots running hard at me. Cursing myself for being distracted again, I spun and saw none other than Hype Man trying to get another sideswipe in on me while my back was turned. His eyes went wide with panic as he realized he wasn’t getting a free hit this time.

      I drew in his power and magnified it, throwing a right cross into his face that scattered his teeth like loose change across the street and sent him tumbling into a crumpled heap onto the opposite sidewalk.

      I shook some life back into my fist and cupped my hands around my mouth, shouting so he could hear me through his brand-new concussion.

      “You’re not done already, are you?” It was a cheap shot, but I was trying to speak his language.

      The rest of the Behemoth Boys were chanting behind me like they were doing a keg stand.

      I turned back only to see Crew Cut and the Meter Maid hoisting one of the stopped cars over their heads, each of them holding it by an axle. The dazed driver was sitting on the asphalt, shouting at them that he only had three payments left on that.

      They took five running steps and chucked the sedan straight in my direction like an oversized lawn dart straight at me, Ponytail, Chet, and the crowd behind us.

      I planted my feet and threw my arms wide, the onlookers gasping behind me, and sucked in every ounce of strength I could get. I had to catch the damn thing. With that much momentum behind it, deflecting it or even letting it shatter against me could send debris flying everywhere. Dodging would just get Ponytail killed in his current state.

      I turned my head and closed my eyes, wishing I had a mouth guard from the gym. This was gonna suck.

      The car crashed hard into my chest, the force of the blow sliding me back a good ten feet as my face went through the radiator, the fan tearing itself apart on my jaw. I gagged on a flood of antifreeze as the weight of the engine block caught me against the jaw and the side of the neck, making me stagger back another step.

      And tripping over the two Behemoth Boys behind me.

      I went down hard, choking on oil, gas, and God knows what else. Landing on my back with Chet and Ponytail under my legs, the car was tipped almost vertically, resting on my head. I shoved the wreck away from me blindly, gasping for air over the crash of crumpling metal and breaking glass.

      Rolling over and swiping my tattered sleeve across my eyes, I surveyed the scene by the red and blue lights of the newly arrived police.

      Through the grime and shrapnel, I could see the car had rolled a dozen yards behind me, coming to rest on its side, a trail of shattered plastic and twisted metal behind it. The crowd had broken and run from the look of it, though I could see a few folks nursing cuts and getting helped back onto their feet.

      All in all, it could have been a hell of a lot worse. But it was still way too close to someone dying over this pointless fight.

      Chet slowly straightened up from the crash position he was in, curled protectively over Ponytail. He looked around, confusion stamped onto his face.

      “Holy shit … we’re alive?” He checked his phone out of habit, then panned it around to take in the devastation. That sucker was tough! I might have to buy myself one of that brand.

      I nodded, tearing the remaining shreds of my shirt and jacket off, using them to wipe my face and hands clean. “Yeah, you’re both still alive. No thanks to your buddies over there.” I threw the oil-soaked rags to the ground and stood up. I was shaking now, but not from the cold rain still sleeting down. It was all rage.

      Across the street, the three remaining Behemoth Boys were alternating between looking proud of themselves and extremely embarrassed. Sucker Punch took an awkward step forward, tentatively flexing and pointing at me.

      “Th-that’s what you get, villain!” He started stomping toward me, gesturing for the car-throwers to follow him. They trailed after him reluctantly. “This time we put you down for good!”

      I felt mad enough to boil the rain off my bare shoulders. Hell, if Burning Question was still close enough to borrow his powers, I might have done that literally. I wiped my hair back off my face, ignoring the ridiculous mohawk the motor oil left it in.

      “You morons are done,” I growled, walking slowly to meet the trio of supposed do-gooders. “No more jokes, no more talk. I’m putting you assholes on the ground before you get someone killed.”

      From the corner of my eye, I saw a thin man in a tuxedo step out of the crowd, holding an umbrella high and picking his way through the debris toward the Behemoth Boys and me.

      He looked back and forth between us, a look of almost parental disappointment on his gaunt face. Surprisingly, the Behemoth Boys instantly stood down, looking at anything but the older man in the middle of us all.

      “Perhaps one of you would like to explain all of this . . ?” he said.

      I turned to stare at the man, not making any attempt to be polite. “And who the hell are you supposed to be?”

      He sighed, meeting my gaze calmly. “I am the one who has to sort this mess out, and you’ve given me a great deal of work to do.”
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      The dapper stranger produced a slim leather wallet from inside his tuxedo jacket, flipping it open to reveal a suspiciously official looking badge and identification card. “Please allow me to introduce myself, Mr. Marsters. I am The Civil Servant, Public Safety and Enforcement Division. Official Hero Class A, Rank 38 (special exemption). I’m here with H.E.L.P.” He flipped the ID closed and tucked it away.

      I crossed my arms over my bare chest and cocked an eyebrow at the newcomer, trying to figure out how he knew my name as well as translate all that jargon into something resembling English. “Here with help, huh? Well, you can start helping by making sure none of those people in the crowd are hurt too badly because of these apes.” I jabbed an accusing finger at Suckerpunch and his cronies, who turned pale and backed away.

      Just who the hell was this guy, to make them all so nervous?

      Civil Servant shook his head, giving a faint smile. “You misunderstand, sir. As you can see, police and medical response teams are already attending to the bystanders of this incident.” He tilted his head toward the organized bustle that was moving through the crowd, then eased his umbrella back a bit to stare unblinkingly into the spotlight of the media blimp.

      The light switched off almost immediately, the huge vessel silently turning and looking for new disasters.

      Servant looked back at me with a much wider smile. “As I said before, I am here on behalf of the Hero Enrollment and Licensing Program. It is our department’s purview to reach out to newly discovered superhumans in the city, to assess and recruit them whenever possible, and to … discipline any Heroes who exceed their authority.” Servant glared over at the three Behemoth Boys still on their feet.

      They clung to each other in silent terror, their tough guy act turning off faster than that camera crew’s spotlight.

      “Us? He just flung a fuckin’ car at all those people!” Crew Cut was gesturing frantically at the wreckage on the edge of the crowd, while his two buddies kept trying to take turns hiding behind each other in a complicated reverse conga line.

      Civil Servant sniffed, skewering Crew Cut with a stare. “You say this fellow here threw the vehicle?” He looked me up and down, and then strolled over to the car, examining the front of the steaming heap. “Did he attempt to eat it first?”

      The Behemoth Boys took turns examining their fingernails. Past the shattered car, the police were moving through the crowd, taking statements and funneling people with injuries toward a wall of emergency vehicles that were starting to collect on either side of the scene. A couple of the braver first responders ran out to check on the two guys I had taken out of the fight.

      I reached out with my power, trying to get a handle on what I was up against with Butler-Man here. But … there wasn’t any sort of power coming off the guy. At all. I’ve sensed cabbies with more superhuman ability than this guy.

      So, why the panic from the goon squad? They could turn him into a smear on the pavement.

      Suckerpunch took a step forward, voice squeaking with fear and frustration. “We didn’t do nothin’ wrong! He’s a damn villain! It’s the guy from the diner who put Behemoth Man in the hospital! See? Right here!” He was holding up the little holo-projector from before, my pixelated face probably looking better than my real one right about now.

      Servant studied the image and favored Suckerpunch with a cold expression. “That device is only issued to Class A Heroes and above, Lawrence. Would you care to explain how you came by it?”

      Suckerpunch went pale, stuffing the gadget back into his pocket. “Well, Behemoth Man —"

      “You are not Behemoth Man, Lawrence. You are a member of Behemoth Man’s support staff, as are the rest of you. Am I to understand that you … liberated this device from your supervisor while he is incapacitated?”

      Larry looked about ready to soil his tights. Meanwhile, Crew Cut and Meter Maid had given up on their dance routine and looked ready to try marathon running, Destination: Anywhere But Here.

      “Misuse of another Hero’s equipment is clearly an act of vigilantism, surely you know that. And unauthorized access of the H.O.T. sheets is a felony.”

      Lawrence swallowed hard, eyes darting back and forth like they wanted to leave the rest of him behind.

      I raised my hand and coughed loudly. “Well, I can see you all have a lot to talk about, so if you’re done with me, I’ll just be on my —"

      Butler-Man slowly swiveled to face me as if he were standing on a turntable. “Done? While I am not quite finished with these gentlemen,” - he nodded in the direction of the blubbering Behemoth Boys - “my discussion with you has not yet begun, sir. As I mentioned before, I am here to see you.”

      I blinked in confusion. Had Servant said anything like that? And what did he want from me, to show me to my table? I wiped at the last traces of grime with the back of my hand, only to see a pressed cotton handkerchief hanging a foot from my face. I grabbed it out of his fingers and mumbled a thank you as I tried to scrape the stubborn mix of automotive gunk out of my eyes, as Civil Servant calmly returned to tongue-lashing the Behemoth Boys.

      I wasn’t paying too much attention. Sounded like a lot of lawyer-ese mixed in with disappointed elementary school teacher. As I tilted my head to let some Prestone dribble out of my ear, I caught Chet waving me over to where he was with Ponytail and Hype Man, who were getting loaded onto backboards by the EMTs.

      Chet had finally put his phone away. Guess the fight really was over for now. Just as well, the paramedics were having enough trouble lugging these two onto an ambulance without any more gorillas to drag out of here.

      I walked over, my approach motivating the medics to start hustling for the ambulance. I guess I couldn’t blame them for being afraid of me, after seeing up-close how bad I’d hurt these guys. I put my hands up and came over slowly, trying not to spook anyone in a uniform, my hanky fluttering in the breeze like a filthy flag of surrender.

      “How are they doing, Chet?” I stuffed my hands in my pockets and tried to ignore the glares from the paramedics as they loaded my victims onto stretchers and wheeled them out.

      Chet shrugged. “Craig’s got a shattered jaw and cracked cheekbone. Lost most of his teeth on the left side. They aren’t sure about Brad yet, said they need to take x-rays. He’s not coughing up blood though, so they don’t think his lungs were punctured.” He hung his head, then whispered, “You could have killed them, couldn’t you? You could have killed all of us.”

      It was my turn to examine my footwear. “Yeah, I probably could have. But I didn’t.”

      He looked back at me, his face a mixture of awe and confusion. “Then … you were trying to save Brad and me from the car. Why?”

      A voice I was beginning to dread chimed in behind me. “He try to help because Mickey not villain. You would know this if you were smarter, like nice man with good suit.” I turned, shaking my head, to see Mr. Chao standing with Civil Servant. Chao had upgraded from his old broom to a ragged mop and was standing under his new friend’s umbrella, inspecting the cut of his jacket with professional admiration.

      “It seems you’ve had a very busy day, Mr. Marsters. Mister Chao here has told me what you did for him before the Behemoth Boys … interrupted your evening errands. I can see now why you’ve been too preoccupied to answer your calls.” It seemed the Head Waiter here was the one leaving me all those secured messages.

      At least that was one mystery solved.

      I cursed under my breath and looked back toward the dry cleaners. “Shit … after I knocked out the Flaming Period, I never tied him down or anything. He’s gotta be waking up soon. I have to get him out of your shop before he —”

      Civil Servant gave a solemn nod. “Indeed, best not to leave any loose threads hanging about.” Without further ado, he turned and gestured for Chao to follow him back to the shop, keeping himself and the old man both expertly out of the rain.

      Chao stared at the other man, then waved a finger at him, eyes twinkling with amusement. “Aaaah! You make tailor joke! No loose thread! Very good. Mickey never make funny jokes, just say things wrong. He not speak English well, I think.”

      I rolled my eyes and ran the filthy handkerchief over my face one last time, turning and following along after Chinatown’s newest comedy duo, leaving Chet to stare after the three of us in silent confusion.
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      Mr. Chao was delivering a dramatic re-enactment of the fight in the fitting room to Civil Servant in high-speed Mandarin. The Civil Servant stood against one wall, occasionally nodding at the stream of words, faintly amused by the little tailor hopping from place to place and gesturing with his mop. Occasionally, he would interrupt with a few brief questions in Chinese, which deeply impressed Chao.

      The Burning Question was slumped against the register, half-conscious and moaning softly.

      Guess he wasn’t used to anyone getting close enough to him to land a punch.

      Eventually, Mr. Chao wound down the play-by-play, and he and Civil Servant joined me at the pickup counter. Chao was lugging his mop and a dented bucket out of the fitting room, still chatting amiably away to his new best friend.

      Servant tapped the supervillain’s boot with his folded umbrella, arching a thin eyebrow at him. “Most impressive, Mister Marsters. The Burning Question has been a top priority for our group for weeks. I’m surprised you apprehended him without greater damages.” He turned immediately to Chao, one hand up in a calming gesture. “Which is not to say, of course, that your own losses were insignificant. My department will gladly pay for the costs of repair to your establishment, and for any emotional hardships you may have endured from this attack.”

      I stifled another laugh at that. If the city were going to cut a check to cover Chao’s emotional distress, they’d go bankrupt. Emotional distress was what he did best.

      Chao dropped his mop bucket, a splash of grey water sloshing onto the linoleum, and clapped Servant on the arm appreciatively. “I like you very much! Such a nice man!” The tailor’s smile faded, as he trailed his fingertips over the sleeve of the hero’s jacket. “What is material? Very fine …”

      Servant coughed delicately, adjusting his cuffs. “Kevlar and carbon-fiber nano-weave, actually. With a poly-alloy mesh understructure.”

      Chao snatched his hand back as if he had been petting a cobra. “Ai-yah! Is smart suit!” He deflated visibly, voice morose. “Should have known. Even city worker no support local business. Fix store but will have no customers soon.”

      I saw Servant’s look of embarrassment and shrugged. “He has a point. These are the people you heroes say you want to help, and you’re gonna end up putting him out of a job. Pretty soon the only ones who come in here will be villains like this joker.” I nudged Sleeping Beauty with my foot. “Well, and me, of course.”

      Chao seemed unimpressed with my proclamations of loyalty. “You almost as bad as villain, Mickey! Always late and start fights in store!” He sighed heavily. “At least you always have ticket. And follow instructions on tag,” he added, prodding The Burning Question with his mop.

      All the poking seemed to finally wake the villain back up. He squinted against the fluorescent lights and mumbled something about revenge.

      Mr. Chao picked up the mop bucket and dumped it over the villain’s head. “Revenge that, you horrible man! You never come back here, or you be sorry!” Chao jabbed him in the ribs with the mop, which made a not-very-menacing squelching sound.

      Civil Servant moved in, probably to save the villain from Chao, and not the other way around.

      The Burning Question, on the other hand, was dragging himself to his feet, eyes glowing faintly. “Did … did you just dare to threaten me, tailor?” He pulled himself upright and pointed a dripping finger at Chao. “I’m going to turn this whole store into a crematorium for that!” He sputtered to a halt as Servant turned to glare at him. “I’ll … what are you doing here?”

      The hero smiled, not unkindly. “Hello, Roderick. I was in the neighborhood on business. Having a bit of a wardrobe malfunction, I take it?”

      I snorted involuntarily under my breath. “Heh. Roderick. Hot Rod. Get it?”

      All three of them stared at me in silence. I cleared my throat and looked away.

      Civil Servant turned back to The Burning Question, gesturing toward the exit. “Why don’t you come with me, Roderick? There’s no need for any further … unpleasantness tonight, don’t you agree?” He gently started herding Question toward the door with his umbrella, but it seemed like the firebrand wasn’t in the mood to be cooperative.

      “I’ll show you unpleasant, you stuck-up peon! It’s time all of you learned your place!” The villain pulled away, bursting into a cloud of steam and slowly crouching down, gasping in pain. I could hear the spandex creaking under the hiss of evaporating mop water.

      Mister Chao leaned in to smirk at the grimacing villain. “I try and tell you, horrible man. Not to make hot when wet. Your fault for not listen.” He shook his head in exasperation. “Customer never listen.”

      The Incredible Shrinking Boxers was in no shape to argue at this point.

      Civil Servant regarded Mr. Chao carefully, nodding in quiet admiration. “Well done, good sir. Very elegantly done.” He reached into his pocket and opened his wallet, handing over various cards with phone numbers on them. “There’s a substantial reward out for information leading to Roderick’s capture, and even more for apprehending him personally. Call the number on that blue card and give them your information. You could afford a substantial upgrade to your facilities here.”

      I held my hand up again, waving politely to get Servant’s attention. “Uh, excuse me? Reward? I’m the one who —” The mop waving under my nose cut the rest of my sentence short.

      “You be quiet, Mickey! Nice man know what he is talking about!” Chao was so puffed with pride he seemed at least five feet tall.

      Servant nodded understandingly at my protest. “Yes, of course, Mister Marsters, you have certainly assisted in Roderick’s capture, but I think you would agree that he is only incapacitated at the moment due to his tailor’s reinforced seams and quick wit.”

      He tapped a finger against a yellow card in Chao’s other hand. “This is the contact information for Applied Textile Sciences. They regulate the next-generation materials that are becoming available to the public. If your application is approved, I would be honored to have my fittings done here in the future.” The hero smiled warmly.

      Chao peered at the cards through his glasses like they were winning lottery tickets. I suppose they were, in a way.

      Servant took The Burning Question gingerly by the elbow and turned him toward the exit. “Come along, Roderick, there’s a good fellow. Let’s get you downtown and into a prison jumpsuit. I suspect it will be rather more comfortable than your present … predicament.”

      The villain whimpered his agreement and tiptoed toward the door, tears leaking silently from his eyes.

      The Civil Servant paused, handing me what looked like a clear plastic credit card, with a ghostly image of my face and my full name on it, signed by the hero. “Take this down to the Hero Registration Center near the Courthouse, Mister Marsters. You have a lot to offer this city as well, provided you can work inside the system. We have enough problems with gentlemen like this.” He tugged on Roderick’s elbow, who squealed as his pants rode up even more.

      The hero led his captive to the door, guiding him through and flicking his umbrella open as he stepped back out into the rain. He gave me one last look over his shoulder. “However, if you do choose to become a problem, I assure you we will stop at nothing to solve it. Good evening, gentlemen.”

      And with that, he disappeared into the night.
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      The entrance to the Richards Building was quiet by the time I staggered up to the brass-plated doors, offering the doorman a weak smile and a half-hearted wave. He tipped his cap and resettled it on his white hair, giving me a cheery grin in return.

      “Evening, Mickey. Helluva night to be walking without an umbrella, isn’t it?”

      I stared at him, the rain dripping off my face and onto the plastic garment bag I was using as a poncho. I should have been grateful for the covering, but it just made me feel like I was in a Hefty bag. I’m sure I looked enough like trash to ol’ Jack as it was.

      I chuckled and hoisted the full garment bag from Chao’s off my shoulder. “Who needs an umbrella when you can have such a fashionable tarp? I know a guy, Jack. Maybe I can get you one for these long, rainy nights.”

      That got a good laugh from Jack.

      “I’ll just keep my trusty umbrella, if it’s all the same to you, Mickey. Although if I had abs like yours, I might consider the see-through look you’re going with.” Jack waved me by, holding the door for me into the lobby. “Get on in here, before you freeze those abs right off.”

      I chuckled and gave the doorman a deep bow on the way past, shaking my head like a dog to give him a spray of cold water. “You’re the king, Jack.” He laughed at the impromptu shower and play-boxed me as I slipped into the dry warmth of the building.

      It was the first time someone had pulled a punch on me since I got out of the gym this afternoon. I had forgotten how it felt.

      Fishing the elevator key out of my jeans, I stalked across the marble floor of the lobby. Jamming it into the private elevator bank and shaking the last of the rain off me, I waited for the express car to drop the twenty stories down to ground level.

      I slipped into the elevator and tried not to look at how bedraggled I was in the polished brass and stainless steel surrounding me. Nothing a long shower and a cold beer couldn’t fix. Of course, I had to avoid getting murdered as soon as I set foot inside the apartment, but that was a whole other problem to deal with.

      A problem named Sarah.

      The doors opened onto the penthouse, the crinkling of the plastic bag I was wearing echoing around the open space of the apartment as I kicked off my boots and threw the dry cleaning on the couch. I really wanted to get off my feet, but if I left a Mickey-shaped wet spot on the furniture, I’d be exiting the building via the nearest window. Instead, I peeled the garment bag off and stuffed it into the trash can by the island kitchen, pulling open the refrigerator and digging a beer out from behind various packages marked ‘organic’, ‘fair trade’ and ‘caution: may contain kale’.

      I lifted the tab with a finger and headed for the bathroom, almost walking straight into the locked door. From the other side, I heard a woman’s voice shout at the sound with polite menace.

      “If that’s not Mickey out there, I’m gonna beat you senseless!” The faint hiss of water drifted out from the bathroom. Guess my own shower was going to have to wait a few.

      I took a swig of the beer and called back, leaning against the doorframe. “And what if it is your old pal Mickey?”

      The voice got decidedly less polite.

      “Then I’m gonna kill you!” The shower cut off abruptly, and the door flung open, a very wet, angry, and naked Sarah glaring daggers at me through the steam. “Where the hell have you been all night?”

      I let my eyes drift up and down her toned form before answering her. Sarah was fifty percent personal trainer, fifty percent pinup girl, and one hundred percent your worst nightmare when she was pissed. Still, she was certainly something to look at. “Oh, you know, been out and about. Taking in the sights …” If ol’ Jack had this view, he’d definitely approve Sarah for the clear plastic bag look.

      She stared at me, grimacing at the state I was in. “Why are you soaking wet? And where the hell is your shirt?” She looked down like she’d forgotten she was wearing nothing but steam. “Oh, God dammit.” The door slammed shut in my face again.

      I chuckled and had another pull of my beer. “Nice to see you too,” I called back, a string of curses barraging me through the thick wood. “You kiss your mother with that mouth?”

      At least that got a laugh out of her. “More often than I kiss you, moron.” Sarah pulled the door open again, this time wrapped in a towel and drying off her hair. “What happened to you today? The internet’s been going crazy with crap about you beating up heroes!”

      I shrugged, tilting the can back and draining the last dregs of the beer. “Look, it’s been a rough day, okay? The beatings I took at sparring practice this morning were about the best thing that happened to me today. I lost my jacket and my phone, got set on fire, and caught a car with my face. Can I have a second to relax before you start in on me too?” I gave the beer a hopeful shake, but it stubbornly remained empty.

      Sarah took a step back, her expression softening a little. “Yeah, of course. There should still be some hot water.” She slid past me, wrapping her hair up on the way by. “I’ll be in my office when you get out.”

      I nodded and headed into the rose-scented steam of the bathroom, trying to behave when Sarah rubbed against me. This was no time to try and start that back up. I needed a hot shower a lot more than a hot roommate right about now. I peeled my filthy jeans and boxers off and turned the hot water on full, leaning into the stream and feeling some of the aches and bruises I’d collected all day ease away.

      Fifteen minutes and a whole bottle of shower gel later, I reluctantly cut the water and slid the frosted glass door open. Sitting on the toilet was a fresh change of clothes, a towel, and the last two cans from my six pack. Something told me that was the closest I’d get to a formal apology from Sarah.

      I’d take it.

      I took care of the rest of my business and dressed. Padding back out past the bedrooms and the whole suite of exercise equipment Sarah used to keep herself in fighting shape, I knocked on the one door I never went into unannounced.

      Sarah opened the door, the dim light from her monitors showing the worry stamped on her face. “Mickey … tell me what’s been happening?” Stepping back, she sat at her computer desk, absently tucking her towel back into place.

      I grabbed a chair from the kitchen and dragged it in after me, plopping down and cracking open the last of the beers. This wasn’t a room for anyone but Sarah, and this wasn’t some cutesy ‘home office’ with motivational posters and a one-cup coffee machine. This was a command center. I think she told me she had three different computers running a private server in here, with more monitors than you could shake a four-digit electric bill at. Half of this gear I couldn’t even identify. I bet the feds had names for them, though.

      I stared at the plethora of screens surrounding Sarah, showing me in various stages of undress, fighting Behemoth Boys and Men alike. I groaned and ran a hand down my face. “Oh look, I’m famous.”

      Sarah swiveled in her leather chair and frowned at me. “This isn’t funny, Mickey. You put three heroes in the hospital today. The news is calling you the most dangerous villain to show up since The Mean Streak.” She bit her lip and looked away. “You told me you weren’t going to do this, Mickey. You promised me.”

      Sarah had always worried about me becoming a villain with the powers I had. But mostly I just wanted to be a regular guy, and I didn’t have the anger issues that she did.

      I sighed, taking a swig of the beer and slumped in the chair. “It’s not like that, Sarah. Come on. You know how the news twists things around, you know it better than most people.”

      She threw her hands at the screens. “So, somebody else knocked this guy’s teeth halfway across Chinatown?” She paused and stared at the screens, voice getting dangerously low. “You … got into a fight … outside of the dry cleaners.” Her eyes had that ‘clobberin’ time’ look in them again.

      I leaned as far back as the chair would let me. “Hey, hey now, just relax. Chao’s fine, and your clothes are on the couch! I couldn’t let the old guy get incinerated by an angry customer.”

      That one slowed her down. “Incinerated? By the Behemoth Boys? What are you even talking about?”

      I relayed the events of my day, starting with the prick at the donut shop, and ending with Civil Servant’s not very subtle suggestion about picking the right side. I handed her the card he gave me, and she turned it over in her hands thoughtfully while she listened.

      “You weren’t kidding, Mickey. You have had a rough day.” Sarah stared longingly at my beer. “I need a drink. Let’s get out of here, all these news feeds are depressing me.”

      I picked my chair back up, and we regrouped in the kitchen, where Sarah cracked open the liquor cabinet and poured us both something flammable.

      “All right, you’ve started a beef with one of the biggest heroes and one of the most obnoxious villains in town, the media thinks you’re a jerk, and the Hero commission is breathing down your neck.” She shook her honey-blonde hair out and wrapped the towel around her shoulders. “What are you going to do for your next trick? Burn down City Hall?”

      “Very funny.” I took a swig from the tumbler and winced. “You know I’ve tried to lay low all these years. But I saw that jerk grab that waitress and I just … boiled over. I had to do something. They think they own this town and everyone in it.” I gulped down the rest of the booze, letting the warmth spread through me.

      “So, you did it for the girl? You’re sweet, Mickey. Dumb, but sweet.” Sarah shook her head, reaching for her own glass. “That’s how it always starts, you know. You get fed up, and you decide to do something about it. Take the big shots down a peg or two. And then the whole damned world comes after you for it.” She took a sip and flinched, putting the glass down in a hurry. “But you’re not the type to back down, Mickey. We both know that. So, what comes next?”

      I shrugged and took her glass, draining it in one long swallow. God, this stuff burned on the way down. “Do? I’ll just go back to doing what I always do. This’ll all blow over in a few weeks.” I hoped. “Or should I buy some tights and hire some henchmen?”

      Sarah smirked. “On your salary? You can’t even cover your share of the rent for this place.” She picked the registration card up off the table and gave it another long look. “You know, you could always sign up to be a hero …”

      That made me choke worse than the rotgut I was drinking. “Are you nuts? Why would I want to shill deodorant and beat people up for being broke and desperate? Hell, I’m broke and desperate.” Still, most of the so-called ‘heroes’ in town were anything but heroic. Maybe I could remind them there was a whole city full of people that deserved to be treated like human beings, just by being slightly less of an entitled prick.

      Sarah crossed her arms and leaned back, still smirking. “Exactly. What have you got to lose? Besides, licensed heroes get funding from the city and a pretty decent stipend. Besides, you’ve got a talent for pissing people off. Get the villains mad enough at you, and they’ll be too busy plotting your demise to worry about waitresses or poor old Mr. Chao.”

      She was making a lot of sense. I must be drunker than I thought.

      “Hm. Just … lemme sleep on it, okay?” I rubbed the back of my neck and frowned at the clock on the wall. “I suppose more money would be a good thing. I could buy booze that didn’t taste like turpentine for the apartment.”

      Sarah smiled and rested her elbows on the table. “Are you saying I have bad taste? You should be grateful for that. If I had better taste, I wouldn’t let you crash here.” She held the card out and arched a perfect eyebrow at me.

      She had a point. I took the Servant’s card back and frowned at it. Maybe the best way to deal with these guys was to beat them at their own game.
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      Victor’s Gym was an old warehouse down by the waterfront, all crumbling brick on the outside and concrete and pipes inside. The clientele here was not sophisticated. They thought ‘yoga’ was something that came in a cup with strawberries on the bottom. They didn’t do fad diets and would rather run a few laps around the building than climb onto a treadmill. This was a street gym, and they worked just as hard here as they did fixing bridges and digging up water mains.

      Blue collar was too classy a term for it, and I loved it to death.

      I walked in nursing a mild headache and an overpriced cup of coffee, waving to the few guys at the weight rack that worked overnights. They gave me a few good-natured shouts about being late and laughed as I ducked into the break room.

      Where Vic was waiting for me. It was easy to write his gym-teacher-ready-to-retire aesthetic off as no threat, but I’d seen this grizzled old fighter take down guys a lot worse than Behemoth Man on his best day. And he was calm and collected when he did it. Now, he looked ready to spit nails. His frown deepened the crags in his leathery face further, making him look like a bulldog ready to bite. The growl of frustration when I strolled in only made the comparison more accurate.

      He pushed off of the counter, grabbing a paper cup and pouring himself some of the tar he liked to call coffee. “Morning, Mickey. Seems you had a late night.” He took a sip of sludge and picked up the morning edition, reading the headline to me. “’Anonymous Menace Buries Behemoth Brood.’ Nice job. I can see you’re still keeping as low a profile as ever.” He tossed the paper onto the table and sighed, scratching at the grey stubble on his square jaw. “Should I even ask what happened?”

      I groaned and shook my head. “Not till I get more coffee in me, boss. I hope you were able to handle the huge crowds out there on the floor without me.” I picked up the paper and glanced at the lousy photo of me before tossing it back down.

      Vic frowned at me again and sighed, rubbing at his temple. “Come on, Mickey, you know damn well I’m not worried about your job here. I’m worried about everything you do outside of this gym. I didn’t say anything about you moving in with Sarah.” He raised a hand to cut my protest off. “That’s none of my business, but now you’re showing off your powers and getting in fights with Class-A heroes. And you’re being a dick about it, too.” He shook his head, taking a sip of his coffee.

      “Me? He wouldn’t let up on that poor waitress, Vic! And you told me what he tried to pull on Rosa at that Hero’s Day Parade last fall. He deserved it!” I scowled and looked away.

      Vic slammed his fist down on the table, cracking the thick wood down the whole length of it. “Bullshit! You could have rolled with that punch, he telegraphed it from a mile away! He shattered his hand and crushed his wrist bones into powder! Forget grabbing ass, he’s gonna have to learn to write his own name left-handed now, Mickey!” He looked down at the table and swore, taking a deep breath to try and calm down. “And don’t you go bringing my wife into this, either. You didn’t do it for her, or that waitress. You wanted to hurt Behemoth Man. Did it make you feel better?”

      I didn’t have to answer that. He already knew.

      Vic sighed and set his coffee down on the counter, walking up to me and resting his hand on my shoulder. “Mickey. Listen to me. You’re a good guy, and you’re smart. But you’re young and cocky as hell too. If you keep trying to solve every problem with your fists, that’s all anyone’s gonna see when they look at you. A brawler, a goon. Trust me, I know a lot about that.”

      I snorted and finally managed to look Vic in the eye. “Maybe you shouldn’t have named yourself The Brickyard Bruiser, then.”

      He laughed, running a hand through his grey brush cut. “See what I mean? You make one dumb mistake when you’re a punk kid, and everybody remembers it.” He shrugged. “I thought heroing would be fun. Get a catchy name, get rich, buy a mansion and have models in bikinis lounging around the pool all day.”

      Didn’t sound so bad to me.

      “But real hero work, the day-to-day stuff, is hard. Beating the streets, saving neighborhoods from drug pushers, mob bosses, and crooked landlords? They don’t hand out medals for that. And you end up married to your high school sweetheart, and raising a family, and wondering if the next time you put on the mask will be the last. The closest you get to a pool is cracking open the hydrant in August for the kids on the block to play in, and you know what? It’s still pretty good.”

      He idly spun the titanium wedding band on his finger. “I know a lot of capes are assholes, and yeah, they probably need a wake-up call. But you made Behemoth Man a victim. People are sending him flowers and get-well cards because they feel sorry for him. For him. Because you didn’t even try and control your strength. At that moment, you were just as bad as he was, throwing your power in everyone’s face. You gotta be better than that, Mickey. You gotta be better than him.” He clapped me on the shoulder again. “Okay?”

      I grunted and nodded half-heartedly. “Yeah, I got it.” I smirked and raised an eyebrow at him. “That was a pretty good speech, Pops. Did you wing it, or did you write it down first?”

      Vic grinned. “Well, I had fifteen minutes to rehearse before you came in, remember?” He shook his head and picked up his coffee, heading back to the gym floor. “And don’t call me ‘Pops’ again, or I’ll punch you through a car myself.”

      “You got it, Pops.”

      Vic turned and wagged a fist under my nose, mock-snarling at me. I laughed and put my hands up, following after the old boxer.

      We headed out and did some warm-up exercises, squats, rope, chucked the ‘medicine ball’ back and forth. Of course, in Vic’s case, it was an old honest-to-god wrecking ball he salvaged from a scrapyard somewhere a million years ago. I didn’t try to catch it with my face even once; I was getting better already. Even borrowing Vic’s strength made it challenging, but I resisted the urge to amp the power up. I knew he wanted me to blow off some steam and practice control. Vic had been looking out for me since I was a kid when Everlast flattened the building my family lived in.

      Four thousand regular folks died in that flash of light twenty years ago. Vic only managed to pull Sarah and me out of the rubble, two bawling preschoolers pinned under a hundred tons of collapsed concrete and steel. It was a damn miracle that the alley we were playing in didn’t face the direction of the blast. Nobody else on our block made it. Not Sarah’s folks, not my own parents, not my older sister, or the other neighborhood kids trying to find where we were hiding. Everyone was just … gone.

      He took us in, gave us a place to live and grow up safe. He never told anyone about what I could do, either. When I hit my teens and my powers started becoming stronger, he started training me. Vic always said power was worthless if you didn’t know what to do with it, and once he realized I could keep up with him punch for punch, he made me his full-time sparring partner.

      Of course, Sarah got a job here too, but he had to fire her the third time she broke a customer’s nose for whistling at her. She was sharp though, good with computers, and went into business for herself. Whatever she was doing wasn’t exactly legal, but it was profitable. She made more in a week than the whole gym was worth. Vic probably suspected her ‘job’ wasn’t on the level, but he looked the other way and quietly hoped she’d get her act together. Now, he was probably worried that he’d screwed up with me too.

      “Hey. Earth to Mickey, come in, Mickey!” Vic’s voice snapped me back to the present. He was standing with the two-ton steel ball resting on his shoulder, looking at me with parental concern. “You okay over there, kid?”

      I shook the stray thoughts out of my head and held a hand up. “I’m good. Just got a lot on my mind, is all.” I rubbed the back of my neck, wishing I had more coffee. “Can we take five? I’m still not firing on all cylinders today. Sorry.”

      Vic nodded, gently setting the wrecking ball down on the pitted concrete. “Yeah, no problem.”

      He waved me over to the edge of the boxing ring that took up most of the back half of the gym, snagging a couple towels off the battered equipment racks and settling onto a stool. I caught the towel he tossed me and grabbed a seat alongside him, staring at the floor and feeling the weight of that registration card like an anchor in my pocket.

      I cleared my throat and glanced at Vic. “I’m sorry, Vic. I … I didn’t mean to let you down.”

      He slapped me on the back almost hard enough to plant me onto the floor and laughed. “You didn’t let me down, kid. I just don’t want you to let yourself down.” He scrubbed his towel over his bristly hair and stared up at the ancient lights hanging from the rafters. “I watched the news video from Chinatown, you know. You did pretty good there, five-on-one isn’t easy, but your footwork still sucks. You couldn’t keep them all in front of you if they were in wheelchairs.”

      I gave him a glare and slid off the stool to find a water bottle. “Thanks, coach. Any other constructive criticism?” I opened the fridge he had on the wall by his office and snagged us a couple of energy drinks, handing him one while taking a swig of the blue crap.

      “Yeah. That right cross you threw, the one that put the Behemoth Boy on a liquid diet? Dumb. Planting your feet and throwing curved punches when you’re surrounded is a great way to get blindsided. You gotta use fast straights and keep your weight balanced against a group, ‘cause if you go down, they may put you down for keeps.” He cracked his bottle open and downed half of it in one go. “I keep telling you —"

      “It’s all about your footwork,” I finished for him, sitting down and rolling my eyes. “I know, I know. I wasn’t there to dance, Vic.” I chugged some more of the drink and half-gagged on it. “God, this stuff is terrible, boss.”

      He looked wounded. “This is great! Brickyard Bruiser’s Black and Blue! I just got the first case from the distributor, I’m gonna see what the guys in the gym think.” He took another swig of his, swishing it around in his mouth like it was neon-blue champagne. “You really don’t like it?”

      I looked down at the bottle to see a cartoony version of Vic in his ‘uniform’, jogging pants and a shirt with the sleeves torn off, clutching its own little bottle of swill in its taped-up hand. “Black and Blue? What’s the black part, asphalt?” I squinted at the fluid and gave it a shake, half expecting to see gravel swirling around in it.

      “Very funny. It’s got tons of minerals and electrolytes and vitamins and stuff. It’s got what heroes crave.” He finished his and took mine, chugging it down too.

      “Broken glass isn’t a mineral, Vic. Maybe you should consult with someone whose throat isn’t bulletproof before you send this public. Someone who doesn’t brew coffee in old socks would be a bonus too.”

      He frowned at the bottle in his hand and sighed. “Back to the drawing board, I guess. I was really hoping this would be a hit.”

      It was my turn to slap him on the shoulder. “Oh, it hits like a shovel, don’t worry about that. Maybe you just need to rebrand it, as a toilet cleaner or something.”

      He groaned in dismay and got back on his feet, tossing the empties into the recycling and throwing his towel into the ring theatrically. “I give up, okay? I can’t take no more. Ring the bell.” He chuckled and gave me a good long look. “I think you should take the rest of the day off, Mickey. I wanna get on the phone and have a talk with my distributor about this stuff. And you,” - he pointed a finger at me - “you need to get your flat-footed ass downtown. I have a feeling you have a bit of paperwork to do.”

      I patted my pocket guiltily. “How’d you know about —"

      “About Civil Servant’s little invitation? I’m a Class-A Hero too, Mickey. I didn’t get this far being a dumb mook.” He cleared his throat and scratched at his jaw again. “Also, he called me this morning about you.”

      I should have known. That guy was a busy little butler. “Yeah, Sarah told me I should sign up, too. Said the money was worth the hassle.” I shrugged.

      “Hell yes, it is! How else do you think I can fund this life of luxury of mine, hmm?” He gestured around to the peeling paint and rusty equipment in the gym.

      I had to laugh at that. I knew Vic donated his entire stipend to neighborhood charities and restoration projects. He only kept the money he earned from this place. His energy goop was probably gonna fund some widow and orphan’s pension, knowing him.

      “All right, I can’t argue with that logic. Guess I’ll go get my spandex license and raise the average IQ of the hero population a few points.”

      Vic chuckled and shook his head. “Don’t take it lightly. They won’t. Especially Civil Servant. He’s been around forever, you know. Looks just as smarmy as when he recruited me, back in the Stone Age. He’s the first hero a lot of us talk to when we’re starting out.” That look of concern was on his face again. “Don’t underestimate him.”

      I nodded and got up, passing Vic my towel and giving him a smirk. “If he’s too much for me, I’ll just pour some of that Black and Blue down his throat, that should put him down for the count.” I decided I should probably make a break for it before Vic left me black and blue.

      “Get out of here, punk.” He walked over and shook my hand, looking both proud and vaguely embarrassed. “Go be a hero.”
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      The Hero Registration Office was indeed right next to the Municipal Courthouse, just like Civil Servant had told me. What he hadn’t told me was that it was a tiny little concrete box on the side of the other building. If I hadn’t been looking for it, I would have assumed it was an entrance to a parking garage. I walked through the heavy steel door, noting that the outer wall was a good two feet thick, and was greeted with nothing but a tiny room, with a small computer terminal at the far side that looked like an ATM. My footsteps echoed in the quiet emptiness as I walked over and looked at the small slot on the side, marked ‘INSERT CARD HERE’.

      At least something in this place was straightforward. I fished the card out, checked the diagram next to the slot, and slid it in as indicated. The console immediately lit up, telling me to remain where I was. I heard the rising hum of something big powering up, and the floor shivered under my feet.

      Then the room exploded with green light.

      I thought I must have set off some sort of security system, but the lights were calmly sweeping across the room, lines tracing back and forth across me from every angle. A bunch of images of the body scan started popping up on the screen, finally ending with an ‘ACCESS GRANTED’ message. It spit my card back out, the screen now showing my name and a lot more information about me than I expected them to have. I took the card back, wondering just what I had been given access to in this oversized closet when the floor rumbled and started lowering with a whine of industrial hydraulics.

      Apparently, this whole upper chamber was an elevator. I watched the ceiling slowly disappear into the gloom of the shaft I was descending, not really able to judge how far down I’d come. After a few seconds of absolute blackness, the walls sliding upward switched to glass, showing a huge underground work floor below me. Cubicles, offices, rows of computer stations, and hundreds of office types moved briskly back and forth, not even bothering to look up at my dramatic entrance. I guess everything became routine when you saw it often enough. Eventually, the platform I was on made it down to the floor, stopping with a tiny lurch. I guess I had arrived.

      I walked back to where the original door was, and two glass panels slid open to let me out onto the main floor. I wandered out onto the floor, looking for a receptionist or a directory, or something. Some guy dressed in a red ninja suit saw me and waved me over to him, in between practicing high kicks.

      “Hey man, first time here? Haiii! You gotta go sign in at the center desk. Ki-yaaah!” He nodded over to a huge circular desk at the heart of the cavernous room. “Gonna try and get a license? Good luck, my man.” He stuck a hand out and looked me up and down through the slit in his hood. “Crimson Katana, at your service.”

      I shook it absently, trying to be polite. “Nice to meet you. I’m, uh, Mickey.”

      One of his bushy eyebrows disappeared up under his mask in disbelief. “Mickey? I like it. It’s, uh, memorable. Wa-chaaaa!” He was moving on to karate chops now, eyes squinting in concentration and possible ferocity. “It’s not easy, you know. The tests. Took me three tries to qualify. Huuup! You have to be in peak mental and physical condition to get a license in this town. Too many wannabes around as it is. Heeee-yahh!”

      I decided not to comment on my new friend’s mental condition. Also, nobody had mentioned anything about tests. I thought I turned in the card and they gave me a cape and a bag of catchphrases. “Yeah, I can imagine. Everybody with a mail-order sword and a pair of longjohns probably tries to call themselves a hero nowadays.”

      Ninja Man gave a sharp nod, apparently invulnerable to sarcasm. He pulled a pair of nunchaku out of his sash and started whipping them around in a frenzy. “You ain’t kidding there, man. Half of these phonies haven’t even mastered the secret art of the Dim Mak Death Touch. They wouldn’t know chi from cheesesteak. It’s sad, really.” The blur of martial arts action came to a sudden halt as he lost track of the weapons and brought them down hard across his own hand. “Ow, shit!” He dropped one of his toys in a panic, shaking his hand frantically.

      “That is pretty sad.” I looked away while he tried to blow on his crushed fingers through his scarf. If I spent much more time talking to this guy, I was gonna go back home and start drinking before noon. “You, uh, have a good day now.”

      Crimson Katana snapped to attention and gave me a deep bow, casually snatching his nunchuck back up off the ground and looking around to see if anyone had noticed his fumble. No one was giving him a second look, not even me. It seemed the ninja art of invisibility involved being too embarrassing to look at. “Sayonara, Mickey. May you bring honor to our fair city.”

      Somebody had to, and I strongly doubted it’d be this guy.

      I waved and headed for the main desk, leaving him to his somersault practice and hoping someone had a neck brace in their filing cabinets, just in case. The closer I got to the center of the place, the more I saw grapple-guns and bandoliers mixed in with the suits and ties. It was like someone had scheduled an insurance seminar and a comic convention for the same day.

      I walked past a labyrinth of velvet ropes and approached the lone man at the counter, a middle-aged guy who looked the way plain oatmeal tasted. He didn’t even turn to face me; he just kept tapping away on his keyboard. Not finding a bell or anything, I politely knocked on the granite counter and waved at him. “Hey there, I’m here to —"

      “You have the wrong forms.” Tap tap tickety-tap.

      I blinked and started over, fishing the ID card back out of my pocket and placing it in front of me. “Civil Servant gave me this card and —"

      “You have the wrong forms.” He hadn’t even looked at me. He just kept typing away like his keyboard was running his pacemaker.

      I looked around in confusion, wondering if maybe he was talking to someone else, but no one was even near the massive desk. It was almost like the people down here steered clear of it on purpose.

      I was beginning to suspect why. I gave it another shot. “I don’t have any forms, pal. Like I said, I’m here to register as a Hero and —"

      He finally turned in his chair to face me with watery grey eyes. “I am not your pal, and I am not interested in your life story. Come back when you have the proper forms.” He swung back to the report he was plinking away at.

      I closed my eyes, counted to ten, and tried again. “How does one acquire the proper forms, sir?” The ‘sir’ seemed to get his attention. He kept looking at his computer but at least tilted his head in my general direction.

      “One takes a number, gets in line properly, and requests them when their number is called.”

      And I thought Mr. Chao was literal.

      I gave him a nod and muttered a not-so-sincere thank you, heading back to the outer orbit of this guy’s domain. After wandering halfway around the ropes, I found a small gap and a podium that printed tickets. I grabbed one, marked ‘A119’, and started my game of Ring Around the Red Tape. As I spiraled closer to the center, I noticed that not only was there no break in his desk to allow him to leave, but there were no other office chairs in the twenty-foot center of the place beside his. Desk Jockey here was apparently running this whole operation by himself, probably because no one could stand him.

      After a full two minutes of negotiating the velvet labyrinth, I arrived at my goal: a spot one foot to the left of where I first approached Desk Jockey. I almost walked straight back up to him but saw a placard on the last brass post that instructed you to wait to be called. Sighing, I let Turbo Typist serenade me for a few more minutes before he looked up and called out a number.

      “A-118? A-118, please.”

      I was going to have a stroke from my blood pressure level at this rate. If this guy was the reason that Strawberry Shinobi had to try three times to get his license, I owed the poor guy a big apology. Then it hit me. Maybe this all was part of the test. Vic had said they don’t play games, this could be some kind of psychological test. Or torture. Either way, I was going to have to play by their rules to get anything accomplished.

      Which, when you thought about it, was probably the most important quality they looked for in a licensed hero. This was starting to make a lot more sense. It also explained why so many villains in town were hell-bent on tearing down the system. They had all probably had the wrong forms.

      After five more minutes of listening to his keyboard clatter and fantasizing about catching this guy in an alley with several power tools handy, Desk Jockey looked up again, eyes unfocused and scanning the room automatically.

      “A-119? A-119, please.”

      I sagged with relief, held my ticket out in front of me like it was a shield, and approached him again. He peered closely at the ticket and graced me with a brittle smile. I swallowed hard and braced for the worst.

      “I … would like some forms, please?” He opened his mouth to shoot me down, but I remembered my training from the dry cleaners and added, “For superhero registration, please. And a pen to fill them out, if I could borrow one.” I held my breath and waited while he processed this.

      Eventually, he nodded, and pulled a 3-inch stack of papers out and set them between us, delicately placing a pen on top of the pile. “Of course. Here are some forms for Hero Registration.”

      My eye began to twitch involuntarily. “I would like all of the correct forms for Super Hero Registration.” He smiled again and added another stack to the pile. If this guy was a super, I’d—

      Wait, how did I know he wasn’t? I reached out carefully with my power and felt … something. More than I felt from Servant, anyway. I drew it in and waited, but nothing really seemed to change. Was being a jerk an actual superpower? I sighed, looked down at the tower of paperwork …

      And understood it. Every line, every bit of fine print on the top page was hanging in the air in front of me like a miniature village in a snow globe. I could pluck them out of the air, examine them, turn them over and over in my mind at will. I carefully flipped through the stack in front of me, drinking in every line, front and back. More and more information, questions by the hundred, floated behind my eyes. And when I thought about the answers, it was as if every memory I had ever experienced raced by, finding the correct answer and slotting the parts together in a massive puzzle. Time didn’t seem to be passing at all anymore; Desk Jockey’s fingers were still typing but seemed to be moving slower than a glacier.

      Was this how this guy always saw the world? No wonder they only needed one person at this desk. I could spend a thousand years processing and reorganizing the information in my head. That was when I realized that I could spend a thousand years here, in a way. Desk Jockey’s borrowed powers were what was altering my perception of time. I had a seeming eternity inside my own mind to work problems out, and the total recall I’d need to make use of this processing power.

      I numbly picked up the pen, gave everything in front of me one more check, and started writing at the same unstoppable pace that the clerk was typing. Some of the questions were for things I didn’t think I knew, but the rapid-fire stream of images on the elevator screen upstairs had everything I needed. I just played it all back at 0.001% speed in my new perfect memory.

      I also re-evaluated my budget, remembered, tried out, and mastered a dozen meditation techniques, taught myself how to speak Spanish from overheard conversations, and did my taxes, just for fun. This level of mental discipline was downright scary.

      The pen was practically moving by itself at this point. When it stopped, I looked back down to see the stack filled in, collated, and stacked in the official order needed for filing. I slid the pile back to the Desk Jockey and gave him a polite smile. “May I have Supplemental Form 609-B? Oh, and the Special Exemption Applications for Non-Standard Legal Status. Thank you.” I grinned like a lunatic at him.

      He blinked and nodded numbly, sliding them at me like I was going to bite.

      They slid back to him almost instantly, fully completed. He thumbed through them, letting his eye hit each page for a moment, and started talking as he did so.

      “I’m sorry, these forms are … filled in … correctly?” He swallowed, and I thought for a moment he was going to cry. “No one has ever filed correctly on the first attempt. I … thank you.” I let his power fade out of me as he stood on shaky legs and reached across the counter to shake my hand. “Please, head to Room 48 on the far side of the room to complete the practical portion of the test. Good luck to you, Mr. Marsters, and have a great day.”

      I thanked him back and returned his pen, which he accepted like a knight taking hold of Excalibur. I squared my shoulders and headed for Room 48, dimly aware that the little clerk I just shook hands with could conquer the world if he ever decided to.

      After all, he had an eternity to plan it.
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      The Registration Office took a sharp turn toward the utilitarian once I moved past the central desk. In fact, it started to look like the cave I first mistook it for. Or a military bunker. Unpainted concrete walls, immense support pylons, and bundles of wiring started to dominate the area, and the people looked less like junior executives and more like old mercenaries from some corny action movie. A few were pushing carts with some pretty ominous-looking devices stacked up on them, too. Nobody gave me so much as a glance, much less a hardhat.

      I would have been shocked if I didn’t remember I had essentially waived all liability for injury, death, disintegration, and alien abduction in that stack of forms. Apparently, heroes didn’t get the luxury of suing the city. Besides, if an applicant was going to chicken out and not head for the danger, this was a good time to find that out.

      Looking around to get my bearings, I saw an enormous ‘39’ painted in faded blue paint on the far wall straight ahead of me. I veered right, watching the numbers climb, and started off toward the ‘48’, dodging guys in lab coats, a few tractor-sized forklifts hauling equipment, and a team of cyborgs carrying enough weaponry to fight an army. After a good hike through the gloom, I was at my destination, a set of heavy steel doors with a card reader next to them. I swiped my new ID card through the slot, and the doors rumbled open, spilling light out onto the dank cement floor.

      I stepped through and was standing in the heart of Midtown.

      At this time of day, the square should have been crawling with traffic, tourists, noise, and at least one jackass in his underwear playing a guitar. But it was deserted. I turned back to see the doors slide closed and promptly disappear, leaving me stranded in this ghost town.

      “Ah, Mister Marsters, it’s good to see you again.” I knew that voice. Suddenly, I wished I really was alone.

      I sighed and turned back to see Civil Servant approaching from the far side of the street, using his umbrella as a walking stick. He closed the distance briskly and looked around at the empty city in admiration.

      “Welcome, Mister Marsters, to the practical portion of your Hero Registration. If you have any questions before we begin, please ask them now.” He gave me another of his patented ‘please punch me’ smiles and waited.

      I gave my surroundings another inspection, feeling the breeze on my face and crossing my arms over my chest. “Okay. So, we’re obviously not actually upstairs in the real city. For one thing, it’s too clean. So, what is all this? A movie set? Parallel universe? A nature preserve to protect the critically endangered open parking space?”

      Servant favored me with a polite smile. “Your wit is exceeded only by your dashing good looks, Mister Marsters. Indeed, this is not the center of the city. This is one of our training environments. We will be testing your ability to protect citizens and defeat several opponents in this holographic simulator. You are, of course, free to use any and all equipment and abilities that you would normally use in a real patrol situation, and any consequences of your actions will be reflected in real time.”

      He reached into his inner jacket pocket and produced an earpiece, holding it out to me. I took it and screwed it into my ear as he continued to brief me.

      “This is the most basic piece of equipment issued to all registered Heroes. It relays priority transmissions on the police band and allows a hero to acknowledge a threat they wish to assist with by pressing the large button once. A double press summons additional police, fire, and rescue units to the wearer’s current location and three or more rapid presses will issue a distress call to other Heroes using the device. Hold the button down for three seconds to turn the device on or off.”

      I held up my hand, trying to stop the flood of instructions, and tested the button on the thing. It crackled faintly, and a faint drone of terse reports started whispering into my ear. Handy little gadget. “Okay, that makes sense. Is there some kind of map function?”

      Servant shook his head, offering an apologetic shrug. “Sadly, no. Heroes with higher Class ratings have access to better equipment to help bring their superior skills to bear, but for the purposes of testing, we prefer to keep things simple. Additionally, knowing how to navigate the city is part of the evaluation.”

      Figured. At least I knew the area fairly well. I gave Servant a nod and an impatient gesture. “Okay, I think I got it. Fire up the bad guys.”

      Servant narrowed his eyes at me. “I advise that you take this seriously, Mister Marsters. You must treat the civilians in the simulation as if they were living, breathing individuals. This is not a video game with respawns and point deductions for failing. People will die. If you cannot understand the gravity of this test, you are unlikely to receive a passing evaluation.”

      He was right. Showboating and ignoring civilians was what I hated most about the capes in town. I had to treat this as life or death, not just for me, but the thousands of people just going about their business. “Sorry. I’m ready whenever you are.”

      He nodded and seemed to calm down a bit. “Very well. You will have one hour for this evaluation. I will warn you that there will be a simulated villain attack, but the nature of the threat cannot be given to you before the test begins. The majority of the test will be free-form, with multiple dynamic situations evolving according to chance, as well as your own actions. Do your best, protect those who you can, and attempt to overcome the challenges you feel capable of. It is better to take on tasks your skills are suited to. Successfully returning a lost child to his mother is as heroic as defeating an alien invasion.” He pressed a stud on his umbrella, and the city roared to life around us in a thrum of car horns and foot traffic.

      I stepped back from the curb, bouncing off a stockbroker who favored me with a dirty look. Servant gave me a small bow and stepped into the flow of traffic, disappearing in the press of bodies.

      Guess it was time to start heroing.

      The earpiece crackled, deluging me with reports of assaults and car accidents. I tried to get my bearings and headed north away from the plaza, keeping one ear open for something nearby. I jogged down the street, dodging and weaving through the mid-day crowds, every squeal of brakes and shouted curse making me jump. Finding ‘crime’ to fight was a lot more complicated than I thought, down at street level. I needed a rooftop to brood on but wasn’t exactly in the mood to climb a fire escape in broad daylight. Besides, how the hell would I get back down if I saw something?

      Suddenly those dumb utility belts like Behemoth Man’s made a lot more sense. Of course, now was a little late to think about that. I was here right now, and I’d make do with what I had available. Unfortunately, powers didn’t seem to be part of that. I guess holographic simulations of people weren’t good enough for me to borrow anything off of. But after going most of my life without using my powers openly, one more hour wouldn’t kill me. Probably.

      I started turning the problem over in my mind as I let my feet take over, figuring out where best to get something accomplished here. Jumping out of alleys in broad daylight was going to get me tased, arrested, or worse, so ambush crime fighting seemed out. I could head up to the park, but I could waste the whole hour wandering around looking for purse snatchers and punching out hipsters on general principle. And standing still could be an even bigger waste of time. Guess the only thing to do was what Vic did on a quiet day, put in a few miles on a regular patrol route.

      My best bet was to monitor the area around the square since that had the largest concentration of people, and therefore crooks looking to prey on them. I’d spiral back in toward it, watching for signs of big groups. After all, crime was treated as free street theatre in this town.

      As I passed a high-end clothing store, I saw a young girl with an enormous bag and oversized sunglasses to match look back and forth before slipping in through the entrance. I didn’t know much about high fashion, but I could tell the clothes that kid had on were not designer labels. Maybe she was window shopping, but just in case, I leaned against the main window and casually watched her stroll through the aisles. After the second blouse went into her bag, I pressed the earpiece twice and asked for a patrol car to meet me outside.

      Ten minutes later, her high-speed exit was stopped by me and the two uniformed cops who I’d brought up to speed. The kid was scared but tried to sound furious instead.

      “What the hell do you want?! I have to get home and watch my little brother, I don’t have time for this!” She tried to force her way through us, but I calmly clamped a hand on the shoulder strap of her goodie bag.

      “You’re going to have to make time, so let’s just do this quickly, and you can go on your way. Isn’t that right, officers?” They nodded and requested she hand the bag over, which she reluctantly did when she realized this wasn’t going to just go away. I found myself feeling a little bad about giving a poor hologram a hard time, but I didn’t make her shoplift.

      The cops were elbow-deep in the bag when a middle-aged woman in business attire came out of the front door, eyes blazing.

      “Is there a reason why you’re accosting my niece, officers? She was just visiting me on the way home to babysit.” Oh, great. I knew that tone. It was the ‘I want to speak to your manager’ voice. Rich people just couldn’t help being snotty when they were inconvenienced in the tiniest ways.

      I intercepted Ms. Hoity-toity to buy the police time to do their jobs. “Sorry, ma’am. I saw this young lady through the window filling her bag like she was getting groceries. I didn’t want anyone working here to get fired for losing product.”

      She glared at me through her frosted bangs. “If Missy had tried to take anything from the store, the alarms would have gone off, young man. The inventory is all tagged with anti-theft devices.” She crossed her arms and smirked. “I don’t hear any alarms, do you?”

      I shrugged and stepped aside, where one of the cops was holding his arms out with three full outfits worth of merchandise. “My apologies, ma’am. I guess these were all gifts, right, Missy?” The teenager went pale and mumbled something noncommittal. The cop searching the bag fished out a small plier-like tool and set it on top of the thousand-dollar wardrobe malfunction. “Oh, I see you also gifted her one of the tag removers. That’s pretty generous, ma’am. I wish I had an aunt like you.”

      It was the aunt’s turn to change colors, but this was more of a bright red. “She … I … Missy where did you get those?”

      Missy tried to glare at me but was too busy trying not to faint. I figured this was as good a time as any to say my goodbyes and get moving.

      The next half hour had me catch a pair of pickpockets hanging out in a crowd by a street musician, pulling an oblivious stockbroker out of a crosswalk before a cabbie turned him into a pancake, and in general helping out where I could see an opportunity. Maybe it was scoring me ‘Hero points’ with Civil Servant, maybe it wasn’t. It was still kind of nice to be helping regular folks out with regular problems, instead of sailing by overhead and giving a wave to the little people.

      A frantic beep sounded through the earpiece, something about a villain disturbing the peace and threatening citizens in a subway station. With my luck, it’d be an invasion of mole people or something. I sighed and doubled back for 49th street, where a couple of Metro Police were turning people back from the entrance.

      I tapped the acknowledge button on the earpiece and walked over to the two uniforms. One of the Metro PD met me on the way over, holding up a hand to stop me. “You might wanna keep moving, sir. There’s a bit of a problem at the moment.” He looked more annoyed than worried.

      I turned my head and showed him the earpiece. “Yeah, I know, got the call on this thing. What can you tell me about the situation?”

      The cop snorted. “You a new mask? Great, I thought my day was lousy already. Down on the number 7 platform. Go get him, champ. He’s your problem now.” He waved me by and started herding some of the more persistent tourists away. I shrugged and headed for the platform, evidently where the guy had set up shop. I could hear a metallic voice echoing through the deserted station as I got closer.

      “… an age of destruction where only the strongest will survive! Join with me, and we will rise up to conquer this world of weaklings together! We are legion! We cannot be defeated!”

      Yeah, this was the spot, all right. My footsteps echoed in the deserted tunnels, as I followed the ranting down to the boarding platform where some memorial statue had been erected. I had to wonder what the city was thinking. The damn thing was practically scraping the ceiling of the tunnel. At the other side of the platform were about a dozen commuters huddled in one corner, covered in dust and looking at me with a mix of panic and hope. Three rubble-bots were racing back and forth across the area, gobbling up broken tiles and shattered brickwork.

      What the hell was going on here? I kept searching for the source of the shouting, but there wasn’t anything down here but the people and the vacuums. Well, them and the statue …

      The statue was the one hollering about world conquest.

      I leaned back and stared up at the bronzed figure dressed in old-fashioned clothes, but the guy didn’t look familiar. With a squeal of stone on stone, the pedestal rotated so that the statue faced me. A booming voice came from inside the leering metal face.

      “Ah, another foot soldier for my army! Together we will —"

      “Rule the world? Yeah, about that.” I cleared my throat, actually wishing I had some kind of hero name for once and pressed on. “Look, buddy, I don’t know what you’re talking about, or how you even got out here, but you’re not conquering anything today. Just let these folks go, and —"

      “Fool! You are as nothing before the majestic grandeur of Baron Von Bronze, the Living Monument! Look upon my stern visage and know despair!” He remained completely motionless through his little tirade, although I think the pedestal rocked back and forth a little.

      “Um. I’m looking, and I’m not exactly feeling any despair here. So, what’s your story, anyway? Victim of a curse from a vengeful pigeon? Historical re-enactor gone loony? Renegade mime who never learned how to shut up?” This was going nowhere fast. Yelling at a statue seemed more ridiculous than pretending to be a ninja. “Look, just get out of here, and I won’t have to hurt you.” Come to think of it, how the hell did this clown get down here?

      The grin on the metal face stayed frozen, but I could hear the rage building in that hollow voice. “You dare fight me alone? Come then, face me in single combat, and meet your doom!” With a squeal like a souped-up golf cart, the statue tilted backward and shot at me, laughing maniacally.

      Three tons of marble and bronze accelerating at you isn’t something you see every day, but luckily my feet were faster than my brain, and I dove out of the way. Mister Freeze-Tag plowed into the tiled wall with a huge crash and a muffled curse. The rubble-bots squealed in delight and started swarming around the base of the statue, who was half-stuck in the platform wall. I dodged around the monumental moron and hustled over to the folks on the far side of the open platform, getting them to their feet and headed back the way I came before they got smashed flat by Baron Von Brickeater.

      With a wrenching crunch and a squeal of tires, he pulled himself free. He had impressive torque for a pigeon perch. His getting loose was the signal for the commuters to panic and flee, tripping over each other and the rubble-bots milling about. Through the dust and the confusion, I saw a little girl, maybe eight, lying by the edge of the platform, holding a skinned knee and crying for her mother.

      The Baron seemed to notice her at the same time.

      He took off like a shot for her, apparently happy to shove her out onto the tracks. I hurdled a rubble-bot, skidded on some broken tiles, and dove for her just as Baron Von Battering Ram closed the gap. I had her in my arms when the pedestal slammed into my hip, deflecting me out into the void of the tunnel. I curled protectively around the screaming child, landing hard with my back across the tracks. With a not-very dignified cry, the statue accelerated off the edge as well, moving too fast to change course.

      I groaned and murmured reassuring nothings to the little kid, who was sobbing uncontrollably now. It didn’t seem like either of us were too badly hurt but falling onto subway tracks was even less pleasant than I expected. So far, I hadn’t hit the third rail, but I wasn’t really sure which one that was, or how long my luck would hold out. I sat up, groaning, and checked on the third member of this little tunnel party. The statue was lying on its side, still in a posture of rigid defiance, smoke wafting from the bottom of the pedestal.

      “You … think you’ve beaten me, you fool? This isn’t the end! I will —" The rest of his threat was cut off by a fit of coughing and a hollow bang, as a hatch popped open on the pedestal and a soot-covered dwarf clambered out. “—your entrails on a pike!”

      His voice was considerably less threatening without the echo from inside the statue. I got to my feet and stalked over, still carrying the girl and trying to calm her. We were pressed for time, not just because of the test, but because I could see a light approaching from one end of the tunnel. It was definitely time to go.

      Count Half-Pint was jumping ineffectually at the edge of the platform, trying to get a handhold and escape. “You can’t leave me down here! I can’t reach! Help me, you miserable peon!” He wiped soot off his face and made another hop for the platform.

      I ignored him and limped to the platform a few yards away from Napoleon. I stroked the girl’s hair to get her attention, and she suddenly quieted down, looking up at me with red-rimmed eyes like saucers. “Shh, honey, it’s okay. I’m gonna get you up where it’s safe, but you gotta help. Can you do that for me?” I could feel the rumble of the subway train coming through my boots. She shook her head vigorously. “I know you’re scared. I am too. But I’m gonna get you back up to the station, okay? Your mom’s up there waiting for you.” Another head shake. She was frozen stiff.

      This was bad. Even if I could lift sixty pounds of dead weight over my head, I could see the train now. I had to move fast. I looked down into those big blue eyes and gave her the most reassuring smile I could. “I’m really sorry, about this. Tell your mom I was trying to help, all right?” With that, I pried her arms off of my neck and chucked her up onto the platform like a sack of potatoes wearing Mary Janes.

      She started screaming almost immediately. I think the robot vultures were trying to decide if she was trash. I leaped and got the platform under one elbow, trying to find a foothold to lever myself up. The dwarf, appropriately enough, took off screaming down the tunnel. I saw the girl’s mother rush back down the stairs and scoop up the kid, then turned to see the blinding headlamps of the train. I could see the face of the conductor now, his face an almost comical mask of surprise. Sparks started spraying from the brakes, drowning out all other sounds, including my own shout as I tried to heave myself up.

      Half on the platform, legs flailing in front of the train, I heard a small chime through the chaos. "Time elapsed. Simulation returning to default."

      Then everything went dark.
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      The sidewalk in the square reappeared under me, leaving me face-down and gasping for air. I rolled over to stare up at the fake blue sky, trying to get my heart to slow down to three hundred beats or so per minute. I slowly climbed to my feet to see the city was deserted again, with Civil Servant regarding me with a very blank expression.

      “I must say, Mister Marsters, you never fail to entertain. Of all the prospective heroes who have faced that particular threat, you were the first to be killed for failing to yield to an oncoming subway car.” He sighed and pulled a small device out, the green-tinted projection running a recap of the rest of the test. “A pity you took so long to save yourself; otherwise your endeavors were admirable if a bit… short-sighted. You certainly would have passed, had you lived.”

      I dusted myself off and threw my hands out. “Hey, I was totally going to make it. Time cut out before I could finish getting onto the platform.” I was pretty sure I would have made it, at least. “Hey, wait a minute, you’re failing me because I saved a little girl from getting run down before I saved myself? What was I supposed to do, leave her down there to get creamed?”

      The smug butler shrugged. “This was not my test, Mister Marsters, it was yours. And in your moment of triumph, you sacrificed yourself for nothing. Most disappointing.” He sighed and went back to scanning the video.

      I jabbed my finger at Servant, voice shaking with rage. “You told me to treat this like those were real people in the simulation. You said that! And now I’m getting failed for doing what I was told to do?! This is bullshit!” I was so angry I could barely see straight.

      Civil Servant shook his head, probably more disappointed in my language than anything else. “It should hardly need saying that a civilian’s life is not worth losing your own, considering the investment and equipment we provide licensed Heroes. This is a city in turmoil, Mister Marsters, how can we save it if we lose a Hero for every child rescued?”

      “Wait. Wait! I can’t believe you’re telling me to let little kids die! Or, shall we say, ‘be practical’ and valuing myself over them, if they’re going to die. There’s nothing heroic about that! Besides, even if I hadn't made it, it would have been worth it. Innocent bystanders are always worth protecting. That’s what being a Hero means. If you want to stand there and tell me otherwise, just take your license and cram it up your ascot. You have no idea how much good I could do if you gave me half a chance.”

      Civil Servant considered the little gadget, looking over the reports he had on me, side-by-side with the footage of the test. “Hm. Your friend at the dry cleaners did mention you using some form of pyrokinesis, an ability totally outside all other recorded powers we have for you. So, you are a superhuman mimic of some sort, then?” He gave me an appraising look.

      I shrugged, not really wanting to get into the nuts and bolts of it with him. Mostly because it was none of his damned business, but partly because if the Hero commission realized how my powers really worked, they might just decide to lock me up right now. Copying powers was rare enough, but I could also amplify my own stolen powers, or even turn meta-human abilities off. And that could make me a clear and present danger to the entire hero community.

      “Something like that, yeah. Listen, you have tons of heroes milling around down here, let me take one of them on, and I’ll wipe the floor with ‘em.” I glared hard at Servant and added bitterly, “I promise not to kill any of our fair City’s precious assets.”

      Servant took a moment to think that over, then nodded. “You say that you can fight at the level of your opponent and that if you faced one of the Heroes here, you could show this to me?” He tucked his little gizmo back into his tux jacket and nodded. “Very well, Mister Marsters. Though it is extremely irregular, I will give you another opportunity.”

      Thank God. “Alright, great. I’m pretty sure I saw Snow Leopard over on the firing range, she’d be fine —"

      He interrupted me with a wave of his umbrella. “That will not be necessary. You can demonstrate your abilities on me.” He took three steps away from me and stood ramrod straight, waiting.

      I laughed and shook my head. “Didn’t you hear me? I use my enemies’ powers against them. You don’t have any. I know that.” What an arrogant ass. I wasn’t on Vic’s level when it came to fighting skills, but I’d mop the floor with this twerp. Hmm … on the other hand … I shrugged and held up my hands in mock surrender. “Okay, Servant, it’s your funeral. Just remember you kept telling me not to hold back.” I dropped into a boxing stance and worked the cricks out my neck and shoulders.

      Servant nodded and hung his umbrella from the crook of his elbow, adjusting his lapels and tugging at the ends of his sleeves. “I will be certain to keep that exhortation well in mind. Since, as you say, I possess no superhuman ability, this will simply be a measure of your skill and resilience.”

      He adjusted his bow tie, which started glowing a faint blue. Servant’s voice was clipped and precise as he started relaying orders to … somebody. “Melee combat. Modern American boxing, strength and agility parameters set to Class-C. Type Two mobility modifiers engaged.” The glow spread out to surround the entire tuxedo, the soles of his wing-tip shoes glowing as well. “This configuration should approximate your training at Victor’s facility. You may begin at any time.” He struck a perfect stance on the balls of his feet, the ridiculous umbrella still hanging off his arm.

      I swallowed hard. That Smart Suit of his wasn’t just a fancy bulletproof vest. It was one of the high-end jobs. Microprocessors and muscle amplifiers, antigravity, energy projection, the works. Those cutting-edge models were military-grade. Private citizens weren’t supposed to even know about them. Hell, I only did because Sarah had shown me stolen test footage of the damn things. He could actually kill me with that stupid penguin suit.

      I really was going to have to take him seriously if I wanted to win this. I started circling to his left, figuring him for a righty based on how he used all the toys he carried. He responded with a fluid bounce and twist, letting me close the distance into his range. I was really hoping that whatever Class-C strength was, it wasn’t as bad as the Behemoth Boys. I couldn’t copy the non-biological strength or the skills Servant’s Smart Suit could give him. My power worked on people, not machines. And without a way to boost my own durability, I could end up in another crater before I could say ‘no mas’.

      I was right back to square one, just my fists and my brains against several million dollars of hyper-tech. But punching above my weight class was something I did every day. I cleared my mind of the desire to pummel Civil Servant or engage in witty banter. That kind of stuff made you sloppy, and I couldn’t afford that against a computer.

      At least those new meditation techniques were coming in handy. I visualized us back in Vic’s shabby little ring, the familiar setting more real to me than this holographic playground. I shuffled forward, trying an exploratory jab to see what Servant’s new reflexes were like. He dipped to the side smoothly, past the punch, to clip my jaw with a straight left. I rolled with the blow, springing back off my lead foot to try a left of my own toward his midsection. I slid back, taking a second to process the two pieces of information I had just collected.

      One, he was probably faster than I was, but not quite as strong, and two, hitting the suit was a waste of time. It might have been flexible, but it still felt like punching a car door. No wonder Chao hated these things. If I wanted to drop him, it was going to have to be shots to the face. Although to be perfectly honest, that would have been my target of choice anyway.

      I circled in closer again, the sound of my boots on the pavement slightly ruining the mental illusion of being on the canvas at the gym and feinted a curved left at Servant’s temple. Sure enough, he ducked fast to his left … and right towards my own right hand. I filed that away without a follow-up punch and just managed to get my arm in the way of a solid blow to my ribs. If I had gone for that right, he would have caught me with my guard wide open. Just like Vic used to drill me.

      So, the computer was a textbook fighter and a dedicated counter-puncher, eh? I could work with that.

      His skills were borrowed, just like mine usually are, but the suit had no creativity. What it did have was unlimited stamina, and since I couldn’t use body-blows to rob him of his wind, I would have to put him down clean before I wore myself out.

      While I was trying to plan my next series of strikes, Servant moved in and backhanded me with the damned umbrella. I stumbled back out of reach, trying to get my eyes to focus again. So, in spite of his name, it seemed that Servant wasn’t exactly a slave to the processors in the suit. Now, I knew that, too. But he also had a good yard of extra reach I had to get through if I wanted to land a hit that mattered. Somehow, I needed to get close enough to get by the club he was swinging around, and past the suit’s defense programs.

      I wasn’t fast enough, though. Like Vic said, I fought flat-footed, unlike the Smart Suit’s perfect dancer’s posture. I counted on my own power to win, and you could get a hell of a lot more of it if you could launch your entire body weight behind your punch. But I did have one advantage over Servant and the Combat Tux of Doom.

      I knew a lot of dirty tricks.

      I came straight back in at Servant, dropping my left shoulder to telegraph a brutal right cross. Just like clockwork, he swung the curved handle of the umbrella to trap the incoming fist—but the fist wasn’t heading for that smug grin. I snapped my hand open and snagged the umbrella as it came around, sliding my left foot in between Servant’s stance to get close enough to deliver a brutal head-butt that made him stagger backward and trip over my foot. I swung my hip into him and yanked the umbrella out and away from us both, forcing him to choose between keeping hold of the stick or keeping his balance. He opted not to go onto his ass, which was smart but left him weaponless.

      I pushed back off the foot I used to trip him and flung the umbrella away into the shadows of the gym in my mind, trading my own chance to add some more punishment to make sure he didn’t get that damn thing back before I was through with him. Servant had produced a handkerchief and was trying to stop the flow of blood that was now gushing from his nose, looking very alarmed at this development. Now I had the final piece of information I needed to take him down. He almost certainly had never taken a real punch before in his life.

      He was going to fight scared now. Even the biggest bodybuilders or best-trained martial artists can panic if they’ve never gotten into a real brawl before. Once they get shaken, their defense crumbles as they just try to not be hit anymore. It was what separated black belts from bikers. With any luck, his fear would help override the suit’s unnaturally calm tactics. And he had already shown me one reaction that fear and the suit should agree on.

      Servant moaned faintly as he blew his nose into the blood-drenched hanky, eyes red and running. I hadn’t heard a crunch, but I thought maybe I broke the nose. Broken or not, Servant was gonna have two black eyes to remind him of this scrap for a while. He held up a hand, and I gave him a moment to empty his sinuses into his rag. I wanted him to be able to see me clearly, so he’d react the way I wanted him to.

      Eventually, he signaled he was ready, and I immediately lurched forward, watching him hop backward rather than sway like he did back when he still had a nose he could breathe through. I looked like I had all the dominoes in place now. It was just a matter of knocking them over.

      I reversed my stance, putting my left foot behind me and sliding in on my right. I wasn’t going to box him southpaw; that would just make him let the suit take over. I just wanted that extra step-in to get right on top of him for the knockout punch. I slid forward again, and as he backed up, I stepped after him with my left, going back to having my right foot in back. I turned my left shoulder toward him, making a token attempt to conceal my pinwheeling right fist, Sugar Ray Leonard style.

      Sure enough, his eyes locked on the hand. Perfect. Instead of going for the right uppercut, I kept it circling and went for the curving left feint that made him duck to his left before. Right on cue he flinched and dipped his head down and toward my right fist, which I practically dragged across the ground to bring all the way up into his unprotected chin.

      The punch exploded like a bomb against Servant’s jaw, lifting him off his feet even as the automated counterpunch caught me in the temple. We both went down, but I shook the stars out of my vision and rolled to my feet. Civil Servant was catching a quick nap.

      I stumbled over and took a moment to try and get my vision to stop spinning. Even after getting its wearer got his block knocked off, the Smart Suit delivered that punch with the force of a welterweight champion. I nudged him with a foot until he groaned and sat up, pulling a fresh handkerchief out of his cuff and wiping at his freshly-bleeding nose. I offered him a hand to help him up.

      He took my hand and gave me a thin smile as I pulled him to his feet. “That was impressive, Mister Marsters. The suit wasn’t quick enough to anticipate a double-faked Bolo punch.” His words seemed like they were coming from a long way away. He dabbed at his nose, eyeing the blood on the hankie with despair.

      I nodded dumbly and rubbed a hand through my hair. My ears were still ringing, and my brain felt like cottage cheese. There was no way in hell I was going to let him know that, though. “Nobody expects a combination that ridiculous. It would have never worked against an actual boxer with an eye for fighting. But you managed to put me down at the same time. Guess I blew it again, huh?”

      I was still trying to figure out how I’d gotten to Midtown so fast from the waterfront. I thought for a second I was even in the subway? By the time I sorted out where I really was, Servant was staring at me from behind his handheld device, eyebrows raised.

      “On the contrary, Mister Marsters. Without the extra advantage of the Smart Suit’s protection, I have little doubt that your skills would have left me in an even worse state than I find myself now.” I tried to assemble his mouth-sounds into actual words, but it was slow going. While I tried to remember English, Servant pressed a button on his left cufflink, then his right. The glow faded from his tux, and I realized he must have powered down the suit. “That performance, coupled with a rather glowing letter of recommendation, compels me to give you a passing evaluation for the practical portion of the Hero Registration Exam. Congratulations.”

      I smiled and nodded. “You too, man. Wait, what? I passed?” I wiped the spittle and traces of blood from my mouth with my sleeve and tried to process what the nice waiter was saying. “Letter? Vic wrote me a letter? Everybody knows the old goon is illegitimate. Illegible. Can’t write.”

      Servil Civant chuckled at that, turning the glowy thing around so I could pretend to read the letters on it. “Indeed, he did not. Rather, this letter came from the Class-C Hero we employ at the Registration Desk. It seems you made quite an impression on our meek Desk Jockey. I’ve never read such an impassioned commendation before. He called you, and I quote: ‘A true paragon of order; whose dedication to the orderly operation of our civic systems, and adherence to detail should be a guiding light for every Hero in our City.’ He filed this recommendation during your simulation run. Approximately forty thousand words of it.” Servant raised his eyebrow again and smirked at me.

      Guess it paid to have a friend on the inside after all.

      My probably-mild concussion was starting to subside, and it began to dawn on me that I was now an official Hero. “So, uh, if I’m understanding what you’re saying, I passed, right? I’m licensed?” I stood up a little straighter. “I’m licensed! Woo! I am licensed, right?” I wobbled again and lurched for the exit.

      “Woo,” I croaked.

      Five minutes later I was shambling out of Room 48 with my updated ID card and possibly an imaginary sidekick named Zippy. As I staggered past the weapons range, a flash of light whizzed past me. Luckily Zippy told me to duck, and I kept what was left of my head.

      An imposing guy dressed like a flag ran at me, and I snuffed his power like a candle and dropped him with a right cross. I realized I had just punched out a fellow Hero and considered making a break for it, but Zippy suggested I loot his body for one of those cool grapple guns. Before I could, the guy got back to his feet, rubbing his jaw.

      “Damn, son! You pack one hell of a wallop. You just get signed up?” He looked me up and down thoughtfully, while he waved a couple of lab coats back.

      I nodded and looked away. “Uh, yeah. Name’s Mickey. Not my Hero name, haven’t got one of those yet.” I really was going to have to come up with one of those.

      Flag Man grinned and clapped me on the shoulder. “Well when you come up with one, I’ll be sure to remember it. I’m The Standard, and I’ll be watching for you out there on the streets. Do us all proud, son.”

      I nodded drunkenly and saluted. “Thanks, Dad. I’ll be watching for you, too.” Then I keeled over and passed out.

      Zippy didn’t even try and catch me, the little jerk.
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      Even though the last thing I remembered was falling unconscious, I suddenly found myself standing before the girl of my dreams. Invulnerable Girl, the buxom blonde apple of my eye, smiled at me in a way that made my heart beat a million beats a second in my chest ...

      “Oh, Mickey, this has been a delightful evening. I’ve never been to a karaoke night before! Where did you learn to sing like that, anyway?” Invulnerable Girl tossed her platinum-blonde hair over her shoulder, her grey eyes shining in the street lights as we strolled down the sidewalk, hand in hand.

      “In the shower, as a matter of fact. I’m a natural baritone.” I gave her my most charming smile as we approached the apartment, every man walking by us staring with undisguised jealousy. Yep, this Hero thing was really paying off, I had to admit.

      Invulnerable Girl giggled, the motion making her skin-tight uniform do very interesting things to that incredible body. “Is that what you call it? Baritone? It seemed more like baritone-deaf to me.” She leaned into me, her perfume smelling of some exotic tropical flower. “It was fun to watch, whatever you call it, Mickey.”

      I had to chuckle, giving her a one-shouldered shrug. “The acoustics are better in my bathroom, and that’s all I’m going to say about that.” We came up to the apartment, and ol’ Jack gave me a broad smile and winked as he held the door wide for us, giving Invulnerable Girl a bow and a tip of his cap.

      I walked her through the door, watching her hips sway as she headed for the elevator. Damn, this Hero thing was absolutely amazing. Invulnerable Girl traced her finger along the outside of my ear while I tried to call the elevator, making me miss the ‘up’ button a few times.

      “Sorry I was too shy to sing, Mickey. Maybe we can try a duet … in your room?” She blushed and licked her lips nervously.

      I swallowed hard and tried to stay cool. “Like I said, the acoustics are even better in the bathroom. The shower’s big enough for two … if we’re close …” I wrapped my arms around her narrow waist and pulled her to me.

      She blushed again and leaned in to whisper in my ear, every inch of our bodies pressed against each other. “Is this close enough, Mickey?”

      I growled and let my hands wander across her perfect curves, nibbling lightly on her earlobe. “You could never get close enough, Invulnerable Girl. I’ve wanted this for so long …”

      With a whisper, the elevator doors slid open, revealing Sarah holding a bucket of ice water.

      She dumped the bucket over my head, snarling, “Wake up, pervert!”

      I sat up, sputtering and soaking wet. Wiping the water out of my eyes, I found myself in a hospital room, Sarah glaring at me with an empty water pitcher in her hands.

      “Welcome back, jackass.” She slammed the empty pitcher down and looked past me toward the door. “He’s fine, Doc. No more brain damage than usual.”

      Brain damage? Where the hell was I, anyway? It seemed to be a private room at least, with a view of row housing and a few modest high-rises. Vic rushed into the room at Sarah’s call, with a daytime-TV type hunky doctor on his heels. Vic looked slowly from me to Sarah, concern knitting his brows. The water trickled down my back as I felt the tension grow between Sarah and Vic.

      “Hey, kid! Is, uh, is everything okay in here?” Vic looked really scared. He knew that passing out after a fight wasn't a good sign. An old boxer like Vic was probably terrified that I had drifted off after a concussion. That’s a big no-no, even I knew that much. "I saw Civil Servant when I went downtown to bring you here. I doubt he'll try boxing you again anytime soon." He glanced at my dripping hair and turned to Sarah. "Was that really necessary?"

      He glared at Sarah, who crossed her arms and sniffed loudly. “You said he shouldn’t sleep, so I woke him up. Besides, from the sound of it, he could use a cold shower.” She favored me with a disbelieving smirk and muttered, “Invulnerable Girl? Really? And you think I have bad taste.”

      Vic spared me from having to reply to that by herding the doctor over. The doc immediately lifted my wrist and checked my pulse, fishing a penlight out of his coat pocket and shining it into my eyes. After a few moments of poking and prodding at me, he leaned back and gave me a professional smile.

      “Well, it looks like someone rang your bell a bit, but you’re gonna be just fine. Pulse is a little quick, but I think that was just your surprise shower.” He glanced significantly at my hotheaded roommate. “Just no sleep for 12 hours or so. And no fights, if you can manage that.”

      I gave the Doc a faint nod, trying to figure out where I’d seen him before. Was it on TV? I leaned in to read his name off the ID badge clipped to his lapel.

      “Dr. Jacob Lazarus … hey, wait. Aren’t you Indomitable Man?” Damn, this guy was a legend back in the old days. No strength, no speed, no laser vision, but literally nothing kept him down. Everybody thought he was an android or something. Turned out he just healed from any injury instantly. “I thought you died when Everlast destroyed the Hall of Vigilance.”

      Dr. Lazarus gave me a sad little smile. “I did.” Oh. Right. Indomitable Man was never seen in public after Everlast’s suicide attack, and everyone assumed he’d finally met his match. “After that, I decided to retire. I can’t pass my power on to others, but it still feels good to save people that other specialists say are beyond hope.” I guess not even being blown to bits stopped him, but losing his whole team was enough to make the poor guy hang up his mask. He patted Vic on the shoulder and grinned. “Victor was nice enough to help me get this community hospital founded in this neighborhood. They needed a lot of help rebuilding after Everlast destroyed the area.”

      Pass his powers on? Now there was a thought. I reached out carefully and felt the endless well of healing energy inside Dr. Lazarus. Just touching it was like a cool breeze blowing over my mind, clearing away the concussion and all the bumps and bruises I’d accumulated in a heartbeat. I blinked as my vision cleared, seeing the skyline with a faint shock of recognition. This wasn’t far from the apartments I grew up in. I hadn’t been down this way in years. It seemed like Vic was still trying to help fix what Everlast broke all those years ago, with Lazarus’ help.

      Vic smiled and looked around proudly. “You’re doing real good here, Jake. That’s why I always come to you when somebody creams me. I got the best superhero surgeon in town right in my own backyard.” He thought for a second and asked the doctor, “That reminds me. You’re still going to be my corner man for the All-Heroes Invitational this Labor Day, right?”

      Lazarus groaned. “Yes, I’ll be there. You’re never going to win, you know.” He looked down at me with a stern expression. “And licensed or not, you might want a little more experience before you decide to sign up yourself, young man. Too many masks take the whole thing too seriously, and someone always goes too far.” He gave a weary sigh. "You heroes are always making more work for me, I swear, despite your rather swift recovery."

      I sat up a bit straighter. I’d forgotten about the Invitational. It was the city's biggest gathering of superhumans every year. There were meetups, autograph booths, and a huge exhibition tournament so the capes could strut their stuff without destroying half the city. Your placement there could really move a Hero up in rank and start getting you the better gear and publicity. I wasn’t worried about plugging some energy drink or anything, but it got me thinking.

      I leaned over to Sarah, trying to keep my voice down. “Hey, that reminds me. Does anyone know where I placed in the Hero database? I forgot to ask.”

      The room suddenly went quiet, with Sarah coughing to cover her laughter. “Oh yeah. You’re Rank 1500. Class-D.” She chuckled at my disbelieving stare. “That must have been one hell of a rigged test for you to place so low, but I heard you were too stubborn to take 'no' for an answer. I think they respect that kind of hard-headedness.” She tossed a towel onto my lap and smiled. "Don't worry, you'll be on billboards by next week if I know you."

      I groaned while I dried my hair and wiped the water off my face. Class-D? Good grief, Desk Jockey was placed higher than I was. I was suddenly scared to ask where Crimson Katana was on the list.

      Vic snapped his fingers and pointed at me. “Oh yeah, I picked up your official Name Registration paperwork when they called me to tell me you blacked out. You might want to decide what you’re gonna call yourself, kid. And soon. The Commission doesn’t like anonymous crime fighters.”

      Lazarus clapped his hands together and yanked the blanket off of my legs, shooing me out of bed. “Yes, yes. All very exciting for you, I’m sure, Mickey, but you can do that at home. This isn’t a superhero lounge, it’s a hospital, and I’m sure someone in much worse shape than you is going to need that bed soon.”

      He grinned a dazzling white smile and gave me a warm handshake as I got to my feet. “Your vitals are strong, and you don't seem too disoriented, just a bit damp. Take it easy for today and take tomorrow off. Victor can actually go out on a daytime patrol instead of beating up youngsters for fun.”

      Vic chuckled. “Beating up youngsters for fun was what got me into this racket in the first place, Jake!” He stuffed a sheaf of brand-new forms into my hand and gently steered me toward the door. “Go home and rest, Mickey, you earned it. I’m … I’m proud of you, kid.” He cleared his throat and gave Sarah a small smile. “Good to see you again, Sarah. Rosa sends her love. We missed you at Christmas.”

      I turned around in the doorway to see Sarah mumble something about being out of town and give Vic a stiff hug. She gave a polite nod to Dr. Lazarus and grabbed me by the elbow, dragging me into the crowded hallway, and out to the parking garage.

      Her enormous black 4x4 was waiting for us, and she didn’t say a word to me the entire time until we got onto the street and started heading uptown. I turned in the leather seat and stared at her until she finally noticed and gave me a sideways glance. “Hey, you okay, Sarah? You look a lot more pissed off than normal.”

      Sarah growled and shifted aggressively, staring at the traffic and muscling her way through the late afternoon rush. “Me? I’m fine. I just didn't expect you to end up in the hospital just trying to get licensed.” She blew out a frustrated breath of air and tried to relax her death grip on the steering wheel. “This is why Heroes make me so damn mad. They treat saving people like some kind of exclusive frat and force out anyone who doesn't want to play by their stupid little rules.” Sarah had every right to hate the heroes in the city after losing so much to their good-guy, bad-guy grudges, but it was my problem, not hers.

      I threw my hands up in confusion. “You told me I should show them the right way to do it, Sarah, that I have to be in the club before I can rewrite the rules. You were the one who badgered me into signing up, and now you're saying you don't like the idea?” I sighed. “Look, I know you and Vic are worried about me, but really, I’ll be fi—“

      “It’s not that!” She twisted her hands on the wheel like she was practicing wringing my neck. “And don’t bring Vic into it either. He’s always worried about you; he thinks you’re his son. He’s not your dad, you know. And I’m not your sister. I just wanted the capes to get off your back before they made you into a villain.” All of the tension seemed to drain out of her, and she gave me a miserable look. “Heroes don’t really want to talk after you’ve made enemies out of them. They just want to take somebody down to earn some points on their stupid little scoreboard.”

      I knew what she was getting at. I was already thinking about getting ‘beaten’ by Desk Jockey and other Heroes who weren’t as ‘good’ as I was. Maybe getting a grapple gun wasn’t worth it if I was just going to become obsessed with the Municipal Popularity Contest. Still, I knew damned well I rated higher than the bottom of the ladder. “Look, I’m not gonna be like that, you know me. And now I’ve got my license, so nobody’s going to be coming for me … or you.” I decided to risk my hand by patting her knee. “I’ll just lay low now, just like I always have, okay?”

      Sarah sighed and gave me a skeptical look. “I know you're not really going to turn into a snob. I also know damn well that you won’t be able to resist showing up all the stuck-up superheroes in the city. You’re too stubborn to quit now that you’ve started.” She bit her bottom lip and pretended to concentrate on driving. “And we both know how that’s going to end up.”

      The sadness in her voice made me feel awful, but I grinned and struck a pose. “Hell yeah, I do. I get rich, famous, and get all the chicks! Plus, I actually help people along the way, unlike most of these masked jerks.” She rolled her eyes and didn’t bother to answer that. “Look, I’m off the Hero Hit List, okay? Doesn’t that make it all worth it?”

      She glared at the traffic light and tossed her phone onto the pile of paperwork in my lap. “You were already off the list before you went to sign up, actually. Check it out, this was all over the TV earlier today.”

      I grabbed the phone and saw my face again, on the thumbnail for a video titled ‘Behemoth Boys Trash Street, Reps, Seeking Petty Payback’. I scrolled through the other articles, mouth hanging open.

      Sarah grunted and smirked when she saw my reaction. “Yeah, I know, right? Somebody sent the news a cellphone video of you offering to fight them where nobody would get hurt and them ignoring it. Most people are saying you were the only one trying to be reasonable about the whole testosterone-fest.”

      There was only one place that video could have come from. Maybe face-blocking that car to save Chet was worth it after all.
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      Sarah tried to make a break for her office as soon as the elevator doors opened onto the apartment. I grabbed her arm and gently turned her around to face me. “You sure you're okay? I thought you’d be happy for me.”

      She pulled away from me and ran a hand through her hair in frustration. “I am happy for you, okay? It’s great that you’re a hero now, and the other capes won't be running you down in the streets. It's just ...” She rubbed the back of her neck and headed toward the kitchen, apparently just trying to get some space between us. “Seeing you in that hospital bed was scarier than I wanted to admit, okay?” She yanked open the fridge door and started piling random items from it onto the counter. “It brought back a lot of memories.” She looked right at me. “I can’t lose you, Mickey.”

      “I’m not going anywhere, Sarah.” I walked over, keeping the table between us and staying wary of a stray tub of something free-range flying out of the icebox. “And, sure, this wasn’t how I expected the test to go, but I pulled through, right? I beat them, Sarah. That's worth the occasional thump on the head … or pitcher of water.”

      She paused her excavation, holding a block of tofu big enough to carve into Mount Rushmore, and laughed. “Sorry about that. I didn't mean to delay the end of your little dream date with Invulnerable Girl. It must be hard.” She blushed at the unintended innuendo and muttered, “You know what I mean.”

      I threw my hands up and chuckled. “What can I say? I've had a crush on her forever, you know that. I think I have a thing for blondes that can throw me through a wall.” I gave her an exaggerated wink, and she rolled her eyes at me again.

      She snorted in disbelief. “If you think the Iron Maiden there is a natural blonde, you really might have brain damage.” She held her hands up and shrugged. "But that's none of my business, Mickey. I'm not worried about your private life." She bit her lip again, a sure sign that she was debating telling me something that was bothering her. “There is something else that's got me worried, though. It has to do with my … job.”

      I frowned, taking a step closer now that the chance of flying hummus seemed to have decreased. Sarah never talked about her computer work with me. At first, I thought it was because she was stripping online or something, but eventually, I realized she thought I’d slip up and say something around Vic. If he were ever sure she was doing something illegal, he’d probably go full Dad-mode on her, and she’d hated that since we were kids. Whatever she was doing, it must be bad for her to bring it up.

      “Does your job have anything to do with me getting licensed?” Hell, maybe she hacked the test to get me a passing grade and regretted it.

      I shook my head and dismissed that thought almost as soon as it came. If I owed my license to her, she’d have started lording it over me as soon as we were alone.

      She paced back and forth, finally coming to a decision and heading for her office again. “Come with me, you need to see this.”

      I considered putting the rabbit food back in the fridge, but if it went bad, I’d have more room for my beer.

      She kept talking as she fished for her keys to the office. “I was … doing some data mining for a client. They wanted all sorts of hard-to-find stuff.”

      I nodded, knowing that information gathering was definitely one way to use the gear she had. “So, like government stuff? You haven’t hacked any military firewalls lately, have you?” I honestly don’t know why Sarah worried so much about Vic. One day, the penthouse was going to get raided by a SWAT team and a bunch of serious men in dark sunglasses. Superheroes were a lot easier for her to handle, all in all.

      Sarah rolled her eyes as she started in on the several locks on the door. “Don’t be an idiot, Mickey. It’s too risky to keep hacking through those kinds of firewalls. It’s better to just forge a valid authorization and log in.” She pushed the door open and waved me inside. “What I found is a lot more important than how I did it. Take a look at this.”

      I moved behind her chair in the Sarah-cave and tried to make sense of the dozens of images on the monitors surrounding her. “So, what are these? Blueprints? Floor plans?” A lot of them had official-looking seals attached to the images. Wherever they came from, they were definitely not available at the local library. “Is somebody making a heist movie?” I peered closer. A couple of these looked like weapons, big ones. “Sarah, who the hell have you been working for?”

      She turned in her throne and glared at me. “You know I can’t tell you that, even if I knew. This is all anonymous, big money industrial espionage if I had to guess. You weren’t far off with your heist crack. A lot of these are experimental labs and R&D facilities for heroes and the military. Hell, some of these are just patent collections from the last twenty-five years.”

      She pointed at the monitors on the left, that were cycling through engineering diagrams. “Like this. Power plants, municipal water treatment centers, supervillain detention centers. And this is only a piece of it. I’m hearing rumblings from both sides of the law that places like this are already getting hit by a bunch of superhumans. Real pros, too. Half the time they’ve gotten away scot-free; the rest of the time they fight their way out, and they play for keeps.” She turned back to fret at the screens. “They’re why I’m worried about you.”

      “I don’t get it. What does a gang of super-powered civil engineers have to do with me?”

      Sarah clicked away at the workstation, a series of grainy security photos coming up on the wall of monitors. I was expecting gun-toting mercenary types with bandoliers and body armor, but they were all dressed like corporate ninjas, all silk suits and full-face black masks. The kind of guys Crimson Katana would hire to do his taxes.

      The center screen was zoomed in on a lab, people in sneakers and lab coats moving briskly back and forth between testing equipment and wheeling carts of samples through the shot. Suddenly one of them jumped up, and muffled shouts started coming from behind the camera. A security guard backed into the frame, firing repeatedly, but to no apparent effect. A trio of the thieves charged in, smashing through reinforced concrete and firing beams of energy from their hands that seemed to incinerate steel as easily as flesh.

      It was over fast. Even so, I had to look away. They didn’t just rob this place. They purged it. No computer tower, no equipment, no living being remained in one piece by the time they were done. The only thing that survived the assault was the camera recording the slaughter.

      “If they’re so smart, why didn’t they destroy this footage? It doesn’t make any sense, Sarah.”

      She sighed and skipped ahead on the video timeline a few minutes, the lab now completely stripped and the scattered files covering the destruction like a layer of snow. She pointed at one of the thieves, who was spray-painting some kind of graffiti onto a wall.

      “They left the cameras intact on purpose.” Her voice was small and hollow in the gloom of the office. “They were sending a message. Look.”

      I tried to ignore the carnage and leaned in closer, trying to see what the vandal was drawing on the wall. It looked like a figure-eight, in bright gold paint. I turned my head, squinting my eyes to make sense of it when it suddenly clicked in my memory. It was something I had seen just the other day, on the news broadcast in the bar. It was vertical instead of sideways, but …

      “Isn’t that Everlast’s symbol?” A gold infinity sign; Everlast was very big on symbolism, and ‘style’, of a sort. He’d fancied himself a member of modern-day nobility, a super-aristocrat who was obligated to rule humanity as his duty by birthright. I stared as the faceless killer wiped two streaks of blood into the bottom halves of each part of the figure-eight. Then he turned, looked up at the camera, and vaporized it.

      Sarah leaned back and rubbed her temples, shielding her eyes from the static on the screen. “They’re calling themselves The Everlasting. It’s some kind of secret society that was founded after Everlast killed himself, with one goal, to prepare for Everlast’s inevitable return, the one he bragged about before murdering the Serious Squad. They’ve got deep pockets, eyes everywhere, and absolutely no remorse. More than one of my contacts have gone dark looking into these guys.”

      She looked at me with a haunted expression. “They say they’re paving the way for the return of their sovereign. They’re paving the way for Everlast to come back, so he can finish what he started twenty years ago.”

      I feel my blood thickening like cement in my veins. Everlast had promised to return when the world was ready for him. With the number of supervillains in the city, the crooked heroes, the ordinary citizens being treated like an inconvenience or cannon fodder by both sides, the city was ripe to be conquered by someone with the brains, the balls, and the raw power to do it. Someone just like Everlast. And half the ‘heroes’ in town would be too busy filming ads for truck dealerships to lift a finger to stop him.

      He’d do more than level a neighborhood this time. He’d burn the city to its foundations and start over. And once he had his kingdom established, who’d be left to stop him? The army wasn’t equipped for an organized cult of meta-humans with no concern for humanity. There’d be nothing left but his cronies, his slaves, and mountains of corpses.

      I couldn’t just lay low and let that happen.

      I swallowed hard, trying to keep my voice even as I reached out to Sarah. “I need to borrow your phone. I gotta make a call. Sarah, I want you to find out what these psychos are planning to do, and when. But, and I mean this, don’t draw any attention to yourself. If your hacker friends are any indication, people who ask too many questions about these guys disappear.”

      She nodded and unlocked the screen on her phone, a tear rolling down her cheek as she handed it to me. “I knew I shouldn’t have told you. You’re going to try and fight him.”

      I took the phone and patted her shoulder. “License or not, I would never just stand by and let what happened to us ever happen again.” Sure enough, the number I wanted was saved in her contact list. “I’ll be right back. I need to know as much as I can if I’m going to beat him, Sarah. I need your help.”

      I stepped out of the office and placed my call. After three rings, I heard a familiar voice on the line.

      “Chao’s Same-Day Dry Cleaning and Tailor’s. Alterations while you wait. This is Chao speaking, how can help, please?”

      I chuckled involuntarily, despite the dread filling me over Everlast’s cult. “Hey, Mister Chao! It’s me, Mickey. Marsters. Uh, from the other night? Saved you from that supervillain?” It felt like each word I was speaking was dropping into a bottomless canyon of silence. “I helped get you that application for Smart fabrics? Hello?” I sighed and plowed on through. “I kept you open and almost got your store burned down. Remember?” Smooth, Mickey. Very smooth.

      There was a very meaningful pause before he replied. “Yes, I remember you, terrible customer Mickey. If clothes were not clean, Management not responsible once you sign for item. You know policy.”

      I took a deep breath and tried again. “The clothes are all great, Mister Chao, like always. Look, remember when you said I should buy a shirt from you? Well, I want a lot more than just a shirt. Listen carefully…”

      It took me almost fifteen minutes to detail precisely what I wanted from the old tailor; I wasn’t going to make the same mistake as Burning Question when it was my own family jewels on the line. When I finished explaining what I needed, I hung up and went back into the office. Sarah had every screen paused on a close-up of the figure-eight symbols scrawled in blood and gold on the walls of each raid the Everlasting had pulled. “Okay, what do you have so far?”

      Sarah snorted and shook her head. “Data extraction isn’t like in movies. I’ve got a couple of trace programs set up and running, trying to figure out where the money they paid me came from originally. I might at least have a bank by sometime tomorrow; I’m running more layers of protection than a damn astronaut.” She pointed to each of the monitors, one by one. “I do think I figured something out, though. See the symbols? They’re each a little different. This first one has all the … red … in the top half. That was from three months ago when they hit a cybernetics lab. Then, the color starts moving.”

      She was right; the gold stayed the same every time, but the blood was being shifted down to the bottom half a little bit after each robbery.

      “Okay. So, what does that mean, Sarah? They're using Everlast's symbol but sideways, and they're clearly changing it on purpose. So, what do you think they're trying to say here?"

      Sarah nodded. "You're right. Nothing these guys are doing is by mistake. They’re using the infinity symbol to represent an hourglass, too. And each time, more ‘sand’ is falling into the bottom of the glass.” She had that worried look in her eyes again and pointed to the one she showed me first. There was barely any blood in the top part of the makeshift hourglass at all.

      I nodded, face grim. “Time’s running out.”
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      Vic sounded like an angry ghost on the speakerphone of Sarah's monster truck. "Do you know what time it is right now, kid?"

      I groaned and put my hands up, like the phone on the dash could see me. “I told you, old man, I’ve been running errands, okay? Sarah's bringing me down to the gym right now. Relax, you'll live longer.”

      It had been a busy morning. I’d already hit the Hero Registration Office. Sarah had opted to wait in the parking garage while I got my new Hero name filed and approved. After that, she’d taken me over to Chao’s to pick up my order. I don’t know why the man complained about staying open late, he must have pulled a serious all-nighter to get my outfit put together. Of course, what really mattered was that I was late two days in a row. I could practically hear Vic’s hair falling out as he growled at me through the phone's tiny speaker.

      “Do your damn grocery shopping on your own time, Mickey! And don’t give me any ‘doctor’s note’ bullshit, either. We both know damn well you were right as rain once you figured out who he was!”

      Sarah looked at me with a mixture of amusement and exasperation. I think she was happy to see someone else get on the wrong side of Vic’s work ethic. She swung onto the street that led to the gym and piped up in my defense. “Vic, don’t be so uptight. Mickey was getting his Hero gear sorted out. Don’t you think that’s a tiny bit more important than plucking chest hairs out of your shower drains?”

      I laughed under my breath and sipped my coffee. That was damn devious, using his sense of civic duty against him like that.

      Vic sputtered and fumed for a while, but eventually relented. “Yeah. You’re right. Thanks, Sarah. If he had taken the bus, he probably would have gotten into a half-dozen fights before he got Downtown.”

      “I heard that, you know,” I grumbled. “And I don’t fight anybody before my morning coffee.”

      Sarah pulled the four-by-four up to the curb and threw it into park. It was a tow-away zone, but everybody down here knew this jacked-up beast … and the truck she drove. Nobody was calling it in.

      “I’m right outside, pops. Loosen your jock strap and relax, sheesh.” I hung up and reached into the back seat to grab my duffel. “You coming in this time, Sarah?”

      For once, she smiled at the thought of setting foot in the gym again. “You bet your ass I am, I’m not missing you suit up for Vic. It should be hilarious.” She killed the engine and jumped out, heading straight in like she owned the place. I dragged the duffel out after me and followed her in.

      Sarah actually got a warm welcome. Seeing her in yoga pants made just about anybody’s morning better. The roughnecks that saw her weren’t stupid enough to say anything but hello, though. This lady had a rep for sudden and very intimate violence. I got my usual round of wisecracks about never being on time. I rolled my eyes and shouted a few choice replies back, as Vic stomped up and lifted Sarah and I both up in a crushing bear hug.

      “Glad to have you both back, even if it’s just for a few minutes. Makes the place feel like home again.” He finally let us down and elbowed Sarah in the ribs. “So, did you see it? Tell me everything.” She turned beet red, holding her hands up and backing away.

      “Oh my god, Vic, that’s none of your … Oh god, I’m an idiot.” She buried her face in her hands and gave a very awkward cough. “You mean the costume. No, he’s being very secretive about it. I have my suspicions, though.” She leaned in and whispered something into Vic’s ear that made his face light up like a kid at Christmas.

      “Ho-lee shit. You think so?” She gave him a nod, grinning from ear to ear. “Nahhh. No chance. I’ll bet you fifty bucks it doesn’t.” He stuck his calloused hand out, and Sarah grabbed it happily.

      “You’re on, old man.” She turned to me, all sunshine and rainbows. I wondered if I should make a break for it right then. “Come on, Mickey. Whip it out, I wanna see what you’re packing in there.”

      There was a loud clank as someone dropped a weight bar. Vic looked at anything but us.

      I stared at Sarah for a good ten seconds before I answered her. “Do you ever think about the words coming out of your mouth when you talk?” I saw the hint of a smile on her face and knew she was just trying to get me flustered. “Just for that, I’m not suiting up.” That was met by a chorus of boos, that got drowned out by the roar of an engine overhead. Dust that was probably not asbestos started raining down from the ceiling as whatever it was slowed to a stop over the gym. “What the hell …?”

      Vic hustled out the front door, with Sarah and me right behind him. The first thing I saw was the slick van parked across the street, with a camera crew looking up at the source of the roar above us. I walked further out and looked up to see a gleaming bird-shaped jet hovering overhead on glowing thruster pods.

      What the hell was this, an invasion of intergalactic vulture people?

      A hatch popped open on the bottom of the craft, and a white and gold figure in stylized knight armor, complete with feathered cape, leaped out and landed in the middle of the street in a burst of light and a cloud of glowing holographic feathers. I instinctively moved forward and ran into Vic’s outstretched arm.

      “Easy, kid. This one’s probably here for me.” Vic sighed and fished the old-fashioned black domino mask out of his pocket, slapping his one remaining official piece of Hero gear across his face. He cleared his throat and waved one wrapped hand at the new arrival, walking out to meet him in the street. “Golden Goose. It’s … great to see you.” He was talking to the guy in the polished armor but was trying very hard not to glare at the PR team filming everything so breathlessly.

      This kind of showboating always irritated poor old Vic and bringing a camera crew to his personal business probably had his blood boiling. He’d made a career out of being a regular member of this community and broadcasting where to find a superhero at his day job put whole neighborhoods at risk.

      Captain Camelot pulled his winged helmet off, shaking out his shoulder-length blond hair and flashing a million dollar smile at Vic in his grubby sweats. “Well met, Brickyard Bruiser!” He clapped an armored gauntlet onto Vic’s shoulder and grabbed his other hand in one of those wrist-to-wrist warrior grips, making sure the cameras got the shot clearly. “I have come to you as a fellow warrior to ask your aid.”

      I winced, but it was painfully apparent that Vic was used to this guy’s Renaissance Faire shtick. “Anything for another Hero with a rep like yours, Gawain. C’mon in, and, uh … maybe park that thing somewhere?” He jerked a thumb up to the jet still roaring overhead. “Some of the folks around here work nights.” Vic turned to go back inside, rolling his eyes at me once the cameras wouldn’t see it.

      I looked at Sarah, who just gave me a confused shrug, and we all headed back into the gym. Golden Goose pressed a few concealed buttons on his gauntlet, and the jet turned and screamed away out over the water. We filed through the entrance, the film crew and a crowd of gawkers who came to see what the fuss was about in tow. I had a feeling gathering a crowd was even more important to this guy than the Behemoth Boys.

      Vic confirmed that suspicion almost immediately while we headed for the back of the gym. “All right, Gary. You brought your press gang, so I know this is some kind of publicity stunt. Just give it to me straight. What do you need me for? We don’t work together that much.”

      Golden Gary clicked his teeth and hissed. “Please, Victor, no real names when civilians can hear you! You know the Code of Secrecy. Can’t you try and honor it for other Heroes’ sake, if not your own?” He sighed and leaned in closer, voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “This is the newest version of my combat armor, and I wanted to give it a test run. I can’t risk it failing in a battle the first time out. The news would be all over me for months if something malfunctioned fighting a villain.”

      Vic grunted and turned around, leaning against the boxing ring and folding his arms. “Like that time Mean Streak punched you halfway across the bay because your force fields shorted out?” Gary scowled at Vic, and I saw Sarah clap her hand over her mouth to stifle a laugh. “I thought you liked being in the papers.”

      Vic nodded at the film crew that was spreading out through the back half of the gym, setting up additional lights and posting at the corners of the ring. Most of the actual gym members had drifted back to their workouts; weird stuff was par for the course around here, and they couldn’t lose their training time. Some guy with a fifteen-dollar cup of coffee and an earpiece was directing the frenzied activity. Just one look at the guy told me he was the sort who called everyone ‘babe’.

      Vic watched the bustle with disdain and sighed. “You wanted my ring? I figured this had nothing to do with me.”

      Goose smiled that professional smile of his and shook his head. “On the contrary, Victor. I had this armor designed with you in mind. Last autumn we did not get the chance to face each other in the Great Tournament, but I knew you would be a worthy opponent. You placed highest of all the … Heroes of Old.”

      I heard Sarah gasp behind me, and put an arm out to stop her, just like Vic had with me. She growled under breath. “What an arrogant ass. He wants to fight Vic because he thinks he’s old and can beat him without breaking his precious armor!”

      A smooth, oily voice chimed in behind us. “Not quite, sweetheart.” I slammed a hand on Sarah’s shoulder before she could deck the PR guy. “Ol’ GG wants to pay tribute to the Heroes of the past and show that the new generation of capes can take the mantle from them. Reassure the public that when guys like Bruiser finally pack it in, they’ll still be safe.” He sipped his macchiato loudly. “You know, passing the torch, a great legacy continues. Shit like that. People eat it up with a spoon, honey.”

      Sarah’s face drained of color. “Call me honey one more time, and you won’t be able to hold a spoon, you greasy little—"

      Vic and I both put our hands up and tried to get between Sarah and this guy before I had to scrape him off the cement floor. She snarled and stomped off to the squat rack, slamming plates onto the bar with considerably more force than was necessary.

      Mr. Marketing just shrugged and kept slurping his damn coffee. “That whole … mess with the Behemoth Boys going rogue has people wondering if the newer Heroes in town are actually up to the task of protecting the city. We wanna get out in front of that, shift the narrative. And nobody has a better rep as a pillar of the community from way back as Boxer Man here.” Slurp. “Gotta restore public confidence, you understand, right?” He flashed a phony grin at me and strolled off, fishing his phone out and tapping away at it with urgency.

      Vic was uncharacteristically quiet. Finally, he nodded and spread his hands. “Okay, I can see that. None of this works if people can’t trust Heroes to do the right thing when the shit hits the fan.” Vic had a weird look in his eyes. If I didn’t know him better, I’d think he was actually plotting something. “But I got two conditions for this dog-and-pony show.”

      That got Bird Boy’s attention. “Name them, Worthy Opponent, and you have my word that they will be met!” He planted his fists on his hips and stuck his chin out in defiance.

      PR guy heard that and looked up from his phone, worry showing on his face. He started back over, trying to get back into the conversation before his client did something dumb. I suspected that happened a lot. “Now hang on there, boys —"

      Goose cut him off with a gesture. “We have intruded on Victor’s domain and demanded favors from him in his own home. He has the right to do the same.” Well, at least he took this chivalry crap sort of seriously. “Name your terms, Brickyard Bruiser.”

      I tried to tell myself that the gleam in Vic’s eyes was just the new klieg lights reflecting off of Gary’s armor. “Thank you, Gawain. First, as a way to make this little contest show the city that they’ll be protected no matter who wins this, why don’t we both put up some money for charity? Say, five mil?”

      I coughed to keep myself from choking. Vic probably had five grand in his savings account, knowing how fast he re-invested his stipends.

      He grinned at the very appropriately named Golden Goose. “I’m sure you’ve got that in the glove compartment of your little Goosejet.” All of the cameras swung around to catch Goose’s reaction.

      Gary swallowed hard, but nodded, smiling confidently. “A noble request, Victor. So be it. Your contribution will be a mighty boon to the city.” Damn, I was impressed. Vic just played this guy like a fiddle—he knew he couldn’t balk at that request without looking like a coward or a cheapskate. “And your second condition?”

      Vic shrugged. “Oh, that. Just a little thing. You gotta fight him instead of me.”

      He pointed straight at me. It was my turn to swallow hard. “Uh, Vic, I don’t —"

      Goose Man interrupted me with an incredulous shout. “You would have me prove my valor against your squire?!” He glared at me with undisguised contempt. “There would be no honor in such a challenge. You seek to humiliate me.”

      Vic shook his head, grinning like a shark. “Wrong, for two reasons. First, my squire there, as you put it, is the newest licensed Hero in the City. Just signed up yesterday. You’re right, Gawain; my time’s about up. It’ll be up to guys like you and him to step into my boots when I hang up my mask for good. They need to see the fresh blood in action.”

      He gave me a sad little smile, and my heart almost broke. “And second, this’ll get everyone in town hyped up for the All-Heroes Invitational. No matter which of you wins, you can bet there’ll be a lot of payback on the line if we meet in the tourney after this. You avenging your honor, or me avenging my student. People eat that shit up with a spoon.” He gave the PR guy a nasty smirk.

      Captain Cappuccino had a cold, calculating look in his eyes. “You know, he may be onto something there.” Gary started to wind up for another tantrum, but his agent just talked over his protests. “Check this out. This is the guy who was in that Chinatown fight.” He held out the phone and started swiping furiously. “He’s the one who flattened Behemoth Man, too. This kid is hot, babe. He’s the face of the anti-hero corruption movement. You attach your brand to this guy and win or lose, we’re part of the zeitgeist, baby.” He grinned. “Three generations of guardians come together to get the City back on the right track. It’ll sell like nobody’s business.”

      I wandered over to Vic while they bantered about marketing opportunities and product tie-ins. I looked around at the cameras and muttered under my breath, “So, I’m guessing if I lose, I’m fired?”

      Vic chuckled and slapped me on the back. “Kid, if you lose, I’m homeless. I hope Sarah has a spare bedroom or three for Rosa and the kids.” He got serious again and punched me in the arm. “Listen, Mickey. You have to show folks that all the crap that’s happened up till now was you trying to stop these egomaniacs from walking all over everyone.” He sighed. “If I lose, people will just think I’m washed up. It’ll end my career, and all the good shit I’m doing will be done. I hate throwin’ you to the wolves like this, but I know you can take him.” He pushed me toward the locker room.

      “Go suit up, kid. I need you to be my hero.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

        

      

    

    
      I dropped the duffel bag on the tile floor of the locker room and took a deep breath. This was it. I sat down and unzipped the bag, pulling out the gear that Chao put together for me, giving it a critical look. It wasn’t particularly heroic, not next to Sir Blingy out there. Hell, it didn’t look all that different from my warm-up gear.

      I sighed and stripped down, pulling on the black compression pants and undershirt. This was the first time I’d ever really handled these body-armor fabrics. To my surprise, they actually felt nice. I was afraid it’d be stiff or flimsy, but whatever it was, it wasn’t awful against my skin. Guess they’d solved the pressing issue of super-chafing even with Chao’s level of tech.

      The socks and dark grey pants went on next, though it took me a second to figure out how to thread the discreet utility compartments through it and the belt loops on the jeans at the same time. The compression stuff was bulletproof; this was cut, fire and electricity-resistant. I wasn’t gonna go around openly in spandex, but I’d be damned if I was gonna bet my future children on one layer of protection. I threw my Victor’s Gym t-shirt back on and tucked it in. No one would see it, but I felt like I had to wear it for Vic, since I was fighting for him today.

      I slipped into the reinforced work boots and laced them up. They felt good; sturdy but supple. Like boxing shoes with better traction. And last but not least, the final part of the outfit, I refused to call it a costume, not even in my own head, the dark blue hoodie with the snarling animal face on the front and back in white and gold trim. I thought the logo might have been a little too big, but Chao assured me you needed it big if I wanted it recognizable from a distance.

      “No point working so hard if villains no see quality of stitching,” was what he’d actually said, but he was right. I wanted people to know who I was from a fair bit away, and I was not going to wear a ridiculous cape like Golden Goose. I zipped it almost all the way up to my neck, hiding all but the collar of Vic’s shirt.

      Throwing the hood over my head, I checked myself out in the full-length mirror by the scales. I had to admit, what it might have lacked in spectacle, it more than made up for in practicality. It moved just like gym gear, and I wouldn’t find a punch getting bound up on any hard armor pieces or a bulky utility belt. The compartments I had on mine were just for holding my wallet and phone, if I ever got around to replacing the damn thing. Best of all, the casual look of the outfit would make people underestimate me in fights and ignore me if I wanted to go incognito on my day off. Just unzip the front and the logo could be anything.

      I glanced at the clock and realized I’d been admiring myself for ten minutes. I gave myself one last look, psyching myself up and steadying my nerves, and then pushed my way through the swinging doors like an Old West gunslinger. It was time for the world to meet the Blue Badger.

      Every camera and set of eyes in the gym were on me as I came out. But this sort of attention I was used to here, when I’d done some amateur boxing as a teenager. I tuned out all the faces and whispered conversations as I stalked right to the steps of the ring. Trotting up them, I slipped between the ropes with practiced ease. This was where I’d been fighting Vic since tenth grade; I wasn’t going to get more of a home-field advantage than this.

      I slipped into my analytical meditation state as I heard Vic dip through the ropes behind me, letting every unnecessary bit of input fade into the background. For just a few seconds, he and I were the only people in the world. Everything beyond the ring was like a dark ocean, despite the crowd and the spotlights.

      “You look damn good, Mickey. Chao do this up for you?” He ran a thumb over the sleeve of the hoodie. “This is his top-shelf stuff. He must have really felt that he owed you for saving him.”

      I chuckled. “He still says the whole thing was my fault. I just reminded him that all of this old-school material was gonna rot on the shelves once his new Smart Suit equipment came in next week.” I expanded the focus of my senses a little further, the first row of people outside the ring and the cameras coming into my sphere of attention. Gary the Great was muttering about my outfit and complaining to his handler. I turned back to Vic. “What’s this guy got up his sleeve for me, coach?”

      Vic blew out a sigh and leaned on the ropes. “Gawain’s a triple threat. High-tech gadgets, medieval fighting style, and genuine super powers. Some kind of hard-light energy constructs. He makes weapons and shields with it. He’s big on themes, though, and all his gear is designed to look like his powers. Even I don’t know what’s coming from him and what’s the tech. You’ll have to be careful; he’ll be able to do things you can’t duplicate.”

      At least Vic knew how to be a good corner-man. I nodded and looked him in the eye. “Okay, now what aren’t you telling me? I know you wouldn’t keep anything Gary here can do a secret with five million bucks on the line. What’s got you so nervous?”

      Vic looked at, surprised. “Is my poker face that bad?” He frowned and leaned even closer, eyes on Goose. “Listen, I know you do more than copy powers. I know you can shut ‘em down too, if you want to. You can’t do that here.”

      I started to protest, but Vic cut me off. “Just shut up and listen to me. First off, we both know how much shit you’ll be in if anyone figures out you can turn off people’s powers. No one in a mask would ever trust you again. Right now, they just think Behemoth Man fucked himself up because you were just that tough. But Gawain, he’s gonna know it was you if his toys start falling apart mid-fight. And he won’t keep quiet. At best, he’ll say you cheated, and your rep will be ruined forever. At worst …”

      Shit, Vic was probably right. Making someone’s super strength fade wasn’t obvious; negating some giant glowing sword or whatever would give me away. And I was finally in the clear with the press. I didn’t want to be back in the news as some super-sham or something. “Okay, that’s part of the bad news. What’s the rest of it, old man?”

      Vic scrubbed a hand over his face and spat. “Gary’s a royal pain in the ass, but at the end of the day he really is a good Hero. He’s relentless when it comes to hunting down big supervillains, and even though his ‘honor’ bullcrap gets old fast, he really does try and do good for the city. He just likes the applause a little too much for my taste. Try not to mangle him as bad as Behemoth Man, okay? This is just an exhibition match for charity. Not a fight to the death.”

      I nodded, readjusting my strategies. Vic was still worried I wouldn’t be able to control myself in a fight. I guess I couldn’t blame him for that. I gave him a smile and clapped him on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, Vic. I won’t kill him.” I glared at my opponent, measuring his stance and estimating his reach and speed. “I am gonna kick his ass, though.”

      Vic laughed and went back through the ropes. “Works for me! Go get ‘em, kid.” He trotted over to the PR guy and Goose, telling them everything was set. He gave me a nod and came back to the judges’ table, flicking the bell sharply with his finger.

      The sound activated every bit of training and muscle memory I’d built up out on the canvas, as I lifted my heels and swayed instinctively. I could feel the heavy springs under the mat rock back and forth under my weight, absorbing some of each step and pushing back, helping me shift my center of mass with each step. I’d never felt this in balance before a fight. The canvas of the floor was making the boot treads drag a little, but that just forced me to make actual steps instead of shuffling across the ground like my usual flat-footed self. If I could bring this feeling back in a street fight, I’d run rings around my opponents.

      With a whine of concealed thrusters and a flash of holographic wings, Golden Goose lifted off the floor and floated down into the ring. “Let us have a fair contest …” He paused, stumbling over my name. “Tell me, what is the heraldry upon your … suit? Are you the Super-Skunk? Perhaps some sort of opossum?” He gave me a sneer. “Most heroic, I must say.”

      I rolled my eyes and threw my hood back, not bothering with striking any pose that couldn’t knock this guy on his ass. “Close, but no cigar, Swan Lake. The name’s Blue Badger, and I’m not gonna quit till I wipe that smarmy grin off of your face.”

      Gary clicked his teeth and donned his winged helmet again, his voice amplified by the internal PA system in the armor. “Tenacious, uncouth, and not particularly bright. The name suits you.” He pulled a half-dozen feathers from the shoulder guards of his suit and flung them across the room, which buried themselves in the concrete floor just outside the ring. A humming wall of energy began to rise out of the floor, bathing the ring in artificial daylight. “There. My force field will allow the rest of the peasantry to witness your defeat without being harmed.”

      That drew a chorus of very colorful phrases from the locals in the gym, most of which would have to be censored later. At the end of the day, this was my crowd, not his. They might rag on me now and then, but at least they knew I was one of them, not some uptown glory hog slumming it to make himself look better.

      I shrugged and gestured for him to come closer. “Tough talk from a Christmas dinner. Stop squawking and fight already.”

      Goose shook his head in disdain. “You seem impatient to be humbled; as you wish. Come then, peasant, and learn your place amongst your betters.” His suit began to radiate gold light, like holy power blessing some ancient paladin. It extended from his right hand, forming a heavy broadsword some three feet long out of solid sunlight. A winged shield shimmered onto his left arm, and he raised the blade in silent salute.

      I had to admit, it was pretty damn cool.

      I reached out and felt the power coming off of Goose; it was like a river of light pouring through me, but like a river, I couldn’t seem to harness it. I could have stretched out further, maybe gotten Vic's strength and reflexes, but I wanted to beat this guy at his own game. Vic had called the weapons he made constructs. I bet using the power meant visualizing what I wanted somehow. Guess I really was going to have to focus to beat Bird Boy. I was starting to shine like him, but that was all. Luckily with all the special effects going on in the gym, I didn’t think anyone would really notice. Well, time to see what it was worth.

      Goose made the first move, gliding forward with surprising speed on some sort of repulsion field, and trying to flatten me with his shield. Luckily Baron Von Bronze had taught me how to deal with a stunt like this. I stuck my chin out and pointed to it, daring him to give me his best shot.

      He took the bait. I held my ground till the last second, diving to his left away from the battering ram. He kicked on his suit jets to circle around but got tangled in the ropes that had been right behind me. The crowd erupted in cheers and taunts as he struggled to get free.

      I rolled to my feet and tried to concentrate on shaping the light inside me as I laughed at him. “Very slick, bird brain. Maybe next time look where you’re going.” He was projecting it from his hands, so I tried that. I never really used weapons. My fists were what always got me into and out of trouble my whole damn life, but I still need a way to land a punch that wouldn’t shatter my hand like Behemoth Man.

      Gary had gotten himself untangled, and he seemed pissed. “A true warrior would not flee from his opponent. I thought you were going to fight.” I heard his suit jets kick in again, and he darted from side to side at me, keeping me from avoiding the glowing pig-sticker he was swinging back and forth. “Take this, oaf! Shining Crusade Strike!”

      Dear God, he named his moves. Well, dodging was out, so I had to try something else. I needed something to fight with, something that would protect my hands. I looked down to see the ghosts of boxing gloves surrounding my fists. Now that was an idea. But not gloves, they were too big and obvious. I also wanted a way to protect my hands and let me punch without weakening my blows.

      The haze suddenly contracted against my fists as glowing hand wraps. Perfect.

      Holding on to the thought of the wraps, I extended them under my cuffs to protect my forearms as well. The hoodie hid most of the constructs, so I doubted he’d know I had ‘armor’ there. I flooded the wraps with as much power as I could channel into them and dipped low, stepping in and trying for a brutal right hook into his midsection, throwing my left arm out to block the sword headed for my head. My punch glanced off the mark, deflected by his shield, catching him in the shoulder. His sword rebounded off my arm in a shower of brilliant sparks, and he staggered back.

      The crowd erupted as I went on the offensive, throwing a series of vicious left jabs into Goose’s ribs. He was forced to pull his sword arm in to protect himself from my reinforced fists, the blows cracking the plates on his side. He shoved me away with that barn door shield of his and dashed back, flinging another handful of feather-darts in my general direction, and I had a feeling they weren’t going to protect me.

      I moved straight through them, weaving my way closer and punching any directly in my path with a crunch of breaking metal and popping circuitry. Electricity crackled over my hands, but the taser-darts never broke through the energy wraps, and the suit shielded me from the worst of the shocks.

      Golden Goose dropped his fighting stance, his shield flickering out of existence. “I have misjudged you, Blue Badger. You truly are tenacious. I should have expected no less from the disciple of the Brickyard Bruiser.”

      I guessed disciple was a step up from squire, but I didn’t drop my guard just yet. He held the sword aloft again, which grew and shifted into an immense spiked mace. Dropping his shield didn’t make sense with a weapon that bulky and slow though. He was going to be a sitting duck, er, goose.

      “Unfortunately, I am now forced to bring my full might to bear to defeat you. Blinding Radiance Cannon!” With a hum of power, he raised his left hand and fired a bolt of searing golden plasma at me.

      It was a damn good thing I had kept my guard up, because that thing was fast. I crossed my arms in front of my chest, but the force of the blow still spun me from my feet, sending me flying face-first onto the canvas. I was a little dazed, and it felt like someone had laid into my arms and chest with a baseball bat, but I was thankfully free of any new holes anywhere. Chao had really outdone himself with this gear. I groaned and got my hands and knees under me when I felt the creak of the mat under me. Shit.

      I took a guess and rolled to my right, the mace slamming into where I’d been a second before. I rebuilt the hand-wraps and reached out, grabbing onto a feather buried in the mat and using it for purchase to slide again, gritting my teeth against the voltage trying to knock me out. The next mace strike crushed the mat right between my scrabbling legs, and I swallowed down visions of what that shot would have done if it had been a little higher.

      I got my feet under me and sprang away. The dart was still clutched in my left hand, sparking and hissing against the wraps. I tucked that hand under my right arm, concealing the weapon and muffling some of the shocks with the insulated hoodie. I turned around, staying hunched over to make it look like I was just holding my side rather than hiding the dart.

      “Those were some pretty cheap shots for a knight, don’t you think?” I fake-limped toward his right side, waiting for an opening.

      Gary shrugged, the immense mace resting on his shoulder. “True knightly combat is only reserved for an honorable opponent. You have yet to prove yourself such a foe.” He hefted the mace and gripped it in both hands. “Now, have at thee, Blue Badger! Gleaming Gate Crusher!” He leapt high into the air, his jets taking him skywards to deliver a massive overhead blow. He was clearly intending to end the battle with this one.

      So was I.

      I planted my feet, pouring almost every drop of the river of light inside me into the wrap on my right arm, the light so bright I could see the shadows on my bones in my fingers. I saved a tiny bit of shielding for my left hand, the taser-dart sending a stream of agony up my arm. If I misjudged the timing on this, I was going through the floor like a tent stake. Goose cut his jets, free-falling and swinging the mace down in a murderous arc for my head. I reared back and threw a haymaker with my right, the power swelling as I met his mace with my own construct.

      They connected in a blinding flash of gold light, both of the energy constructs shattering from the force of the impact.

      The big difference was that Golden Goose was now unarmed … but I wasn’t. As Sir Smash-a-Lot came crashing into me, I jammed the taser-dart in my other hand deep into the cracked plates on his side, sending a very satisfying jolt through the guts of the knight.

      Goose shrieked and staggered back, smoke pouring from the joints of the power armor. He lifted his left arm with a hideous grind of machinery, trying to fire his blaster at me. He didn’t name this one, maybe it was the ‘system overload shot’. A badly-aimed plasma bolt streaked past me, splashing into his outer barrier with a massive explosion of sparks as the force field collapsed as well. A muffled shout drew my attention back to Gary, who was frozen in place, left hand still outstretched to blast me.

      I refreshed my hand wraps and stalked toward my helpless opponent. “Looks to me like your Goose is cooked.” I could see his eyes widen through the slit in his visor as I moved in and started laying a methodical series of armor-rending punches into his head and chest, literally dismantling his defenses. A brutal left uppercut ripped the helmet from his head, and he screamed in panic.

      “Enough! I yield!” He sagged inside the armor, blood trickling from the corner of his mouth. “You have bested me in single combat, Blue Badger. The glory is yours today.” He shook his head and gave me a tired smile. “Truly, you will be a boon to the forces of good in our city. It would be a pleasure to fight alongside a warrior as mighty and honorable as yourself.”

      I let the constructs fade off of my hands, rubbing at the singed flesh of my left palm where I held the feather-dart. “Likewise, I guess.” I looked his smoldering battlesuit over, waving smoke out of my face. “You, uh, sure you’re okay in there?”

      Gary strained his neck, looking from side to side. “Of course. I simply am … rather trapped, at the moment. Would you be so kind as to press the control stud inside my collar?” He leaned his head back, and I felt around and pressed the button on the neck of his armor. It immediately broke apart with a series of explosive bolts popping along the suit’s seams. “Ah, much better. I am in your debt.” He shrugged the remnants of the armor off and stepped out of the split boots, revealing a skintight gold bodysuit. I really should have known even his underwear would be gaudy.

      He reached out and grabbed my wrist, holding my hand high. I thought he was going for a kidney punch, but relaxed as he chuckled and threw his other arm out toward the crowd. “Hear ye, good citizens! I present to you your newest protector, The Blue Badger! May he ever fight for your safety!”

      The gym erupted in applause and ‘Bad-ger! Bad-ger!’ chants.

      I waved back, grinning at all the gym regulars who were whooping and cheering for me after years of treating me like their kid brother. Vic vaulted over the ropes with a towel and a bottle of his energy drink, grabbing my other hand and holding it up alongside Gawain. I made sure to smile for the cameras but sweat was beading on my forehead now. My hands felt like I had been punching a cement wall for an hour. I wanted some ice packs and a cold beer more than a photo op. I realized Vic was saying something to me and turned to face him, lowering my arms.

      “… did great, kid. Just great. The hand wraps were clever; I wouldn’t have noticed if I hadn’t been looking for something like that through the gold haze over everything.” He threw the towel around my neck and passed me his neon swill. “Make sure they get a good shot of the label, kid.”

      I took it and rolled my eyes, putting on my fakest salesman voice. “Gee, thanks, Brickyard Bruiser! Nothing’s better after a fight than a bottle of your Brickyard Black and Blue!”

      Vic kept smiling, but the look in his eyes had ‘shallow grave’ written all over it.

      Goose peered over, voice keen with curiosity. “Is this elixir yours, Victor? Might I sample a bottle? Your champion has worked up a mighty thirst within me!” I handed it to Golden Boy and nodded enthusiastically, making sure my voice was getting picked up by the camera crew.

      “You bet! Black and Blue is specially formulated for heroes who want to keep their energy high while defending the city from villainy! It’s got what heroes crave!” I gave an exaggerated wink and a thumbs-up for the cameras.

      Gary twisted the cap off with enthusiasm and immediately started chugging. He froze like another taser-dart hit him. I had to give him credit, though. Even with his eyes bulging, he kept tilting his head back, letting the vile stuff drain down his shredded esophagus, and barely tearing up as he finished the bottle and gave the camera a huge smile.

      Vic clapped Gary on the back, making him half choke. “There you have it, folks! Brickyard Bruiser’s Black and Blue, coming soon to retailers near you!” The look on Gary’s face as he tried not to cough up his lungs was worth more to me than the five million bucks.
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      I did a brief victory lap around the gym with Vic and one of the camera crew, making small talk and joking with the regulars. I could see PR Guy out of the corner of my eye, stalking me like a lion on the savannah. I ignored him for now, but guys like him didn’t give up easy when they thought they’d found a new meal ticket.

      Sarah came over and tilted her head and gave me a faint smile. “Not bad, Blue Badger. It takes a lot of guts to look at someone trying to smash you with a hammer and think, ‘I’m gonna punch the hammer.’ I’d say I’m proud of you, but you just cost me fifty bucks.”

      Vic snapped his fingers and pointed at her eagerly. “Hey, that’s right! Pay up, little lady!” He leaned over and whispered in my ear, “We had a bet over whether or not you were going to wear a cape. I said no.” He laughed at Sarah’s good-natured pout and held his hand out. “Come on, cough up the dough.”

      Sarah put her hands up and slowly spun in a circle. “Do I look like I have money on me right now?” It was true. There wasn’t room for much in those pants besides Sarah. I caught the cameraman panning down and laughed as the talent guy coughed loudly behind the perv. “I’m good for the money, you know that, Vic. Maybe I’ll just buy a new membership, how’s that?”

      Vic nodded, punching her in the shoulder. “Hey, I get money and you visit more often? That’s a win-win in my books any day.” Vic started moving people out of our way like a celebrity bodyguard, driving us back to the locker rooms. “All right, all right! Make some room. Blue Badger’ll be back in fifteen. In the meantime, go get a picture with my newest spokesperson.”

      He nodded toward Golden Goose, who smiled through his grimace and raised a hand in salute. “Poor Gary’s too honorable to say anything bad about that stuff, I really lucked out with him. C’mon, you need to hit the showers, and I need to wrap those hands before they swell up like balloons.”

      We went through the double doors. Vic sent one of the guys to go get some ice and bandages, then just about threw me in the shower himself. I tossed my gear out of the stall and turned the water up to full blast, letting the adrenaline of the fight drain out of me. I hoped Civil Servant got to see that video of the fight sometime, the pompous jerk. The bar of generic soap felt like it weighed twenty pounds; I was more tired than I expected. When the water started to run cold, I stood back and let the cool water run over my battered knuckles. Even with energy shields, punching armor was not an enjoyable experience.

      After a few minutes, Vic yanked the curtain back with no warning. “All right, drop the loofah and get your narrow ass out here so I can get you bandaged up.” He spun on his heel, an ice bucket and some rolls of tape under one arm. I snagged a towel and trailed along after him, using the towel to dry my hair and dripping all over the tiles, following his voice. “Listen, you’ve had a long day, so why don’t … you … cover yourself, kid.”

      I pulled the towel away from my face to stare straight into a camera lens. I jumped behind Vic and wrapped the towel around my waist before Peeping Tom could get a decent shot of the goods. “Jesus, you could warn a guy, Vic!”

      The old jock just shrugged and dropped the bucket onto a bench. “Thought I just did. For now, shut up and get your hands into that ice for a few minutes.”

      I sighed and settled down, burying my hands in the bucket and flexing my hands. Damn, but that hurt so good. I turned and glared at the cameraman, face reddening. “Just for the public record, I was taking a shower with cold water.”

      He snorted a half laugh as PR Man came out from behind him. “Don’t worry, babe, stuff like that will only go to your official fan club. They call me The Scout, superhero talent agent.” He held up a glossy business card, realized I couldn’t take it, then finally laid it on the bench next to the ice bucket. “I rep some of the biggest names in the city, and I want you on our team.”

      Vic rolled his eyes as he was unspooling the cloth wraps. “Hey, that’s just what he needs. Poor kid’s had to fight super-goons, a lunatic butler, high-tech knights, and now a damn blood-sucking vampire. Get lost, pal, the kid isn’t for sale.” Vic glared at him through his mask until he started backing out of the room.

      “No problem. Just keep the card. You just might change your mind.” He spun on his heel and headed back out into the crowd like it was a party in his honor. The cameraman lingered for another second but withered under Vic’s patented Dad Stare and went back out onto the gym floor, possibly hunting for more shots of Sarah in her yoga pants.

      I blew a frustrated breath and nodded to the old boxer. “Thanks, man. I didn’t really want to deal with that kinda crap right now. Let him mooch off Gary for a while.” I looked at the exit like I was expecting a horde of paparazzi to kick it in. “I still don’t know why so many Heroes have PR guys and stuff.”

      Vic laughed and tore a strip of cloth with his teeth. “They have ‘em so they can be celebrities instead of superheroes. Or in case they get their asses whipped by guys like you and need someone else to deal with the press later.” He lifted one of my hands out of the ice and started winding the cloth around it with brisk efficiency. “Just you wait. By the time they’re finished editing that video footage of the fight, it’ll be a tie. Hell, Gawain might end up winning. It’s all just part of the fame game they play.”

      I guess it made sense. When everyone wants to be in your business, eventually you start needing people to run interference, so you get a chance to live some kind of normal life. It still felt kinda sleazy to me, though. “Even so … if you’re more famous and get more money, you can help more people, right?”

      The look on Vic’s face suggested he disagreed. “Wouldn’t know, kid. I did a hell of a lot for this city without in-depth exposés about my glamorous lifestyle or a tour of my brownstone. I wouldn’t have minded it, but you gotta remember; I grew up around boxing. After you see a few good kids get chewed up and spit out by crooked promoters, you get a little leery of that sorta stuff.” He tied off the wrap and started on the next one. “You should take the card, though. I don’t want you to miss an opportunity because of my stiff neck.” He gave me a faint smile. “I trust you to do the right thing, Mickey. You’re a good kid, even if you’ve got a mouth that’s twice as fast as your brain.”

      He tied the other set of bandages, and I gently clenched my fists a few times, getting them settled into place. “Gee, thanks a bunch, Pops.”

      I plucked the card up off the bench and carried it back to the shower where my gear was. I popped it into the belt compartment and re-dressed, again grateful that modern superhero gear was designed to not smell like low tide after a single fight. I could have put my civvies on, but with a camera team prowling around, it seemed better to stay in character. This was my first day on the job officially, I couldn’t look like I had no stamina.

      Vic was waiting for me by the lockers. “All right, kid, time to go face the public again. Oh, and try not to be too rotten to Gary. He just lost a fight, five million bucks, and you made him chug that drink on camera. He’s probably hurting enough, I think.” Vic chuckled and stepped out to announce I was returning for a Q&A and to sign autographs. I think he wanted that agent’s job for himself.

      The next hour and a half was a bit of a blur; for every familiar face I saw every weekday, there were three strangers, all asking me the same questions.

      “Why a badger?” Because they’re mean and nasty and don’t quit till you’re all torn up.

      “Why street clothes? Why no mask?” Because I’m still the same guy I always was. Plus, I don’t want to try and find a phone booth to change in when the shit hits the fan.

      “What happened with Behemoth Man?” He broke his hand on my face.

      “What powers do you have?” Watch the tapes. I’m full of surprises. I wanted to keep that answer a little vaguer than the others.

      A bubbly voice spoke up by my elbow. “Oh, Mister Blue Badger, sir, you’re so handsome! Do you have a … steady girlfriend?” Well, that got my attention. I turned to see that it was Sarah, doing her best ditzy airhead impression and hanging off me like I was a life preserver.

      I rubbed my nose and gently pried her off my arm, glaring daggers at Sarah while I scraped her off me. “Not officially, ma’am, but I’m always accepting applications. If you know any beautiful women, please send them my way.” I saw her start to turn purple and decided to move on. I walked into a big wall of a guy who looked like he had a membership here. He certainly seemed familiar, at least.

      He held out a battered cell phone and smiled sheepishly. “Could I, uh, get your autograph? It’d mean a lot. I’m a big fan.”

      The Scout slipped forward and dropped a pen into my hand. My first autograph; this hero thing was starting off pretty nice. Next stop: Invulnerable Girl. I shook my daydreams out of my head and started scribbling. “No problem, man. Who do I make this out to?”

      He coughed nervously. “Chet.”

      The pen skittered to a stop, but I was very aware of the crowd around us. “You got it.” I finished signing it and handed the phone back. “That thing’s taken quite a beating. It looks like somebody dropped a car on it.”

      He laughed, taking the phone back and staring at the scribbles like they were holy writings. “Almost, man. Almost.” He held his hand out, and I gave it a firm shake. “Thanks again. Really. I got something else for you when you get a minute alone.” He took a step back and let the crowd swirl around me again.

      Across the room, Vic and Goose were also mingling with people, making the gym feel like a convention panel or something. Eventually, Scout wrangled his camera team and got them tearing things down and packed into the van outside. Gary had at least put a cape on over his leotard and waved to me and Vic as Scout herded him out the doors. The familiar hum of the gym resumed as the excitement faded and people got back to the business of sweating.

      I started sweating too, when I saw the look on Sarah’s face as she came storming over. “I’m gonna get you back for that, you know. I was just trying to let people know you were single.” She blew a strand of hair out of her face in frustration. “Maybe if you get a girl, you’ll move out and I can get rid of all your junk food.”

      I raised a skeptical eyebrow. “And yet I somehow never get more than one donut out of every box I bring home.” We both laughed, but I went quiet when I looked over to the front desk and saw Chet talking with Vic, filling out a pile of papers. “Hey, Sarah? I gotta go talk to that guy. I think I know him. Just, uh, try not to start any trouble, okay?”

      Sarah smirked and started following me over to the front desk. “Me? Trouble? I’m a perfect angel.” She waved to get their attention and wandered around the desk to check out her old stomping grounds.

      Vic looked up at me with a blank expression. “Hey, Mickey. Say hi to Chet. He just signed up for a membership.” He was watching Sarah too, but she just gathered up the application off the desk and started putting the information into the system, grumbling about the ancient computer.

      I nodded to Chet. “Yeah, we’ve met. I didn’t expect to see you again. Certainly not here. What’s on your mind?”

      I still wasn’t sure what he wanted. On the one hand, he leaked the video that got the press off my back and on the other, he was part of the gang that jumped me in the first place. I could feel the power coming off him, too. If he was trained right, he could give Vic a run for his money. I gently flexed my hands again, testing how they felt. If it came down to it, I could probably throw down again. I just really didn’t want to have to.

      Chet held his hands up, looking nervous. “It’s cool, I’m not here to make any problems, really. I wanted to give you something and to, uh, ask you for a favor.” He reached into his coat, and I immediately tensed, drawing in whatever durability there was close by, just in case.

      Vic’s hand shot out and rested on my arm. “Take it easy, son. Hear him out. Both of you.” He looked at Sarah, who had slowly stopped typing and was focused on the big guy. “He’s already told me all about it, but you should let him tell you himself.” Vic gave a small nod to Chet and took his hand away.

      Chet sagged with relief, pulling my old phone out of his pocket and handing it to me. “This is yours. I fished it out of your jacket down in Chinatown. It was soaked from the rain, but I dried it out for you and charged it back up.”

      I took it back gratefully, keying it on, and swiping across the cracked screen. “Thanks, I was sure this thing was stomped flat, or in a pawn shop somewhere. I owe you one.” I glanced at Sarah, who was clearly starting to put things together. “I … I guess I owe you more than one, don’t I?” It had taken a lot of guts to release the unedited video he took during the fight in front of Chao’s. Heroes tended to cover for each other in this town, and he broke their code.

      Chet shrugged. “You saved Brad’s life. Grabbing your phone was the least I could do. I just wanted to swing by and say thanks in person. I didn’t know there was going to be a big … thing going on here today, though. I’d have waited till you weren’t so busy.” He gave me an earnest smile, and I found myself wondering how a decent guy like this had ended up in that goon squad in the first place.

      I nodded, turning the phone off and fumbling to put it in the armored case on my belt. “Yeah well, I didn’t know it was happening either. How’d you find me, anyways? You guys were all long gone by the time I got out of the store.”

      Chet looked guiltily at his feet. “I uh, I called the number marked ‘work’ in your contacts. The guy gave me the address and I figured it was worth a shot.”

      Sarah leaned back in the receptionist’s chair, eyeing Chet coolly. “You hacked his phone? What else did you get out of it?” She narrowed her eyes at him. “More names? Addresses, maybe? What did you tell your buddies about Mickey?”

      Chet looked panicky. “No, no! It wasn’t even locked! I didn’t go digging around in it, really. I just wanted to try and give it back.” He hung his head again. “I’m sorry. And they aren’t my friends anyways. Except maybe Brad, but he says he’s probably leaving town after they let him out of the hospital.”

      It was my turn to look guilty. I was the one who crushed his chest in the first place. But he started the fight, after all. “Yeah. I’m … glad he’s gonna make it.”

      Vic seemed to read my mind, holding his hands out and trying to get things calmed down. “It happened, it’s over and done with. He isn’t here to start anything up again, he wants to try and make a fresh start. He’s hoping you’ll help him out with that.” He looked at Chet and nodded. “Tell them.”

      Chet sagged and looked at me like I was still going to punch him. “I need you to come down to the Registration Office. I was hoping … I was hoping maybe you’d help me get signed back up.” He looked like he was going to cry. “They say they won’t let me back in without a … recommendation from another Hero. When Vic told me you had just gotten in, I thought … I hoped maybe you’d stand up for me.”

      I stared at Chet, completely confused. “What do you mean, back in? You’re one of the Behemoth Boys. Hell, you’re probably higher ranked than I am at this point.”

      Sarah looked up from her own phone, face twisted into a snarl. “No, he’s not. The Behemoth Boys website removed him from the official lineup ten minutes after the video was leaked to the press. And Chet's name was deleted from the City’s licensed Hero Database not long after that.” She looked at Chet with genuine sympathy. “They kicked him out for telling the truth about the Chinatown fight, Mickey.”
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      Chet was in the backseat of the truck, knees pressed into my back, as Sarah tore through traffic. “Thanks again for the ride. You guys didn’t have to do this right now.” He tried to get comfortable, but he really just kept bruising my kidneys. “I’m sure you both have other stuff to do.”

      Sarah glared at him through the rear-view mirror. “Don’t be stupid. They can’t kick you off the Hero lists for telling the truth. I’ve always got time to stick it to these miserable stuck up jerks. Watch it, moron!” She laid onto the horn and swerved past a delivery truck that had the audacity to be following the speed limit.

      I turned to face Chet, who was white as a sheet. “You, uh, might wanna buckle up back there. Riding with Sarah’s an … experience the first time.” He scrambled for the buckles as I turned back to Sarah. “Try and stay off the sidewalk there, Fury Road.”

      Sarah didn’t seem to find that funny for some reason. “Ha ha. Don’t worry, I’m not gonna hurt anyone.” A squeal of rubber on asphalt and a sudden lurch to the side added extra credibility to that promise. “I just want to get there before traffic gets any worse. This is ridiculous for this time of day.”

      She was right. Up ahead, the cross-streets had a flurry of emergency vehicles running the lights, slowing us to a crawl. The sirens reminded me about the earpiece I had packed in case I wanted to go on patrol later. I fished it out and screwed into my ear.

      Chet leaned forward and grinned. “Hey, the trainer earpiece! Wow, you don’t see those pieces of junk too often. We all … had …” He coughed and settled back on the seat as I glared at him. “I didn’t think they still gave those out anymore is all.”

      I grunted and pressed the button. “They do when they think you don’t deserve to get into the club. Now quiet, I wanna hear what’s got everyone running to the West Side.” I clapped my hand over the little radio, trying to drown out the barrage of horns and sirens up ahead.

      “… extreme caution. Suspects are in possession of augmented abilities and advanced weaponry. Headed west on 56th Street. Are described as male, race unknown, large height and build, wearing black dress suits and face masks. Repeat, engage with extreme caution …”

      I felt a chill run down my spine as I turned to Sarah. “Oh, no ... Sarah, it’s the Everlasting. West on 56th, coming up in two blocks.” I gulped as Sarah floored it, swerving into the empty oncoming lane. I could hear Chet whimper and click his seat belt closed.

      Sarah leaned forward and pressed a couple buttons on the dashboard. “Motherfuckers. All right, let’s go bring ‘em down before they kill anybody else.” She wrenched the wheel, dodging an ambulance and getting onto 56th, chasing after the rescue vehicles. “You might wanna hold on tight back there, Chad.”

      Chet threw his arms out, bracing against the inside of the cab. “It’s not Chad, my name’s — shit!” He tried to plant his feet on my seat, almost slamming my face into the dash. “Jesus lady, you’re gonna get us killed!”

      Sarah laughed, passing a cop car on the right, and nearly running into a fire hydrant. “Relax, I made more than a few after-market modifications to ol’ Black Beauty here. She’s got a built-in roll cage, bulletproof glass, next-gen armored panels and a mil-spec suspension. This thing’s tougher than anything the cops are bringing to deal with the Everlasting. Not to mention some of the really illegal gear I had put into her.” She spared a glance at Chet and smirked. “Besides, aren’t you indestructible?”

      Chet was sweating now. I think he was getting carsick, and I couldn’t blame him. “Watch the road! I’m tough, yeah, but I don’t really want to put it to the test against driving into a wall! Why the hell is this thing so tricked out? And who’s the Everlasting?!”

      Sarah gave him a half-shrug and swore, slamming the brakes on and creeping up to the tail end of a long line of police and rescue units. “When you hack into drug kingpins and third-world dictator’s bank accounts before breakfast, you want more than full insurance coverage and 24-hour towing, okay? And the Everlasting are even worse; they’re supervillain mercs.” She slammed her palm against the top of the steering wheel. “God dammit, we’re not getting any closer than this unless somebody moves.”

      The fire truck at the front of the parade catapulted into the air, flipping over and crashing on the sidewalk with a scream of malfunctioning sirens. The Everlasting were probably targeting the first responders on purpose, the bastards.

      “Well, people are definitely moving.” I popped the door open and jumped out. “This is close enough, I’m getting up there before anyone else buys it.” I pressed the acknowledge button on the earpiece, sticking my head back into the open door. “Listen, I gotta go deal with this. Get out of here and I’ll meet you back at Vic’s. Go!”

      Chet tried to climb past the front seat, but was still buckled in. “Shit, wait! I can help! It’ll look great if I help you beat these —"

      I cut him off with a hand. “No time for that sidekick shit, Chet! You’re not licensed, and if you screw up, they’ll have you in a force-field cell before you can say ‘Good Samaritan’. And you,” I pointed at Sarah, who was glaring back. “You do not need to get tangled up with SWAT teams and supervillains out in broad daylight, and we both know why. I know you can handle yourself. You don’t have shit to prove to me, you, or anybody else. Just go, please.”

      I slammed the door before either of them tried to argue with me and started running up the deserted street. Another car blew up, and I flung the hood up on the suit to shield me from the shrapnel.

      Having access to Chet’s powers would be nice, but these guys would have powers for me to copy. Being a superhuman was a requirement for membership in Everlast’s New World Order. And it was a lot more important to shut these maniacs down fast than huddle up with ex-Behemoth Bro and come up with a half-assed battle plan. I heard another dispatch come in over my radio.

      “All units, be advised, Hero assistance inbound, ID is listed as Blue Badger, Class-D. Powers unknown. Fall back and divert civilians from the area. Give Hero support as necessary and keep VET units on standby …”

      Well, at least they knew I was coming. Up ahead I could see two of the Everlasting crooks standing in the intersection, bullets ricocheting off them as the SWAT team tried to pin them down. One of them was holding something that looked like a cross between a vacuum cleaner and a jet engine, and he pointed it at the concrete barricade the SWAT guys were using for cover. They broke formation and scattered as the goon took aim. The gun thrummed and fired a shockwave that threw the barricade backwards, crushing the front of the SWAT van and sending the cops fleeing. I really didn’t want to see what that thing could do to a person. There were some ominous red splatters on the nearby vehicles that gave me a good hint, though.

      As I approached the intersection, a cop huddled behind his car waved me over to him frantically. “Get down, you moron!” He leaned up, peering over the hood of his car. “You’re the hero, I’m guessing. Even tourists aren’t usually dumb enough to walk into a war zone.”

      I crouched alongside him, staring out at the goons in the street. “Yeah, that’s me. Blue Badger, professional moron. So, what’s the situation exactly? The dispatchers were pretty vague.” For now, the mercs were just holding their position, back to back.

      The cop snorted. “The situation is a shooting gallery. We got a silent alarm from some applied sciences lab just up the road. Motion sensor got tripped in the sewers. When we ID’d the suspects, we called everything in. SWAT and the Villain Extraction Teams had them pinned inside.”

      A horrible buzzing sound and a blast of red light tore through a nearby police car, and we both hunkered down as it exploded. “Okay, so what went wrong?” The ground shook as that silver boomstick went off again.

      “The bastards used the scientists inside as human shields. Once they got onto the street, these two started shooting anyone who stuck their heads out.” He spat and checked his sidearm. “We can’t drop ‘em, but we can’t leave them to blow the neighborhood apart.”

      I risked another peek at the Everlasting standing alone in the intersection. “I thought you said they had hostages?” A few brave cops were still taking potshots and running from car to car as the villains blasted away at them.

      The cop snarled and looked at one of the nearby crimson streaks on the asphalt. “Yeah, they had hostages. Now, we just have more dead scientists, and they’ve got an even longer list of charges.” He sighed and rested his head against the car’s fender. “Okay, Badger. You’re the first mask on the scene. What’s the plan?”

      I blew out a breath, trying to tune out the gunfire and explosions. “Well, they’re only shooting at guys they can see. I’ll run out and draw their attention, buy you guys time to get the wounded out of the line of fire.”

      The cop gave me a long look, and then shrugged. “So, you’re a teleporter, or have super agility or something, then?” He snagged his radio and started shouting commands. Another explosion went off in the crosswalk next to us.

      I sighed and eased closer to the back of the car. “I told you before, I’m a professional moron. Just start getting people out of here. If they flatten me, I at least volunteered for it.” I stuck my head back out, scanning the terrain and spotting a few SWAT guys on the far side of the intersection. “Hey, if your guys across the way have like, flashbangs or smoke grenades or something, now’s the time to use them. Get their visibility down so they can only see me clearly.”

      The cop nodded and grabbed his radio again. “I’ll call it in. Godspeed, Badger.” He turned away from me and started hollering new orders. A series of faint pops and a wave of thick white smoke filling the street suggested that they got the message.

      I took a deep breath, got into a sprinter’s stance, and darted into the intersection, hoping the smoke and the element of surprise would keep me from becoming a smear on the pavement. The Everlasting with the cannon spun, catching the burst of movement. He calmly leveled the weapon and fired a shot of concentrated force at me. I dove to the right, the air rushing past me like a semi-truck. The cop car I was just using as shelter launched into the air, sailing over the cop behind it and disappearing into the smoke with a crash. The officer took a bewildered look around and ran for the safety of the fog.

      The other masked menace turned to aim at the faint silhouette of an ambulance on the other side of the street, with a pair of EMT’s halfway into the back of the vehicle with a stretcher. They weren’t going to be able to run.

      I waved my arms and screamed at him. “Hey, jackass! Over here!” I had to draw his fire, give the paramedics time to bug out. I just wasn’t sure if I could get close enough distance to steal his powers without getting creamed by his lasers or his buddy with the thunder cannon. Still, I had to try. “Yeah, you! Try fighting someone that’s gonna fight back, you coward!”

      He turned, almost in slow motion, looking at me like I was crazy or suicidal. I could hear the frantic squeal of tires on asphalt; hopefully the ambulance was hauling ass. He raised his hand, drawing a steady bead on me as I got ready to leap out of the way.

      I feinted to the right again and then flung myself to the left, hands high to keep away from the searing beam of energy that sizzled past. I could feel the heat of the beam even through the suit. There was no way I was going to risk taking one of those to the chest. I dove forward and rolled, feeling another shot sail over me.

      The dull thud of another explosion filled the area, followed by tinkling glass. The cannon had missed me but blown in a storefront on the corner. At least I had both of their attention now. If these guys kept firing wild, though, they were going to knock down a damned building. I rolled to my feet, still moving closer. I was reaching out frantically for some of their invulnerability. If they could shrug off bullets from the police, I should be able to soak up a shot or two from them, and then I’d be close enough to put them down.

      With two shooters looking at me, running in a straight line at them wasn’t exactly feasible, though. I kept circling to the right, trying to make sure that they turned to follow me so everyone else had a chance to evacuate.

      The Everlasting with the cannon leaned over to his friend and muttered something I couldn’t hear from here, but it got Mr. Zappy to put his hand down and start walking toward me. Fifty feet. I could almost smell the power inside him, just a few more feet …

      He called out to me, keeping his Murder Hands out and to the side. “Blue Badger. Class-D, powers ‘unknown’. They don’t know what you’re capable of, Mister Marsters, but we do.”

      The threat of imminent splattering was somehow a lot less terrifying than these psychos knowing my name. I kept angling closer, but I wasn’t going to give him a straight shot. Mercy did not exist in their dojo. “If you do, you’re making a big mistake walking up to me.”

      He chuckled from behind the mask and stopped. “You have a point. I want you to listen though, before you cut me down with my own power. You don’t have to make an enemy of the Everlasting. You would have a place of honor in the new society we will build. There is still time to embrace the power within your blood. With you on our side, no one could oppose —"

      With a turbocharged roar, Sarah’s truck burst from the haze of smoke and plowed into the villain at full speed. He screamed in surprise, sailing face-first into a burning car and going limp. The other cultist aimed at the four by four and blasted it as Sarah circled to ram him.

      “No!” I screamed as the shockwave slammed into the grill, dropping the nose of the truck low. For a second, I thought the truck was going to flip onto its front, and I drew in Chet’s strength to catch it. Amazingly, it just dragged the bumper for a few feet and rolled to a stop, the headlights smashed and the windshield cracked like a spider web. Sarah must have filled the damned body with concrete to make it that heavy. I was impressed that it was still in one piece.

      He turned and blasted me for good measure, but this time I was ready, and had a lot more durability on hand. I turned my shoulder into the blast, which hit me just as hard as the car the Behemoth Boys had flung into my face. I staggered back as the shockwave deflected off me and punched a hole into the fog across the street. Sarah’s truck roared back to life and charged at the villain. Whatever she’d spent on juicing that thing up, it was paying off big right now.

      With a sickening crunch, the battered truck rammed into the Everlasting. He slid five feet, his leather shoes digging ruts into the pavement as he slowed the truck to a halt. She slammed it into reverse and tried to retreat, but he reached down and grabbed the frame under the bumper, lifting the front of the car and leaving the rear wheels spinning and smoking furiously.

      I was only thirty feet away and could feel this guy’s power now. Once I drained it, I’d be able to hold on to it for a few seconds even if he got away again. That was what had kept me from splattering against the car Behemoth Man punched me into. But the supervillain looked at me with a murderous gleam in his eyes and used the last of his fading strength to hurl the truck straight at me. His aim was off, his power fading, but that just sent the truck tumbling end over end toward me. I ducked and rolled to the side, the pinwheeling vehicle knocking me aside as it went back the way it came. It finally came to rest on its roof, axles bent and widows blown out.

      Through the splintered windshield I could see Chet slowly trying to free himself from the seat belt and popped airbags, Sarah hanging slack in the restraints, eyes closed and blood on her temple.
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      “Sarah!” I staggered to my feet, sprinting to the flipped truck and wrenching the armored door off. She stirred faintly, voice mumbling something indistinct. “Hang on, just hang on, I’m gonna get you out of there.” There was thick white smoke coming from under the hood. I was pretty sure it was just the antifreeze, but there was no way to know what else was leaking all over the street.

      Chet finally unclipped his seat belt, crashing onto his shoulder and squirming onto his knees inside the collapsed cab. “You grab her, hold her head. Lemme get the belt loose.” I nodded and supported her limp form as Chet fumbled with her belt, finally cursing and wrenching the whole thing off its mounting brackets. His voice was a lot calmer than mine, almost businesslike. “Careful, careful now. The airbags all went off, she’s probably just stunned.”

      I looked at Chet suspiciously. He didn’t really strike me as knowledgeable about, well, much of anything.

      He read that look and shrugged. “Took some CPR and first aid classes while I trained with the Behemoth Boys.”

      I remembered that he was the one who’d tried to shield Brad, and checked with the EMTs in Chinatown. I had to admit I was actually glad he was here.

      Sarah’s eyes fluttered half-open as she fell into my arms. “Mickey? Ugh, he wrecked my truck. Son of a bitch …” She went limp again, her breathing shallow. I leaned in and heard her mumble, “Get me the hell out of this heap. I’m gonna kick that guy’s ass.” Then she fainted again.

      I pulled her out through the door, laying her on the pavement with my eyes burning with rage and half formed tears. She was okay. She had to be. She wouldn’t leave me after all the hell we’d been through. I brushed her hair out of her face, her blood staining a red streak into the warm blonde. I couldn’t stop staring at the blood on my hands, Sarah’s blood.

      Trembling, I stood and turned to face the Everlasting, a red haze forming at the edge of my vision. He was hefting another police cruiser over his head. I must have been too far to dampen his power now. I didn’t need it, I didn’t want it. I wanted him strong, strong enough to let me pound him, over and over, until he knew he was nothing. Nothing. I felt a horrible anger welling up inside me, too big for my body to contain. I could feel myself trying to expand, just to make room for this awful, bottomless rage. Dimly I heard a faint ripping sound, as the bandages on my hands burst and fell in tatters to the street.

      Sarah …

      She murmured softly behind me. “Nnnhh … No, Mickey. Oh, no. Don’t …”

      If she said anything else, I couldn’t make sense of it. I crouched and let out a roar of challenge, the force of the scream sending shards of glass and bits of asphalt skittering away. The villain … the enemy paused, scared. Good. He threw his toy car at me. I slammed my arms down on the flimsy metal and bellowed my defiance, feeling the puny car fold and bend around me like water, like air. Like nothing. I turned back to check on Sarah. Safe.

      Sarah reached a hand out, gripping the fabric of my jeans, her voice weak. “Mickey … Calm … you have to be calm. I’m all right. I’m fine. You have to fight it.” She smiled. But she was hurt.

      Blood. I started shaking all over. I could feel myself slipping away, drowning in anger. Enemy. I turned back to see the tiny thing that thought it could beat me. So small, so puny. So weak.

      I drew a deep breath, trying to think through the fog of anger that was swamping my mind. “You … hurt Sarah. I hurt back.”

      Breathe, dammit! Breathe! God, it hadn’t been this bad since we were kids. Huddled under the rubble of our homes, crushed and suffocating. I needed strength, I needed to protect Sarah. And I found the power I needed then, just like now. A dreadful roiling ocean of power, that only knew how to slam against the cliffs, and break them down. Relentless, unstoppable power.

      The enemy … no, the villain … could see the look on my face. He aimed the cannon at me, pulling the trigger over and over. The shockwaves wafted over me like a warm summer breeze, the car pinned against me disintegrating with a shriek of tortured metal. Chet cradled Sarah, blocking any stray debris in the safe haven behind me. The cannon fired again, and I slammed my hands together, destroying the feeble shockwave in a thunderclap that shattered windows for half a city block and dispersed the pall of smoke over the area.

      The villain flew from his feet, the useless gun sliding away under a truck. I tried to shake the cotton out of my head and looked back to Chet, grinding each word out like I was still learning English. “You. Stay here. Watch … Sarah.”

      Chet nodded, eyes like saucers. I wasn’t sure what he was seeing, but it was scaring the hell out of him. I didn’t have time to worry about that. I turned back to see the Everlasting who hurt Sarah struggling to his feet. Even through the slit in his mask, I could see that same fear on his face that was stamped on Chet’s. He turned and made a break for it.

      I leaped after him, vaulting across the entire intersection in a single stride. The second jump brought me down onto the villain’s back, knocking us both into an abandoned car near the police cordon keeping people out of the area. I could feel the rage that was burning in my veins start to subside, letting me think clearly before I tore the merc limb from limb.

      That didn’t mean he was getting off easy. I rolled to my feet, trailing shattered glass and shrapnel off my clothes, and slammed him back against the car, holding him by the throat. The rage was fading, and the strength with it, so I started to take his instead, sending blow after blow into his masked face until he was dangling unconscious in my grip. I pulled back for another shot, but the flat crack of a pistol brought me back to my senses.

      A uniformed cop was standing behind me, his gun pointed up and away. I finally recognized him as the guy I first met on the scene. “All right, Badger, he’s down. Let him be down.” I saw him adjust the grip on his semiautomatic. “You got ‘em. Now, let us take over from here.”

      I looked from the cop to the Everlasting, dangling in my hand like a rag doll. “You can have him.”

      Behind the cop, the service crews were moving at full tilt, tending to the wounded and securing the other villain. A team of black clad guys with V.E.T. stenciled on their body armor hustled up, pushing a cart of gear. They clamped some impressive manacles on the Everlasting and gave me a thumbs-up. I let go of the Everlasting, the Villain Extraction Team catching him as he fell and putting him in their portable force field generator.

      I wiped my hand on my jeans. Just touching that scumbag made me feel dirty. I started walking back toward the intersection with the cop, feeling the adrenaline crash and inspecting the carnage. He was also looking around and gave a low whistle.

      “What a mess. It’s gonna be a while before we know just how bad this really was.” He glanced at me and gave me a tired smile. “That was pretty good, for a professional moron. Just try not to flip any more cars over on me. I thought I was gonna need to change my uniform.”

      He laughed, but I was already sprinting for the truck. There was no sign of anyone there, and I spun around, scanning the chaos of activity in a panic. “Sarah? Sarah!” Shit, I told Chet to keep her here. Where the hell were they?

      The cop jogged up, pointing over to my left. “Easy, easy! Your friends are over there. They’re loading the girl up right now.” He saw the look on my face and held up a hand. “She’s swearing up a storm and complaining about her deductible. Something tells me she’ll pull through. Right now, we’re just getting all the wounded out of the area before anything else goes wrong.”

      I nodded, almost sick with relief. “Thanks, uh …” I scanned his uniform for the first time. “Officer Thompson.” I went to shake his hand, tried to make it a salute halfway through, gave up and slapped him on the shoulder.

      Thompson laughed and shook his head. “You too. Call me Frank. Now, get over there, before they cart your friend off.” He shooed me away and grabbed his radio again, checking in on the rest of the situation.

      I nodded again and wove through the groups of fire, rescue and emergency teams that were starting to crisscross the area. I saw Chet waving me in and ran to the stretcher where Sarah was arguing with the paramedics.

      “How is she?” I turned and ignored Chet before he could answer me. “Sarah! Sarah? How are you?”

      Sarah swatted away another EMT who was trying to put an oxygen mask on her and sat up, to the protest of the attending paramedics. “How am I? I’m fine, not that anybody’s listening to me.” She looked at me with worry in her eyes. “How bad did it get? Are you okay?” She held a hand out to me, and I took it gently.

      “Yeah, I’m okay. I got it under control, it’s fine now.” I squeezed her hand and smiled. “We’re both going to be fine, so just relax. Let these people do their jobs.” Reluctantly, I let go and let them finish getting the stretcher into the back of the ambulance. I called one of the beleaguered paramedics over and told him to send Sarah to Doc Lazarus’ hospital. At least then I’d know where she ended up.

      Chet came over and hung his head. “I’m sorry, man. I know you said to keep her there, but once everybody started moving again, I called some medics over to check on Sarah. They just wanted to get her somewhere they can run a few tests. That was one hell of a wreck, and she’s not invulnerable like we are.” I nodded, not really interested in clearing that whole thing up. He gave me a worried look. “What happened back there, anyways? You were getting … scary, dude. Mean Streak’s the only one I’ve ever seen that could do that shockwave move. You were even starting to look like her there for a second.”

      I sighed and pushed my hood back, running my hands through my hair. “It was nothing. I just got a little out of control, but it’s all good.” I took a deep breath. “Sarah’s gonna be fine, the Everlasting are caught, and things are starting to settle down. It’s over.” I tried to shut out the wreckage surrounding us and focus on the good that we got accomplished.

      A cold voice behind me spoke up. “Don’t think this is over, Blue Badger. You’ve made powerful enemies today.” I spun to see Mr. Zappy, being hauled past inside an orange force field box. “The Everlasting do not give second chances to people who oppose us.”

      I stalked over and leaned close to the humming barrier. “It looks pretty over from this side of the cage, pal.” I almost wanted him to break loose, just so I could pummel him the way I did his buddy.

      He laughed quietly, turning his head to follow me as the VET guys wheeled him past me. “Believe that at your own peril. You and your friends have been marked. You’ll regret this day, and soon.” His laughter faded away as he was carted off, but it still echoed in my ears long after they locked him into the armored car.
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      I said my goodbyes to Chet and walked a few blocks from the crime scene to hail a cab. With my hoodie unzipped and the earpiece out, I was just a regular guy on the street, very nice for avoiding reporters. I’d seen enough cameras in my face for today. The cab let me out a half-block from Hero’s Memorial Hospital; the ambulance traffic was too heavy for him to get much closer.

      I could feel my mood getting worse as I approached the controlled chaos of the hospital. The Everlasting really turned that street corner into a slaughterhouse, and for what? So, they could run things and kill even more people. It was insane.

      And they wanted me to join up with them, pushing the ‘little people’ around.

      The Emergency Room was a complete madhouse, but Vic had already texted me with Sarah’s room number. I was glad, because I really didn’t want to wander around the ER, taking a tour of the misery the Everlasting had caused. I took the stairs up to the fourth floor three at a time and found Sarah sitting up in bed, Vic chatting quietly with her. Vic smiled and stepped back, clapping me on the shoulder as he stepped outside to let us talk, closing the door to shut out the noise out in the hall.

      Sarah propped herself up a bit straighter, clicking on the TV on the far wall and adjusting the intravenous line trailing off her arm. “They’re keeping me overnight. I have work to do, and they’re telling me I need more tests. It’s ridiculous.” She brushed the hair out of her face, and I saw the brace on her wrist.

      I nodded at the brace, a skeptical note in my voice. “If you’re fine, then what’s that?” I sighed and patted her shoulder. “That was a nasty tumble you and Chet took. I’m sure they just want to play it safe.” I was more than a little upset about her being in harm’s way in the first place, but this was no time to argue about it with her. “I always thought all the James Bond crap you put into that truck was a waste of money. I guess I was wrong.”

      Sarah nodded and gave me a wicked grin. “Hell yeah, it was worth it. You should have seen the look on that guy’s face when we came out of the smoke at him.” She pouted and idly rubbed at her hurt wrist. “I still want payback on that jerk for smashing my baby up like that.”

      “Don’t you worry about that. I made sure he paid for every scratch on Black Beauty.” I gave her a broad grin and another pat on the arm. I looked at my bruised knuckles with a bit of surprise. Where did Vic’s bandages go? “When you get the repair bill, I’ll make sure they forward it to Blackstone Supermax. The way the Everlasting dress, I’m sure that he can afford it.”

      Vic and Doc Lazarus came in while were laughed and chatted about the battle, the doctor coming over to check Sarah’s vitals and IV. I took the opportunity to discreetly borrow his regeneration, feeling a fresh burst of energy flow through me. I idly wondered if the guy ever needed to sleep at all. Must come in pretty handy for a doctor to never get tired.

      He finished his inspection and stepped back. “Well, you’re stabilized, that’s good. I’m still going to insist on an MRI.” He saw Sarah open her mouth and held a hand up. “No arguments. There’s no way to know if you’ve got swelling or internal hemorrhaging after getting thrown around like that. And from what I hear about your temper, I don’t want you dropping dead from an aneurism at the next red light you come to.”

      I had to laugh at that. “Yeah, I second that. I’m probably gonna be the one riding shotgun if that happens.”

      Lazarus looked me over, holding his hand out. “You did some good work today, young man. I know you saw the emergency ward on the way in, but … well, if you hadn’t stopped them when you did, most of those people would be going into coffins instead of surgery theatres. Thank you.”

      I gave him an embarrassed handshake, and the retired Hero turned my hand to inspect my knuckles. “Victor wanted me to have a look at your hands, he said you busted them up pretty badly fighting Gawain earlier.” He gave me a long look, a twinkle in his clear blue eyes. “Maybe I was wrong when I said I couldn’t pass my powers on the other day.” He released his grip. “At least I won’t have to find a room for you tonight, Mickey.”

      He meant it as a joke, but I didn’t think it was very funny. Vic saw my expression and put an arm around my shoulders, face stern. “I know that face. Don’t feel you’re somehow responsible for what you saw downstairs … or in here, either. This is what happens when bad guys do bad things. You’re the one who put a stop to it.” He looked at Sarah with a frown. “And Sarah made her own choice to get mixed up in it. Just like the cops and rescue guys. They could have run, it would have been easier and a helluva lot safer, but you all did your duty for the people down there that hadn’t decided to be in a war.”

      Doc Lazarus nodded. “He’s right, Mickey. Being a hero is about limiting the damage that criminals do. You can’t save everyone, but you save as many as you can.”

      I sighed and pulled away from Vic’s embrace. “Waiting for villains to make the first move just puts more innocent people in danger. I’m not going to sit around and wait for the Everlasting to kill more people. Especially people I care about.” I could still hear that whack job laughing. He was right. This wasn’t even close to over yet, not until their whole cult was torn down. “They’re going to pay for what they’ve done today.”

      Sarah gave me a concerned look. “This doesn’t sound like you, Mickey. You’ve never been one to go looking for payback, and you never used to talk about hunting down people just because they exist. What’s gotten into you?”

      Vic was also side-eyeing me. “What haven’t you told us about these guys, Mickey? There’s more to this than the public good here. You’re making this sound personal.” He frowned and rubbed the back of his neck. “Do you know these guys?”

      “No, but they seem to know me. They knew who I was, Vic, and what I can do. I haven't even told the Hero commission the whole story about my powers, but somehow, they knew. I have no idea how,” I said. “They even tried to get me to join up.”

      Doc Lazarus nodded. “Now that sounds like Everlast. He’d kill supers without mercy, but only if they rejected his opportunity to join his cause.” He looked down at his own hands. “Even at the end, when he … when the Hall of Vigilance was destroyed, he was reaching out for me, saying he needed my strength to remake the world.” The doctor seemed to shrink inside his coat. “Thunder Girl pushed me away from him, and there was this horrible light … and when I pulled myself out of the rubble, my world had ended. I almost wish I hadn’t survived just to bury my teammates.”

      I shivered involuntarily at the pain in his voice. He lost everything back then, just like Sarah and I had.

      Vic walked over and gave the former Hero an awkward hug. “Hey, Jake. That was a long time ago. You’ve made a new life, and this is your new world. Everlast failed, and his gang of wannabes are gonna fail, too.” The old boxer released Lazarus and gave me a smile. “Guys like Mickey are gonna make sure of that. Right, kid?”

      I nodded enthusiastically. “Damned right I will, old man.” I didn’t know how just yet, but they’d picked a fight with the wrong guy. I just needed to find them, and I was starting to get an idea about how to do that. I strolled over to Sarah’s nightstand, grabbing the house keys she had next to her phone. “I left my keys in the apartment. I’m gonna borrow yours. You won’t need ‘em tonight.”

      Sarah started to protest but relented when she saw the look on Doc Lazarus’ face. “Fine. I guess I’ll just try and keep myself entertained for the rest of the night.” She grabbed the remote and turned up the TV behind us all, aggressively switching channels. She stopped on the news, and we all stared silently at the footage of the city street that had been turned into a combat zone.

      “… damage estimated in the millions of dollars. Casualty reports are still coming in as the final toll for this vicious attack keeps climbing. The one ray of hope was the brilliant debut of the city’s newest hero, Blue Badger!” The newscaster grinned excitedly as a blurry picture of me covered the scenes of destruction.

      Her partner on the desk was apparently already a member of my fan club. “That’s right, Laurel. The mystery man who defeated Behemoth Man is back, with a new name and a cool new look! Judging from how good he looked bringing down these Everlasting guys, he might just make ‘superhero casual’ the hot new fashion trend in the crime fighting world!”

      I rolled my eyes as they showed more terrible footage of me pounding Boomstick into unconsciousness. A cynical part of me suspected that these modern heroes showed up late just to make sure they had high-quality film of themselves in action.

      “That’s a trend Captain Courteous hasn’t been able to make stick for ten years now, so I’m not going to hold my breath on that one, Kent. What is taking everyone’s breath away is how committed Blue Badger is to the citizens he’s so recently sworn to protect." She leaned closer to the camera, as if she was telling the whole city a huge secret at the same time. "I’ve heard that he just participated in a five-million-dollar charity match with the glamorous Golden Goose himself! Keep an eye out for that match this weekend on Pay-Per-View! A portion of those fees will go toward the All-Hero Invitation this Labor Day.”

      Kent rubbed his hands together in anticipation of more Hero-on-Hero action. “I’m really hoping Blue Badger signs up for that, Laurel. This kid can do no wrong at the moment! The internet agrees, giving him the highest initial approval ratings we’ve seen! In fact, the Hero Commission has just given our new Hero an upgrade, ranking him Class-C and nine hundred and two in the Database! An amazing jump in standings for a Hero who hasn’t even revealed his official powers yet!”

      Sarah muted the TV, giving me a proud smile. “Oh look, you’re famous.” She set the remote down and stretched. “Why don’t you two get out of here for the night? It’s been a really long day for everybody. I don’t need you two worrying over me like a couple of mother hens.”

      Doc Lazarus nodded his agreement. “Sarah’s right. It’s going to be a couple hours before the Imaging Department is going to have an opening, and there’s nothing else to do until I get that MRI done.” He checked his watch and sighed. “And God knows I have to get back to my own rounds. Assuming everything looks clear, you’ll be out of here bright and early tomorrow, Sarah.” The doctor excused himself and headed back out onto the floor to check on the rest of his patients.

      I said my own goodbyes and left Vic there to chat with Sarah a bit more before he left. He really missed seeing her since she quit the gym, and I think he was a lot more worried about her than he wanted to let on. I was looking forward to a good long shower but using Doc Lazarus’ powers to heal myself had left me full of energy and ready to take the fight to the Everlasting. I just had to find them first. Luckily, I had the key to solving that little problem … quite literally.

      As I stepped out into the late afternoon hustle, a group of cameras milling by the Emergency Room doors swung in my direction. I started to make a break for it, but a surprisingly athletic cameraman cut me off before I got to the curb. It was clear I wasn’t going to slip away this time. Maybe I should start carrying smoke bombs of my own for occasions like this.

      “Mister Badger! Hang on!” A lantern-jawed reporter with glasses and a microphone was approaching rapidly, blocking my retreat from the cameraman. “This is Brock Quarrie here on the street with the hero of the day, Blue Badger! Can you give us a statement about what happened on 56th Street?” He thrust the microphone into my face.

      I sighed and ran a hand through my perpetually mussed hair and tried to ignore the camera practically jammed into my ear. “What happened? A bunch of superpowered murderers took the lives of a lot of innocent people and brave public service members. I happened to be the closest guy to the fight, and I got the situation under control.” I decided to be gracious. “I’m sure any other hero would have done the same if they got there first.”

      Brock Underbite nodded with exaggerated approval. “Heroic and humble, ladies and gentlemen! Any leads you’re following up on? The police said an awful lot of classified equipment was missing from the lab that was attacked.”

      I masked my surprise and shrugged. “I’m definitely going to be following up on these Everlast goons. Whatever they might have stolen isn’t going to protect them from me.” Crap, there must have been more of them. They killed all those people and wrecked half a city block, just for a diversion.

      Brock gave the camera a thumbs-up. “That’s what we like to hear! Any comments on the simulation that MaskMatch.com released today? They’re saying if he was still around, you’d do pretty well against Everlast. They used to say that no one ever saw Everlast’s powers and lived. How would you rate your own chances?”

      Just the mention of Everlast’s body count got me annoyed. “Everlast isn’t around. And no matter what his cronies think, he isn’t coming back. It’s a good thing for him, because he’d have to deal with me if he did.”

      The reporter stuck the mic even closer to my face. “We’ve heard that the assailants on 56th street are members of a group working on Everlast’s return. One of them was quoted on the scene saying they were coming after you specifically. That sounds pretty scary to me. Nervous about a threat like that on your first day as a hero?”

      I leaned back to get some breathing room, glaring at the camera. “Let ‘em come. It’d save me a lot of leg work if they stop hiding under their rocks and fight me head-on. I just want to say that I’ll be seeing you Everlasting soon, whether you try and hide or not.”

      Brock whistled under his breath. “Very confident, Blue Badger. Any truth to the rumors that you’re secretly dating The Mean Streak? That’s the definition of sleeping with the enemy.” He winked at the camera and waved the damn mic under my nose again.

      “Dating Mean …?! Where did you even get that? My private life is none of your f—“

      “That’s more than enough questions, don’t you think, Brock?” Doc Lazarus was coming out of the ER, smiling his movie-star smile, but giving the gossip hound a cold stare. “Prying into a hero’s personal business seems more than a little … rude.”

      I could feel the tension building between the two of them, as Brock slowly pulled the microphone away. “Of course, of course. Just asking the questions that the people want answered is all.” He cleared his throat and started again. “Any last words for everyone out there, Blue Badger?”

      I grinned and brushed off my hoodie. “Actually, I want to tell everybody that if you like my uniform, you can get your own hero-grade outfit at Chao’s Dry Cleaning and Tailor’s at 1741 West Division Street. If you like the casual look, if you like formal, capes or no capes, Chao’s is the place to get it. He can even service the newest Smart Suit technology. Get masked up in style at Chao’s. That’s how Blue Badger does it.” I gave Brock a deadpan wink and walked away.

      Brock stared at me in confusion but rallied fairly well. “There you have it, folks! We’re gonna go back to Laurel and Kent on the desk, but when we come back, I’ll have an exclusive interview with Indomitable Man, the sole survivor of Everlast’s deadly farewell to the city twenty years ago! Don’t touch that dial!”

      “Aaaaand, we’re out.” The cameraman tipped his rig upwards, fishing a cigarette out of his pocket and lighting it. “We’re back in five, folks.”

      Doc Lazarus stepped up and snatched the smoke from him, grinding it under his foot. “No smoking on hospital property, moron.” He sighed and waved me along. “Get out of here before some other channel finds you here, Badger. I’ll deal with these vultures for you.” He and Brock got into another stare down. I wondered what their history was like as the doc seemed to like just about everybody.

      I wasn’t going to worry about that right now. I’d just thrown down the gauntlet against a gang of murderous supervillains, and I wasn’t going to let them make the first move. It was time for me to take the fight to the Everlasting.
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      An hour later I was showered, styled, and suited up again in the apartment. I hated to lose time, but a guy’s gotta eat. More important, I need to turn over a few rocks and find where the equipment the Everlasting swiped had gone. Sarah’s command center was the perfect place to start looking. I fished her keys out of my pocket and started opening up her office. She didn’t need to know I hadn’t forgotten my keys any more than she needed to know about this little intrusion. Sarah had already done more than enough to help me with the Everlasting.

      I flipped on the lights and took a good look at the sprawl of computers, scramblers, police scanners, and high-end surveillance gear she kept in here. She could launch a mission to Venus with all this crap. I settled down in her chair, shoved some million-dollar gizmo over to make room for my beer, and slid the mouse around. Thankfully, the screens all lit up from sleep mode. I really didn’t want to try and power this mess up or risk some paranoid booby-trap if I did it wrong. Sarah was right; a real hacker rig wasn’t nearly as flashy as the ones in movies. Just a couple of small windows scrolling gibberish on one screen gave any truth to the green-tinted fantasy of Hollywood.

      It was vaguely disappointing.

      I was looking for the ‘find the bad guys’ button when my utility belt buzzed frantically. I popped the compartment open and took my phone out, my blood running cold as I saw the caller ID: Sarah. I held my breath and answered the call.

      “What in the HELL do you think you’re doing, Mickey?” I winced and set the phone on the desk, setting it to speakerphone. “My motion sensors went off in the office. Are you messing with my stuff?”

      I sighed and cracked open my beer. “I wanna find the Everlasting, and you said you had a search program running. Keep your yoga pants on.” As pissed off as she was, I really could use a hand running this thing. I had a suspicion that whatever I was looking for, it wasn’t exactly point and click. “The cops said the Everlasting tripped a silent alarm in the sewer near the lab. I think the rest of them used those sewers to sneak the gear out of the lab while I was fighting the two up top.”

      There was a long, dangerous silence coming from the phone. Just as I was about to pick it up and check the battery level, Sarah came back. “That’s … very likely, actually. Click the icon on the top left screen labeled ‘H.O.T. Stuff’ and give it a second to fire up.”

      I chuckled and sipped at my beer while the program started. “Hot stuff, huh? Is this your secret stash of nude selfies? I’ll have to send them to myself, I need a good lock screen image for my phone.”

      Sarah muttered something more than a little unpleasant in reply. “Very funny, Mickey. It’s not nudes of me. It’s a nude photo of the whole city. Welcome to the Hero’s Operational Threat system, also known as the H.O.T. sheets.”

      Right on cue, an incredibly detailed map of the entire city appeared on the center screen, covered in hundreds of blinking icons in a dozen different colors. The legend on the bottom right had tab after tab of filters and search options.

      Sarah continued, “That is the eyes and ears of the Superhero world. Every security system, every traffic and ATM camera, hell, just about every closed camera system in the city is tied into this map.”

      I whistled at the data in front of me, trying to make sense of all of it. “God damn. This is actually kind of scary, that all of this is in one place.” Something clicked in my memory. “Sarah … isn’t it, like, a felony to access this thing?”

      Even over the phone I could hear Sarah shrug. “Nah … it’s a couple dozen felonies. But that’s not important if you really want to track these guys down right now, is it? Besides, I’ve used this thing a bunch of times before. It’s not nearly as secure as it should be.”

      Well, that wasn’t exactly comforting to know. “Okay, what do I do with this? I could spend days trying to decipher all of these symbols.”

      This was like trying to use a road map written in Sanskrit. Sarah was kind enough not to laugh as she guided me over the phone to zoom in on the area around the ransacked lab. I selected all the alarms tripped for today in the area, and sure enough, there was a scattered trail of them leading from the docks down to the intersection.

      “Okay, so we’ve narrowed it down to about 10 square blocks. I should find their base by Christmas.”

      Sarah huffed in exasperation. “It’s not as bad as all that. We’ve got a rough idea of where to start, now we need to narrow our focus. Is my trace program done running? It’s a little box with numbers, should be somewhere on the right bank of monitors.”

      I clicked on the little box and it expanded to fill the whole screen, a list of transactions and password inputs streaming along at the speed of money. “Yeah, I got it, but it’s still running. God, how many banks did they funnel the money they paid you through?”

      Sarah clicked her teeth. “Too many. It didn’t chase the source accounts down. Maybe they caught on and sent me on a wild goose chase, but I’m guessing they just laundered it till the ink came off the bills. There should be a ‘compile’ button. Click that and tell me what comes up.”

      A few dozen names came up on the monitor, banks, businesses, blind trusts, and buried treasure scattered all over the globe. I finished my beer and stared at the paper trail in horrified admiration. “These guys really cover their tracks. I don’t think I can catch a cab to Abu Dhabi. Any other ideas?”

      Sarah laughed at that one. “Get a snorkel and start swimming? Seriously though, it’s not the ones around the world you should be looking at. We want a headquarters in the city. See anything near the end of the trail of alarms?”

      I ran my finger down the list, finally stopping about two thirds of the way down. “How about this? At one point, the funds were sent through a shipping company not far from the first alarm tripped in the trail. Gilgamesh Global Express.” I paused, a memory from an old class bubbling up in my memory. “Wasn’t Gilgamesh that Babylonian guy who was immortal?”

      Sarah sounded suddenly excited. “He was Sumerian, actually. And no, he never became immortal … but he did spend his life trying to. In the end he decided that immortality was achieved by creating civilization.” She almost whispered to me over the phone. “Sounds pretty symbolic, don’t you think?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, it does. Everlast would love to stamp his own brand of civilization on everybody. Okay I got the address. Thanks a ton, Sarah, I owe you big.”

      I could hear her scoff at that. “Yeah, yeah. You want to do me a favor? Don’t you ever go snooping around in my room ever again, unless you want your first big TV commercial to be for denture cream. Oh, and take your empty beer cans out of my office when you lock it up, you big slob.”

      I eyed my can with guilt. “Me? I would never risk messing up all this fancy stuff.” An icy silence was Sarah’s only reply. “Anyways, I, uh, better get going. Thanks again, Sarah. Bye!” I hung up before I could hear her opinion on my housekeeping habits. Besides, it was time to get to work. I jumped up and locked the door, getting into the elevator and heading for the docks.

      Then I went back, opened the office, and got my can and phone out before Sarah murdered me from across town.

      The bus ride down to the warehouse district was pretty quiet at this time of night, but a few passengers quietly snapped a picture of me in my uniform. I really needed to get myself a ride of my own. With Black Beauty wrecked, I was stuck using public transportation until I got an upgrade. I wondered if a Class-C stipend would pay for a Badgermobile. With my luck, I wouldn’t be able to swing a Badger Bike. I jumped out and started heading through the labyrinth of Industrial parks, railroad spurs, and airplane-hanger sized warehouses, making four or five wrong turns before I found my target.

      Gilgamesh Global Express was a one-story little box with a small nameplate bolted into the brickwork by the front door. There really wasn’t a lot of square footage for shipping … or storing stolen loot. I sighed and wandered around the closed building, looking for, well, something. A secret panel or a hidden base under a cloaking field would help. After a few minutes of wandering around deserted parking lots and parked trailers, I gave up and started to head back to the bus stop. Maybe I needed a good night’s rest more than I realized.

      I was almost back to the main street when a glint of gold paint caught my eye in the sodium arc lights. I slowed down and dipped in between two enormous warehouses across from GGE’s office, where someone had rather painstakingly stenciled a serpent or dragon in a kind of Celtic knot-type thing surrounded by a mess of runes. The snake was twisted back over itself, biting its own tail in a sideways figure-eight. An infinity sign.

      Creeping into the gloom of the alley I spied an emergency exit with a broken overhead light on the marked building and could distinctly hear people shouting and laughing coming from behind the steel door. No night crew on earth was that happy to be on the clock. I was pretty sure I’d found the right place. I gave the earpiece two quick presses to call some more backup to the area just in case this turned ugly, held my breath, and tried the handle on the door.

      It twisted open with a faint click.

      I eased the door open, warm light spilling out into the alley along with the sounds of some kind of party. I could hear chanting, laughing, and somebody banging a bass drum randomly. What the hell? I slipped inside, quietly closing the door behind me, but judging from the state of this group, I could drive Sarah’s truck through a wall and they wouldn’t pay much attention to me.

      Most of the warehouse was a huge open space in the center, with pennants and banners hanging from the rafters. There were torches set up on the support beams every twenty feet or so. They must be bribing a Fire Marshall not to get noticed. The outer walls of the warehouse had what looked like cubicle walls covered with various animal skins, most of them imported or fake. I might believe alligators in the sewers, but tigers were pretty unlikely.

      Down the middle of the room were two huge tables that ran most of the length of the place, piled with kegs and more food than a supermarket. Scattered along the tables were about two dozen guys and a couple of women, all of them wearing body paint, bits of armor and furs, and not a lot else. If they were Vikings, then they definitely were a cosmopolitan tribe. The group looked like a diversity poster, with more dreadlocks and bigger beards.

      I crept off to the side, the torches making it more than easy to be stealthy in the red half-light and deep shadows. It was pretty obvious this wasn’t the Everlasting, but it wasn’t exactly a Teamster’s meeting either. That symbol outside the door couldn’t be a coincidence though. Maybe these guys were some kind of splinter group of the Everlasting. I reached out with my power and got nothing back. Damn. Maybe I was in the wrong place.

      A zebra-skin flap burst open on my right, and a huge guy wearing a whole bearskin rug on his back stumbled out of the dark, almost running me over. He paused and looked me over with a wide grin. “Ah, a new recruit! Come, drink and tell us of your glory!”

      An immense hand clamped down on the back of my hoodie and picked me up like I was a kitten. “Oh, uh … Hey there. Uh, I can walk, Yogi, honest.” Jesus, no superpowers and he deadlifted me with one arm. I decided it might be wiser to play along rather than start swinging. The guy seemed chatty enough.

      He set me down and thumped me on the chest. “You wear a totem animal! Does the blood of the badger spirit flow in your veins, little man?” He tipped a horn full of beer partly down his throat, but mostly down his chest. “A powerful totem. Come! Tell the table of your deeds.”

      He planted a paw on my back and started steering me toward the torchlight, calling to the rest of his buddies. “Wülfgär! Røthgär! Cømë ünd sëë vüt Bjørn häs føünd!”

      Dear Lord above, what was that ‘accent’? He sounded like he should be voicing a puppet flinging food around on a second-rate variety show. A dozen pairs of eyes turned to inspect me from under fur-lined helmets.

      They didn’t look particularly impressed.

      One of them at the far end of a table stood up, pushing a girl in a metal bikini off his lap, and glared at me with a critical eye. “Bjørn, høw many tïmës must Ï tell yøü! Støp trying tø recrüit thë delivery güy?”

      The table erupted in laughter and partially successful attempts to drink a toast. Beowulf over there was holding a distressingly sharp-looking axe. Apparently, all you needed to be a Viking nowadays was a very fake accent and a very real weapon. Several combinations of wood and steel made appearances from under the table as I got pushed closer.

      It was time to attempt diplomacy, before they realized I didn’t even bring my own beer. I cleared my throat and threw my hand out, striding toward the Cutlery Section with exaggerated swagger. I snatched a beer stein and drained it, slamming it back on the table and grabbing a turkey leg. A guy’s gotta eat, after all. And this might be my last meal.

      “Hark! Uh … good and noble people of Warehouse Thirty-Nine, I have come to tell you of my battles, and seek a place at this mighty conference table!” My confidence had thrown them off balance, so I plunged on. “I am, uh …” I wracked my brain for a good Viking name. “Balder of the Badger Clan!” For once I wished I had done some roleplaying games in Community College. “I fight the forces of evil in my quest for riches and imported beer! My name will one day be legend!” Nailed it.

      The pillagers exchanged glances for a moment before erupting into a fresh round of cheers. Someone started pounding on the drum. Bjørn slapped me on the back, making me choke on a bite of drumstick. “Yøü are vëry fünny, Bäldër! Nøw, let üs drïnk, whilë yøü tëll üs øf your bättles!”

      I snagged someone else’s drink and washed the turkey out of my windpipe, wiping my mouth on my sleeve. This Viking stuff was easier than I thought. You just had to be a loud, obnoxious slob. Sarah would say I was top-shelf raider material. I launched into a tale of fighting a silver-clad giant and a fire breathing sorcerer when a very unamused voice crackled through a speaker in the back of the hall. Above it was mounted a tiny little security camera, one that almost certainly not on the H.O.T. sheets.

      “Why is he still alive, you fools? You had ONE job to do tonight!”

      The cheers and laughter faded off into a very embarrassed silence. Chieftain Umlaut cleared his throat and replied in a very normal but indignant voice, “He seems like a cool guy, though! Can’t we just, like, have him join the Ragnarökkers?”

      I could picture the hidden announcer’s face at that suggestion. It was not the face of thoughtful consideration. “Imbeciles! He is to die tonight! It has been ordered by the Everlasting. Now, do the only thing you’re good at besides drinking, you fools! Kill him where he stands!”

      Several implements of destruction were lifted, but without much enthusiasm. I tried to appeal to their sense of honor, pointing at the front man of this death metal band with my drumstick. “If I am to die, at least let me die in honorable combat, not cut down like some dog!” I took another bite of my turkey. “I mean, c’mon guys. It’s only fair.”

      Bjørn clamped a hand down on my shoulder, nodding in approval. “I like yøü, little Badger. Sø be it. Bjørn shäll ensüre yøü a place ün Valhälla.” He stepped back, unstrapping a club longer than my leg from his belt, studded with three-inch spikes. I swallowed another mouthful of turkey and stared. I heard the drum start up again.

      A long sigh issued from the PA system. “You know what? I don’t have time for this foolishness. Farewell, Blue Badger, and you as well, Ragnarökkers. May your afterlives be less pathetic than the ones you lived here.”

      With a burst of static, the speaker went dead. Then the support beams of the warehouse started exploding, one after the other. I futilely tried to push Bjørn under a table, gave up, and dove for cover. With a horrible groan and crash of collapsing metal, the roof fell in onto the banquet tables. Then everything went black.

      The sound of sirens and a glimpse of flashing lights through the rubble finally came into focus, and I struggled to shift the table. It felt like half a ton of twisted iron and concrete was on top of it, and I felt that awful feeling of being buried alive from when I was just a kid.

      Before I could really get good and panicked, a muffled voice sounded somewhere off to my left. “Well, shït. Anybødy alive?”

      I coughed and croaked out a feeble ‘here’. With a sound of grinding masonry, the weight on top of the broken table eased, and fresh night air flooded my lungs. I crawled to my feet, surveying the wreckage, while Bjørn brushed the dust off of his bearskin.

      The place was a ruin. The outer walls had held in a few spots, but the middle of the warehouse was now just a pile of smoldering rubble. With a heave and some choice curses, a few more of the Ragnarökkers popped out of the debris like very filthy, very pissed daisies. Bjørn ambled through the destruction, plunging a hand in here and there at random, occasionally fishing out another urban Viking. I staggered out through a gaping hole in a wall, waving down a police car and coughing myself sick.

      A spotlight shone into my eyes, making me miss the nice, non-blinding torches, and the voice of authority rang out to me. “Freeze! Hands where I can see them! Get down on the … Badger, is that you? You look like shit.”

      I waved feebly and brushed the grime off my clothes. “Oh, hey, Frank. Quite a day, huh?” I limped to Thompson’s replacement car and leaned against it, carefully rolling my shoulders and doing a quick count of my fingers and toes. Incredibly, everything still seemed attached.

      Officer Thompson tipped his cap back on his head and whistled. “Damn, man. When you say you need backup, you mean it. I was about to punch out when your call came through.” He looked at the devastation and spotted the Not-Quite Norsemen milling around in the cloud of smoke. “Who the hell are these guys supposed to be?”

      I didn’t even bother to turn around; I was too busy shaking a handful of gravel out of my boot. “Uh, would you believe Ikea’s collection agency?” I slipped my boot back on and jumped as my phone started buzzing in its holder. I thought it was more of the building falling in. I took the phone out and took a few steps away toward the other rescue vehicles screaming in. “One sec, Frank. I gotta take this.” I punched the answer button and dragged the phone to somewhere approximately ear level. “Hey Sarah. It was a setup, I’m —"

      “Found ‘em!” Sarah sounded even more excited than when we thought we cracked their little code.

      I shook my head and risked a glance at the demolished warehouse. The cops were trying to decide whether they should arrest these guys or ask if there was any beer left. “No, like I was saying, the Everlasting set up a trap to —"

      “Mickey!” Sarah wasn’t excited, she was terrified. “I said I found them! There’s an army of supervillains outside the hospital! Get back here right now!” A muffled explosion came through the phone, and my blood ran cold.

      I half jogged, half limped back to Thompson, holding up the phone so he could hear what was happening. “Frank! I need a ride. Hero’s Memorial. Now, Frank.”

      His question was cut off by a very feminine scream. He nodded and jumped back in the car. “Let’s go.” I checked my phone, but it suddenly went very quiet.

      We tore out of there, tires squealing and siren wailing. I just prayed we’d get there in time.
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      The police band was going crazy as we screamed through red lights toward the hospital. I actually had to turn off the earpiece after the third Code Triple Zero blasted into my ear. Superhero needs assistance. Frank was concentrating on the road like he was trying to disarm a bomb. Up ahead, the sky was flashing, and I could hear dull explosions. It was like a superpowered fireworks display.

      And Sarah was sitting in the middle of it.

      Cursing under his breath, Frank took out half a newsstand as we swerved around a corner. I think this guy must have been Sarah’s driving instructor. He glanced at me out of the corner of his eye and turned the wipers on to clear the tabloids off the windshield. “Okay, Badger. What in the hell is going on?”

      I flinched as we missed a bus by a few millimeters and shrugged. “Not sure, Frank. But those guys from earlier today have friends, and they’re very clearly pissed off.” I couldn’t take my eyes off the light show overhead. “We have to get the area cleared of civilians. They’re gonna flatten that whole neighborhood.” Even after twenty years these people couldn’t catch a break from Everlast and his cronies.

      Frank nodded and grabbed his radio, dodging his way through a four-way intersection with one hand. “Right. Hang on.” He started calling in a general evacuation alert for the hospital and the blocks around it. I could hear the city’s Emergency Alert System start up on every street corner, almost drowning out the fight and the blaring siren.

      We shot past the turnoff for the hospital, and I whirled to face the cop. “What are you doing? We have to get over there right now!” I debated diving out of the car, but it didn’t seem wise. A face full of road rash wasn’t going to make me fight any better, and I needed to get there ready to throw down.

      Officer Insurance Claim kept staring dead ahead, forcing his way through traffic like a pro linebacker. “The battle’s outside the main entrance.” I tried to mention that was my entire point, but he interrupted me. “All the roads over there are gonna be jammed, just like on 56th. I’m swinging around to the employee parking garage. We should avoid the gridlock and get you in through the back.” He gave me a nod and grinned. “Just trust me, okay?” A parked car tore the mirror off of my side with a reassuring crunch.

      “I trust you, I trust you, just watch the road!”

      We just about rolled over at the next cross street before tearing up the access road for the hospital. I could see beams of plasma streaking out from behind the building, and a familiar bird-jet darting between them. A few smaller shapes were swooping back and forth in the night sky along with Golden Goose, taking potshots at his ride. Christ, this was a mess.

      Frank spun into the garage, smashing down the wooden gate. Guess we didn’t exactly have time to stop and grab a ticket. We swung past the collection of high-end doctor’s cars to the far side of the garage, coming to a stop in a cloud of melted tires. He shifted the cruiser into park and cut the siren. I was still locked in place, trying to get my heart to slow down to something less than three hundred beats per minute.

      Frank sighed and wiped his forehead, reaching past me to open my door. “This is where they took your friend in the black truck, right? What a bunch of bastards. Go kick their asses, Badger.”

      I jumped out and nodded. “Thanks again, Frank. I owe you one.” The floor rocked under me, several car alarms kicking on from the jolt. “You stay out of the way, I’ll take it from here.”

      I slammed the door of the cop car and ran for the service entrance to the hospital. Even without directions, it wasn’t hard to find the battle. I ran down the halls, past terrified people in wheelchairs and nurses manning their posts with grim determination and bolted up the stairs for Sarah’s floor. The building was getting battered pretty badly. The lights flickered a few times, and I prayed the power didn’t go out. There was no telling how many people in life-support would buy the farm before the backup generators kicked in. Assuming they hadn’t been mangled in the fight outside.

      Right now, I had to have faith that the distress call was pulling in enough masks to keep the Everlasting back.

      I crashed through the stairwell doors and ran for the nurse’s station. From there it was just a quick left and six doors down, to …

      “Sarah Jenkins.” The voice up ahead was cold and very insistent. “Give me the room number or we’ll blast our way through everyone on the whole floor, starting with you. Your choice, lady.” Shit, some of them had already gotten in, and they really were trashing the whole place just to get Sarah.

      You and your friends have been marked.

      I shook the villain’s threat from my mind, took a deep breath, and tried to concentrate through the adrenaline pumping in my veins. They hadn’t noticed me yet, so I would be able to creep up and drain their powers before things got any worse. I hugged the wall, creeping closer, and got a hold of one of the Everlasting’s powers. Flight. Not really the best for combat indoors, but I could definitely try to Peter Pan my way past them, or at least get to someone whose abilities were more useful in a tight corridor.

      A burst of automatic rifle fire and a terrified scream cut my planning short. “That was your warning shot, lady. Tell me where she is, or the rest of this clip goes into you instead of the ceiling.” Another scream jolted me into motion. I pushed off the tiled floor and flew down the hall at head level. The Everlasting with the rifle swung to fire at me, but he was aiming for someone’s chest, and the bullets shot underneath me.

      I twisted in midair, right before I shoulder-checked him into the vending machines opposite the charge desk, covering us both in broken glass and overpriced snacks. He moaned faintly as I yanked the rifle from his hands and smashed the stock into his temple.

      From behind me, I heard the charge nurse at the desk scream, “Look out!”

      I flung myself back automatically, and a bolt of lightning slammed into the Everlasting I had just been standing over. These guys obviously didn’t care about friendly fire. I spun to my left to see Sparky backing straight toward Sarah’s room while hurling thunderbolts with reckless abandon.

      Through the light show I could hear him shouting, probably into a radio judging from his pseudo-military jargon. “This is Strike Team. Badger is still alive. Repeat, Badger is still alive. Switching to secondary protocol.” He fired a few bolts into the nurse’s desk for good measure, forcing me further back down the hallway I’d come in from.

      I didn’t know what the hell ‘secondary protocol’ was supposed to mean, but I doubted it involved a get-well card and flowers for the nurse they just shot at. Or for Sarah, for that matter. He was too close to her already, and I’d have to try to fly straight at Zeus there if I wanted to get in range to do my thing. This just kept getting better.

      And it got worse. From down the hall I heard Doc Lazarus’ calm voice. “Just calm down, you don’t have to—”

      A blue flash and crackle of electricity suggested that the good doctor’s negotiating skills weren’t as legendary as his medical ones. The Everlasting cackled and fired off another blast, and I heard a door splinter open. “Hey look at that, a two-for-one special!”

      I could hear Sarah scream in surprise through the ruined door. I was out of time. I ran back to the nurse’s desk and swung left in time to see the Everlasting step through Sarah’s door and let loose another blue flash into her room. “Nighty-night, both of you. This is Strike Team; targets are neutralized.”

      He was still laughing when I stormed through the door and blasted him out the window with a searing bolt of lightning. Through the gaping hole he left in his wake as he tumbled toward the ground, I caught a glimpse of the fight outside. This still wasn’t over. Not by a long shot.

      Once I made sure things were all right here, I needed to help them take the rest of the Everlasting down. I turned to find the Doc tossed onto Sarah’s bed, both of them unconscious, but breathing.

      That surprised me a bit, since I’d expected the Doc to shake it off, but I guess even he couldn’t completely ignore getting electrocuted. Then again, maybe not because as I moved toward them, he started to stir.

      “Mickey.” He raised a hand out to me and slurred, “Behind you …”

      I felt a brief flicker of power at my back and spun around. Two guys had somehow gotten into the room without me noticing them. They were a couple of punk teenagers, obviously twins, with crappy facial hair and clothes two sizes too big for them. They tipped their baseball caps at me in unison, and simultaneously decked me in the face. “Evenin’, Joe Blow.”

      I staggered back, more from surprise than the blow. They didn’t have super strength. I could feel something though; a faint, flickering shadow of power. They seemed faintly impressed that I wasn’t knocked out, but one of them solved that by swinging a stun gun into the side of my neck and pressing the trigger.

      I flailed out and latched onto Doc’s regeneration as the volts coursed through me. Between that and the residual electrical immunity I had snagged from Sparky, their attack merely drove me to my knees.

      As I shook my head, trying to throw off the effects of the stun, they walked past me and gave both Sarah and Doc another jolt for good measure.

      The one next to Sarah looked down at her like he hadn’t just tased her. “Would ya look at this poor bird? She’s right knackered. Not to worry, I’ll take proper care of her, make no mistake.”

      His mirror image grinned and clapped a hand onto Doc Lazarus, who moaned faintly. “Guess I’ll nick this bell-end, then. You always pull all the peng, bruv.” I threw my hand out, trying to grab at that power I could sense faintly through the waves of disorientation, but it kept shifting and slipping out of reach somehow. I pulled myself to my feet, trying to shut them down without provoking them to do anything to their hostages.

      Smarmy Brit Number One gave Sarah a one-armed embrace and laughed in my face. “Too slow, Joe. Back to the ol’ gaffer, then.” He winked and gave me a half-shrug. “Don’t take it personal, mate. S’just a job.” They fist-bumped, and for a split-second I could feel their powers lock together and activate as all four of them flickered out of sight.

      I staggered to the empty bed, flipping it over in the vain hope that they were all somehow hiding under it. Outside, the sounds of battle faded into a faint drone, as it slowly sank in that they were really gone. Sarah was gone. But I’d be damned if I was letting those pricks get away that easily.

      I took the stairs twice as fast on the way back to the fighting.
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      I burst through the ER main doors and ran straight into a full-on super-brawl. The street was blown to pieces. It was like someone was trying to re-create the surface of the moon with asphalt craters. Twisted wrecks that might have been cars were scattered across the burnt shrubbery at the entrance, along with a couple of unconscious heroes and more than a few of Everlast’s corporate raiders who were down for the count.

      The Everlasting had rocket launchers, a couple of suits of powered armor, and more invulnerability than the capes could blow through. The heroes were doing a good job holding them back, but they had about a thousand helpless people right behind them. They couldn’t do much besides defend against the siege without leaving an opening for the Everlasting to blow up part of the hospital.

      I ran past a destroyed ambulance, to where The Standard was deflecting a series of fireballs with an energy field and shouted to get his attention. “Hey there, Yankee Doodle. Please, tell me this is under control.” A blast of green plasma splashed over the shield with an explosion of sparks.

      Standard shook his head and pushed both hands forward, trying to maintain his barrier. “Afraid not, son. Too damned many of ‘em, and too much ground to protect. It’s only a matter of time before they get a stray shot through. The moment that happens, a whole mess of people are gonna die.” He risked a glance at me and grinned in recognition. “Well, well, thought you sounded familiar. Blue Badger’s your handle now, ain’t it? If I let you through, think you can slug them like you did me?” He grunted as a missile slammed into his force field. “If we could attack, we’d buy enough time to get more of our own boys down to this here scrap.”

      I cracked my knuckles and nodded. “You bet your star-spangled ass I can. Just drop that shield and I’ll tear these clowns apart.” Overhead, Gary’s jet took a shot to the wing and spiraled out of sight, smoke billowing from his engines.

      Standard swore and scanned the skies. “Well, there goes our air support. We can’t just sit here an’ play keep-away much longer.” He charged forward, the bottom edge of his force field churning the street and plowing a couple of the cultists under the rubble. “We gotta get to their artillery guys, get ‘em firing this way so’s they forget ‘bout the hospital. I’ll cover you while … oh, god damn it all.” Standard seemed to sag in place, head turning to look up.

      Everyone outside slowed to a stop as a new figure appeared in the skies. He was in chinos and a pink button-up shirt, with a maroon cardigan tied at his neck like a cable knit cape. Something about his inherent absurdity drew everyone’s gaze like a magnet. He puffed on his Meerschaum pipe, and his voice boomed out even louder than the crash of Goose’s jet in the distance.

      “What’s all this ruckus, then?” Most of the Everlasting turned and blasted him with several flavors of sizzling-hot death in reply, but they didn’t so much as scuff Ward Cleaver’s penny loafers. He swatted one of the fliers through a billboard a block away, pipe still clamped in his teeth. “If you can’t behave, I shall have to discipline each and every one of you naughty boys.” The response from the Everlasting was as violent as it was ineffective.

      Standard spat on the ground and groaned. “Oh, good. It’s Cap’n Courteous. We’re all saved.” He turned back to me and ignored Nuclear Family Man, who was swatting villains like mosquitoes and reminding them to watch their language. “All right, get on in there an’ rush ‘em. Ain’t nobody in the city that’s a better diversion than the Cap’n. I gotta hold here until you draw their fire. You up for it, Badger?”

      I grinned and gave The Standard a thumbs-up. “Make a hole, Uncle Sam, and I’ll take care of the rest!”

      I took off for the barrier and threw myself through the three-foot opening that appeared in front of me. I dove through, tumbled and rolled back onto my feet without slowing down. I needed somebody to squeeze for information, and there was no way to tell who was in charge here. Once I found out who Sparky had been reporting to, I was gonna wring Sarah’s location out of him one way or another. I’d just have to bring all of them down to make sure I got their boss.

      That suited me just fine.

      I leaped over a burning trench and sucked in the closest goon’s strength, pounding him into the street with an overhand smash. Wrenching a manhole cover out of the rubble, I flung it into a group that was pelting Standard’s wall with energy blasts. They scattered through the air like bowling pins as the fifty-pound iron Frisbee scythed through their ranks.

      One of the guys in power armor swung around, strafing in my direction with rotary cannons. I dove into a crater to dodge the volley, huddling in the dirt until the spray of lead passed by. I popped my head out as I heard the roar of a familiar bike weaving up the ruined street. I dashed out of the foxhole as Vic’s old Harley sped toward the armored mercs, and I drew in his speed and strength to keep pace alongside him.

      A fresh burst of gunfire made us split up, but when we came back together, we were both bearing down on the walking tank. I pointed toward the power armor and started letting Vic’s power and toughness fold in on itself. “I got this one! Break left when we get to him, Pops!”

      Vic nodded, waiting until the last moment to dodge to the left, kicking out hard at the mecha’s armored knee. At the same time, I launched myself up and forward, focusing every bit of power I had into the chestplate of the ten-foot tall war machine. My fist tore through the metal armor like it was made of tinfoil before slamming into the pilot with so much force, he punched through the back of the suit and went skidding across the broken asphalt.

      As the twisted wreckage of the suit collapsed to the ground in front of me, Vic swung around and pulled to a stop a few feet away. As I brushed shrapnel off myself and moved to find another bad guy to pummel, he waved a hand at me.

      “Mickey, tell me what happened. Right now.” He looked me over. “I can tell something’s wrong. Something that’s more than, well, this.” He gestured at the carnage.

      I was barely paying attention to Vic at the moment. I was still scanning the fight, looking for … I didn’t know what I was looking for exactly. Someone wearing some stripes on his suit sleeves, or a light-up tie, or something. But they all looked the same. Even the goons in the tin cans had identical rigs. Hell, even the bastards that had kidnapped Sarah and the doc were dressed like typical street hooligans.

      That’s when I remembered something.

      ‘Just a job’, the one guy had said. A light bulb went off in my brain. They weren’t in the cult. They must have been hired guns, like the Warehouse Vikings.

      “Mickey!” Vic’s angry shout reminded me that the old man had asked me what had happened.

      I stared at Vic hard. “She’s gone. These bastards took Sarah and Doc Lazarus. We gotta find out where they took them, Vic. Now.”

      Vic nodded, taking stock of the battlefield. A flash of gold light and the crunch of another villain’s power suit announced Gary’s return to the fight. Captain Courteous was drifting through the carnage like an angel of corporal punishment, dishing out super-spankings left and right. Most of the long-range guys were down, and Standard was still holding the others at bay. Numbers-wise, things were starting to even out in our favor. That’s when I noticed a knot of shadowy figures hanging back about a block down the street.

      “There.” I pointed them out to the old boxer.

      Vic stuck two fingers in his mouth and let out an ear-splitting whistle, waving to the other heroes and bellowing at the top of his lungs. “Capture and control, boys! Gawain, stop screwing around and take point with us! Captain, Standard, containment detail! Move it!” He revved up the bike and nodded at me. “Want a lift, kid?”

      I nodded and grabbed onto the bar behind the seat without climbing on. “Let’s do this.” I jogged along for a few seconds as Vic got us up to speed, then I just planted my feet and surfed over the shattered asphalt. I occasionally helped to steady the bike with a super-powered tug as we tore over the chunks of concrete and metal, but as we got closer to the group, the signs of battle started to recede, leaving us with open road.

      This bunch weren’t fighting. They had been hanging out in the back, maybe calling the shots from here. I was pretty sure I’d find my ‘Team Leader’ or whatever jumped-up rank he had assigned himself among them.

      Vic shouted over his shoulder at me. “The big one one in the middle, I think that’s Triassic Man! He was a stooge of Doktor Helix from the old days!” He pointed at a rather large, spiky shape looming out of the darkness as we approached, flanked by several other misshapen silhouettes.

      Visions of sci-fi amusement parks gone horribly wrong danced in my head as Triassic Man came into focus. I swallowed down my growing nervousness and shouted back, “Okay, what does that mean? And who the hell is Doctor Helium?”

      Vic just scowled and cranked the throttle harder. “Helix was Everlast’s pet mad scientist. Gene-splicer. Wanted to ‘perfect’ humanity. Triassic Man was an early experiment. Smarter than he looks and twice as tough.” Vic hunkered down as heads turned our way, a half-dozen pairs of eyes shining unnaturally in the gloom. “If anyone knows what Everlast’s goons are up to, it’s these guys. You better stick close, you’re gonna want invulnerability for this.”

      I had to agree with that. The bouncing beam of light playing over the group was revealing just enough scales, talons, and gleaming cybernetics to make me feel as cold-blooded as a giant reptile. I could feel their power now. It was somehow wrong, twisted and polluted. I tried to absorb some of it but gave an involuntary shout of pain as my bones started creaking and shifting inside my flesh.

      “You know what, I think I’m just gonna stick close to you, old man.” No amount of strength I could steal from these freaks was worth the agony that just caused me.

      Goose came up on our flank with a whine of suit jets, giving us a salute with a huge golden axe. Vic turned and waved back, pointing down at the Harley he was riding. “Gawain, I’m gonna ditch before we go in. Grab the bike and bring it down safe for me.” He turned to look back at me with an awful gleam in his eye. “Don’t you drop me, kid. Dino-boy seems a lot bigger than I remember, and I’d rather not roll straight into his mouth.”

      Before I could ask what he meant, he downshifted the bike and leaped off toward me. Golden Goose lifted the still-running motorcycle and veered off to deposit it somewhere safe. It was an open secret that Vic treasured that bike. It was damn decent of Gary not to let it get wrecked just to ram this freak show.

      I didn’t really have to ‘catch’ Vic, though I did grab the back of his shirt and help keep him from tumbling for the few seconds he needed to get his feet under him. As we got back up to speed, a few of the creatures surrounding Triassic Man screeched and charged at us on an unholy assortment of feet, paws, and tank treads. I clotheslined a cheetah-lizard melding before diving out of the way of a stream of corrosive phlegm one of the freaks belched in my direction. I ducked under a swarm of metallic tentacles and punched a bat-octopus thing in its fanged mouth. Fighting these things was like having a nightmare while you were wide awake.

      Gary screamed back into the fight, ramming a horrible toad-thing fused with a tank and driving it mercifully back into the shadows. Vic was facing off with a cyborg gorilla, landing blows that would shatter a concrete barricade, but Robo-Kong barely seemed to notice them. A wolf the size of a horse leapt out of the darkness, growling and clamping its jaws down on my arm. I rained blows down onto its steel muzzle, but it shrugged them off and shook me back and forth like a ragdoll.

      Even with Vic’s magnified strength, I couldn’t break the vicelike grip, so I tried something different. I reached out and smothered the power pumping through the bloated creature. It howled in agony and dropped me like I was smothered in hot sauce before backing away. It was too late though, without whatever super power was keeping it afloat, its bones snapped under the weight of its metal enhancements. As it collapsed, panting and foaming at the mouth, I stopped cancelling out whatever power was inside the monster, and turned my attention back to the battle.

      Good lord, what were these poor things?

      The howl of pain from the wolf drew the attention of the lumbering Triassic Man. He had to be twelve feet tall, with skin like an alligator and a row of bony fins down his back to a very real-looking tail that ended in foot-long spikes. He crouched and swung open his tooth-lined maw to fire a blast of sickly greenish fire over the heads of the brawlers.

      “Enough! All of you! I wish no more harm to come to my children!” He stepped forward, each tread making the ground shake. “What is it you heroes want from us?” He straightened up to his full height and crossed arms like scaly tree trunks over his chest, a tense silence falling as everyone stood down. Something told me my cutting wit would not help the truce, so I hung back and hoped we could work this out.

      Golden Goose pointed a glowing lance at the half-human giant. “We want your swift demise, you soulless abomination!” Gary made my sarcasm look like masterful diplomacy, and Vic and I rolled our eyes in exasperation.

      Amazingly, Triassic Man nodded and made a sound like a cement mixer filled with hammers that might have been a laugh. “If you were strong enough to grant me such mercy, I would gladly accept.” He swung his croc-like head back and forth, snuffling loudly at the air and pointing at Vic. “I know you. You were the Brickyard Bruiser. But … you were a young man when last we fought. How long have I been kept in that dreadful tank, dreaming of my own end?” He looked around at the battlefield through glowing eyes that looked ready to cry. “I do not know these buildings. Is this still my home?”

      Vic edged a bit closer, nodding. “Yeah, Michael, it’s been a long time. More than twenty years. This whole neighborhood was destroyed by your master when he killed the Serious Squad and himself.” Vic looked a little misty himself. “I don’t want to fight you, either. To be honest, I need your help. Everlast’s new followers have kidnapped my daughter and Indomitable Man. Do you know where they took them?” Behind us, a few super-rebukes and explosions suggested the other half of the battle was winding down. “Please, Michael. You’re not evil, and you know what they’ll do to my child.”

      A series of low moans and howls from the menagerie suggested they knew exactly what would happen to Sarah if she stayed in the care of the Everlasting for long. Triassic Man - Michael - sighed at the devastation the cult had wreaked on the area.

      “We were ordered to spread out through the city, to hunt the weak soft-skins and to feast.” He hung his massive head in shame. “I accepted, but only to get my children away from that awful place. We have no thirst for slaughter. I am not the monster you knew as a young man, Bruiser. I have … evolved. I would give my kin that same chance.” He slowly looked back at Vic. “Will you give them that, hero?”

      The old man nodded and held out a hand. “You have my word. Tell me where they took our friends, and you all can go in peace.” Michael clamped his taloned paw over Vic’s and shook it solemnly. “Thank you, Michael.”

      Gawain tore his helmet off and slammed it on the ground in frustration. “Are you mad, Bruiser?! These creatures cannot be trusted to keep their word!”

      Vic spun on him, but I was already in Goose’s face.

      “Shut your trap for once, Gary. Look at them, for Christ’s sake!” I pointed to the horde of misshapen freaks, seeing several of them flinch as I raised a hand near them. “They’re victims of Everlast and his lunatic cult too. And we don’t have time to waste throwing threats back and forth with people who are willing to help already!” I walked up to Michael, staring up into those glowing eyes and praying I was right. “Please, tell me where I can find my friends, before it’s too late for them.”

      The bat-topus sidled over to Michael, gurgling and squeaking as the giant reptile nodded slowly. “She says that the Everlasting brought two outsiders along for the battle. Twins from another place. They spoke strangely.”

      I nodded encouragingly, that was definitely the Incredible Teleporting Lads. I also tried not to think about that thing being a ‘she’.

      Michael continued to translate for her. “They were told to return to the place where they were hired, to await payment. A place that stank of soft-skins and alcohol, loud and bright. She could not see the place from the sewer grate, but it was near the wharf at the foot of the bridge. Pier 19 was close by.” Always near the water. The docks, the sewers, the wharf. Was their base out on the ocean somewhere? If it was, we’d never find the damn thing. Michael seemed embarrassed and shrugged his immense shoulders. “I would tell you more if I knew. We … cannot be seen by the soft-skins, not even the drunk ones.”

      I thanked the huge beast and turned to Vic. “I know where he means, the south end of town, down by Front Street.” Crap, all the way back across town again. I really needed to get that Badgermobile soon. Or maybe a sweet Badger-jet like Gary.

      Vic nodded and watched as Michael and his fellow mutants retreated back into the darkness. “Thank you again, Michael.” He gave me a tired look. “Everlast and Doktor Helix tried their hardest to erase the last traces of his humanity, but Michael never fully gave in. They brainwashed him, tortured him, kept him in a vat of mutagens for months at a time, just to break him and make him a mindless slave. He’d come back after each battle as a rampaging beast, but it never stuck. In his own way, he’s been fighting Everlast longer than any of us heroes.”

      Vic sighed, shaking his head as Triassic Man and his ‘children’ melted silently into the gloom. Captain Courteous floated down alongside The Standard, who had jogged over to Vic, Gary, and me. The old man looked at the Captain with barely-concealed distaste. “I’m guessing you got everyone settled down?”

      Something about Smug-man’s jaw and phony smile was messing with me. He reminded me of somebody, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. He nodded, lightly brushing the dust off his hands. “Indeed, I have. Some children need a firm hand to build character. Now, they just need to be sent to their rooms without any supper.”

      Standard groaned. “Let me handle that. There are rules ‘bout cruel an’ unusual treatment of prisoners. That includes spendin’ more time around you than absolutely necess’ry.” Captain Underbite winked at Standard and floated off on the power of his own self-satisfaction. “I swear, that boy ain’t right.”

      It finally clicked, and I snapped my fingers. “Wait a minute. Captain Courteous … that was Brock Quarrie, wasn’t it?” It figured that a nosy bastard like that was secretly a super-powered moral policeman.

      Gary threw his head back and roared with laughter. “Badger, you dolt! Captain Courteous cannot be Brock Quarrie, mild-mannered man-on-the street reporter! Brock Quarrie wears glasses!” His chest heaved as he leaned on the stone-faced Standard. “What a mighty jest, indeed!” He swiped at his tears with an armored gauntlet.

      Vic coughed and turned away from Gary, shaking his head in amazement. “All right, kid, we have clean-up to do here, and you have some people to rescue. Go find Sarah and Jake and bring them back safe. Can you do that?” I nodded, face grim, and Vic nodded back. “Good man. You gotta haul ass to chase these guys down. Take my ride, you’ll never get there fast enough on foot.”

      He gestured at the bike leaning against a wrecked car behind us, and I grinned wickedly. At least for tonight, I had my Badger Bike.
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      The motorcycle was even better for weaving through traffic than the cop car, even without a siren or a lunatic at the wheel like I had last time. And with most of the cops descending on the hospital to help secure the Everlasting, there weren’t many black-and-whites to give me grief about bending the rules of the road a little. Standard had said there were almost two dozen of the cultists in custody from the attack, and something told me they had a lot more than that in reserve. They might be ruthlessly efficient, but I doubted they were going to bet their entire army on a kidnapping.

      Murder, I corrected. They only decided to take Sarah alive once they realized the Ragnarökkers and their explosive failsafe, well, failed. She was only alive right now because of me surviving. I intended to keep it that way for both of us.

      I cranked the throttle harder. Traffic was thinning as I headed further south and east. The big piers never really stopped loading and unloading, in a city as big as this. But cars on the street were a different story. Once the dockworkers punched on for the night, they didn't go wandering around these neighborhoods on their midnight lunch breaks. I wondered as I crossed over Water Street if there were any trucks for Gilgamesh Global Express waiting down this way. Seeing their fake company would be a dead giveaway that the Everlasting had set up shop down here.

      Now that I was on the boundary of the shipyards and the city, I slowed back down to a less attention-grabbing speed, on the lookout for a bar or a nightclub close to the bridge. This was right around where Michael had said the Everlasting had hired the Double Douchebags. I stuck to my gut instincts and kept closing in on the point where the bridge and the shipyards met and found a corner bar with a Union Jack hanging in the window. Not a bar then, a pub. Made sense.

      I swung around to the back, parking the bike and debating on wasting the time and money to pay a cover charge on a hunch. From the alley beside the pub, I heard a very familiar voice that ended the debate.

      “I tole you these nobs were bent as a nine-bob note, Reg. It’s a bloody cult, s’what it is. Giant monsters an’ suicide missions an’ brave new world speeches. Bollocks to the lot of ‘em. Forget the pay, we’re well out of the whole mess.”

      A copy of that same voice replied as I sidled up against the wall of the pub and risked a glance down the back alley. “That’s exactly the problem, innit? They’ve already tried to do us once, Alan. Why d’you think we’re all of a sudden in the free an’ clear?”

      Yeah, this was the dynamic duo all right, leaning against the wall and smoking. I reached out and held their weird half-power down, so they couldn’t use it to bolt. Then I stepped into the alley, cracking my knuckles.

      “You’re not out of anything, boys.” I chuckled as they slammed their fists together, and their powers didn't do anything. I continued down the alley, shaking my head with mock regret. “Sorry, lads, I’m ready for that trick now. Just tell me where you took Sarah. I don’t have time to waste on you little fish.”

      They turned to run, but when they saw the other end of the alley was a two-story high brick wall, they stopped and stood there confused for a second. Guess they weren’t used to that being a problem.

      One of them, Reg maybe, flicked his cigarette to the ground and took a step forward. “You must be having a laugh. Piss off, mate, you ain’t nothin’ compared to the troubles we have.” His brother Alan put his arm out, but Reginald the Bold shoved it away and took another step toward me.

      “I can guess the trouble you’re in. You got promised a fortune to do five minute’s work, and when the job was done, your bosses tried to kill you. Am I close?” Reg just scowled, but the look on the other lad told me all I needed to know. “You got one thing right. I’m not as bad as the Everlasting. I’m willing to let you walk, but I need to know where you took my friends. Now.” I threw my hands out. “If you help me, I can stop the Everlasting. You won’t have to spend the rest of your lives looking over your shoulders waiting for them to find you. Even you two can’t run far enough to escape them forever.”

      Another voice from the past spoke up behind me. “You’re absolutely right, Badger.” I spun to see one of the Everlasting in the mouth of the alley, finger pointed like a gun. He grinned under his ski mask and muttered, “Bang.”

      The explosion slammed me back into the Teleporting Lads with the force of an oncoming car, shattering the security lights near the pub’s back entrance and throwing the three of us against the brick wall. My suit soaked up most of the force, but I was stunned, my limbs feeling like lead.

      Now, I knew where I’d heard that voice. This was the guy that brought the building down on me and the Ragnarökkers. I could hear one of the Lads groan faintly from underneath me, but I stayed limp, trying to strangle this jerk’s power before he realized he hadn’t turned us into street pizza on the first shot.

      Finger Guns laughed at the pile of us before pulling a phone out of his suit jacket and punching a button on the screen. He really couldn’t see us clearly in the dark. Hopefully he was cocky enough to think it was over with one shot.

      “Yeah, it’s me. Targets neutralized. I even took down Marsters. We won’t need the girl anymore. Then again, we could keep her for ourselves. She should be a lot of fun for the boys.” I had to fight every instinct to not get up and beat his skull in with a rock, mostly because I wasn’t even sure I could stand. “I don’t care either way. Figure it out for yourselves. I’ll be back in a minute, I want to make sure the job’s done. I was sloppy last time.”

      The Everlasting sighed and put the phone away, pulling a pistol from a holster under the jacket. “Such a handy ability you two had. A shame you couldn’t use it well in an unfamiliar city. You had to run back here when you escaped from me on the pier.”

      He cocked the pistol and started walking down to us. I could barely move, but at least I had enough unscrambled brains left to keep him from blowing us to pieces. Didn’t really help with the gun though. He fired two shots into my chest, the bullets slamming against the armored shirt under the hoodie and forcing the air from my lungs. I couldn’t have screamed if I wanted to.

      “Explosions are fun, but always double tap ‘em to make sure.” The villain stood over my ‘corpse’, shaking his head. “A pity we had to kill you, Marsters. You should have taken our offer.” He kicked me off the top of the pile, and I had to bite my lip to stay quiet. “It’s probably for the best. The world isn’t big enough for two people with the Nemesis Gene in it.”

      Nemesis Gene? What was this asshole even talking about? I could feel sensation creeping back into my limbs, but that was only bringing more pain with it. Thankfully, Finger Guns was too intent on taunting his next victim to pay me any more attention. What an arrogant ass.

      “Oh look, one of you punks lived. Tough break. You needed your brother to run away, and he isn’t going anywhere looking like that.” I could hear Alan sniveling, and I risked trying to lift my hand in the dark. “You got anything to say, before I send you off to Hell to see your brother again?”

      My voice came out in a rusty croak as I pointed my finger at the Everlasting. “I do.” He spun in the dark to face me as I coughed out one last word, focusing the power down to a tiny spot on his tie. “Bang.”

      The blast caught the cultist sideways, bouncing him like a racquetball from wall to wall down the length of the alley. He flew back out of the alley in a cloud of shredded clothes and tumbled to a stop in the parking lot, unmoving.

      “You talk too much, asshole.” I clawed my way to my feet, using the cracked brickwork to pull myself up. “Hey, are you two okay?” I turned to look at the Lads and wished I hadn’t. Reg had only been a step further away than I was from the explosion, and he wasn’t wearing two layers of body armor.

      His brother was cradling him, sobbing and holding his hand as if he could still take them away from this miserable alley. He eventually looked up at me, eyes streaming with tears. “He’s gone.” There wasn’t much I could say to that, so I just nodded. “We did the job like we always did, an’ the bastards killed ‘im anyways.”

      My sympathy was cancelled out by the fact that Sarah’s fate was being decided by another group of these murderers somewhere right now. “Yeah, they do that when you’re not useful to them anymore.” I sighed and held my hand out to Alan. “They’re deciding if the people you grabbed for them are still useful. Will you help me save them before more people die for nothing?”

      He slowly set his brother back on the ground, folding his hands over his chest. He wiped the blood off his own hands and nodded, voice barely a whisper. “Yeah, yeah all right, I’ll help. Don’t know what good it’ll do, I can’t do bollocks on me own.” He started sobbing again, and I reached out and patted him awkwardly on the shoulder.

      “Please, you have to tell me where they are, that’s all.” Jesus, this was taking too long. “Look, do you know the address at least? A pier number, something?” He shook his head no, and a terrible plan started to form in the back of my head. “Okay, okay. So, you two teleported there and don’t know how to get there on foot, is that it?”

      He sniffled and nodded.

      “All right, kid. Just remember where you took them for me, okay?” He started to protest, but I snatched his hand, copying the shadowy power left in him.  My half of the power locked with his and activated.

      We fell for a thousand years, down a tunnel of shadowy crystal, broken reflections of the real world spinning behind the walls. A glowing light at the bottom of the tunnel flew up to meet us, and we smashed into it, landing on a deserted patch of tarmac near a pile of broken shipping crates. The air smelled faintly of water and rusted iron.

      “Oh good, I think it actually worked.” I promptly rolled over and puked. “That … really sucked.” I rolled onto my back and sucked in some clean air, trying to stop the spinning behind my eyes.

      “Yeah, that was complete bollocks.” Alan sat up and looked around. “It’s never been like that before. Hey, how in the bloody hell did you even do that? Only me an’ Reg can do that!” He looked like he wanted to shake an answer out of me but was too scared to touch me. I couldn’t really blame him for that.

      I groaned and staggered to my feet, trying to get my bearings. I could still see the bridge off in the distance, so we hadn’t gone too far. Or maybe we were in an evil mirror universe, where everyone inexplicably had a goatee and Everlast was already running the city. I didn’t want to think about it. “It’s… hard to explain, kid. This is the place though, right?”

      Alan nodded, brushing himself off and looking around. “This is it, yeah. They had one o’ them big cruise ships right down … there, see it?” He pointed across the quayside to a black patch against the city lights across the water. It was a corporate luxury liner, painted flat black and looming over the dock like an ogre. “Look, mate. This is far as I go, yeah? I’m out of this to stay, an’ I brought you this far. Just get on an’ forget you ever met me an’ Reggie.” The tears were starting again.

      “Yeah, that’s more than fair, Alan. Get outta here before they figure out you aren’t both dead.” His face crumpled, and I kicked myself for reminding him about his brother. I pointed to the now-distant bridge. “Head back that way, that’s where the pub is.” I sighed and turned to go deal with the Everlasting before it was too late. “Look, just go. And … thanks.”

      Alan shrugged miserably and pulled his baseball cap low over his eyes. “Leave it out, man. Don’t matter where I go at any rate.” He spun on his heel and trudged off toward the city. “I hope you get your friends back from those tossers.”

      So did I.

      I slipped toward the pier with the Everlasting ship, dodging as many open spaces and lights as I could. Luckily, the docks had plenty of heavy equipment and freight to hide from sight. Of course, it also meant that there could be an ambush waiting behind every shipping container. So far, I hadn’t been able to sense anyone with superpowers in the area; the Everlasting must have been sure no one would be looking for them. I hoped to give them a rude awakening on that front.

      Up ahead the boat, or yacht, or whatever it was, was clearly prepping to leave. I could see a few of the cultists carrying a crate or two up the main gangplank. The ship was strange-looking. It sat high in the water but somehow didn’t seem very … well, boat shaped.

      It was bulbous and sleek, like some kind of stealth-tech zucchini. Or a submarine. No wonder they always came in at the water. Their base had to be on the bottom of the ocean out there somewhere. If I didn’t get Sarah and the Doc back now, it wouldn’t matter if they killed them right away or not, I’d never be able to find them again.

      I crept closer and was about to make a break up the ramp when two more of them walked right past me. They headed toward the sub, chatting and casually lugging a huge piece of machinery. I ducked back behind some crates and let them go by trying to listen in for any clue as to the state of their prisoners.

      “This is the last doo-dad from the lab on 56th, right? I want to get back to the barracks and call it a damn night.”

      His buddy just nodded, at the back end of the enormous dynamo and clearly too busy concentrating on not dropping the thing to chat. His buddy up front seemed more than happy to hold up the conversation as well as the lab gear.

      “This little baby’s gonna be the last piece of junk we ever have to swipe, man. This time next week, we’re gonna have armies of slaves to do this grunt work, and a harem of the hottest chicks in the city givin’ us back rubs. It’s gonna be so good, dude.”

      I reached out and started bleeding the strength out of the Everlasting at the back, grinning as he started wilting under the immense weight he was trying to support with his suddenly only-human muscles.

      With a grunt and a leap back, the merc let go before he dropped the five-ton battery on his Italian shoes. The generator slammed to the ground, and Muscles up front swore, setting his end down. “Come on man, we’re almost there.”

      I crept around the crates, watching as the chatterbox walked back to yell at his partner. They were so intent on arguing about who should be in back, and just how ‘super’ their respective super-strengths were, they didn’t notice me get in front of the generator and steal their combined power for myself.

      They did notice when I picked up the dynamo one-handed and swatted them with it like a pair of white-collar cockroaches. I set the oversized piece of machinery down and grabbed the stunned Everlasting that liked to talk, slinging him over my shoulder and gauging the distance to the deck of the ship. His buddy was making a concrete angel, and I wasn’t going to waste time digging him out of the crater. I was pretty sure that super-smack registered on the Richter Scale. The sneaking part of the rescue was over now. But I’d be damned if I wasn’t taking some backup powers with me for rushing the sub.

      Right on cue, a swarm of suit-wearing bastards started piling down the ramp, firing indiscriminately at me and my new power-donor. I waited until they were all on the pier or the ramp before I bunched my legs under me and launched myself into the air. I sailed over the group, the energy blasts they were pelting me with barely mussing my hair with my buddy’s invulnerability to protect me. I landed hard on the deck of the sub and kicked the gangplank off into the water, stranding the goons on the pier or sending them for a nice swim. So far, so good.

      “I think that’s far enough, Badger … if you want your lovely lady-friend here to see tomorrow.” I froze and turned to see my fears confirmed. An Everlasting was standing up at the bow of the sub, with Sarah bound and gagged in front of him, still in her flimsy hospital gown. The villain had a gun pressed against Sarah’s temple. “Surrender peacefully, and I will take you in her place. Despite her crimes against our organization, she is just a simple hacker. You are a much finer prize to deliver to the master.” Sarah squirmed in his grip and tried to kick the cultist’s shin, and he laughed, cocking the hammer of his revolver. “It would be a shame to kill someone so spirited, don’t you agree?”

      I tightened my grip on my own prisoner, taking a few steps closer. “What we have here, buddy, is a stalemate. You give me Sarah back right now, or I break your man in half.” Muscles groaned and tried to move, and I clamped down harder on him. “I am not bluffing, asshole. Do it. Let her go.”

      Sarah whimpered in pain as the Everlasting ground the nozzle of the gun against her skull. “I have little doubt that you might want to make good on your threat, but please, don’t think I will hesitate to kill this woman if you take another step, whether he lives or dies.”

      I stopped, grinding my teeth. “If you do, no force on earth is going to save any of you from me. I promise you that.”

      I still wasn’t close enough to him to shut him down or use his own powers against him. If I killed the Everlasting on my shoulder, not only would I be a murderer, but I’d have no powers at all, and be gunned down before I closed the distance on the other bastard. Under my feet, I felt the sub lurch away, snapping the mooring lines like dental floss and heading for open water. This was bad and getting worse every second.

      We were well clear of the pier now, and the villain shrugged and sighed theatrically. “We could stand here all night like this, the four of us, but I have other, more important matters to attend to. It seems I will have no choice but to admit defeat this time. Enjoy your victory, Badger. I can assure you that it will be your final one against the Everlasting.” He slowly uncocked the pistol and pulled it away from Sarah’s head.

      And then threw her overboard, shrieking through the gag.

      My body reacted without my brain even getting a chance to fully process the situation. I threw my hostage down and leaped into the churning darkness after Sarah. She couldn’t close her mouth through that gag, her lungs were going to fill with water in seconds. I streaked toward her, propelling myself through the cold water with the enhanced strength I still had. As I grabbed hold of her arm, I swung us around and kicked mightily, forcing us up through the churning ocean.

      We hit the surface a second later, just in time to get bowled over again from the wake of the sub as it accelerated past me into the night while silently sinking into the water.

      Sarah was thrashing in my grip and choking around the gag, and I yanked it free, holding her up and clear of the roiled water from the ship. “It’s okay, Sarah. I got you. Just breathe.” I tore the other bindings off her as I treaded water while looking around to get my bearings.

      “Took you long enough, Mickey.” Sarah coughed violently, shuddering and gasping for air as she clung to me. Eventually she hugged me tight, her voice ragged and shaky. “God, I’m freezing.”

      She was right. Even through my suit, I could feel the cold leeching away my energy. She wasn’t going to make it to shore at this rate, and even if we didn’t drown or freeze, there were still a dozen Everlasting on the pier with itchy trigger fingers waiting for us. I was trying to figure out how to keep us from dying one of a thousand very unpleasant deaths when the hum of an outboard motor behind us made me turn around.

      A boat was heading this way, a rapidly approaching spotlight locked on to us. If it was the Everlasting, we were in an awful lot of trouble.

      From the darkness I heard a very proper British accent call out. “I say! You two look like you could use a lift, what?”

      I was too exhausted to do much more than wave feebly back. That was not the voice of a killer, and I figured I’d take my chances with Prince Albert over the Everlasting. I hugged Sarah tighter to my chest, trying to keep her warm until our unlikely rescuer arrived.
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      The guy in the twill finally stopped piling blankets on us and we sat huddled under them, dripping and bewildered. He seemed completely at ease despite being so obviously out of place, dressed in Victorian clothes and pouring himself a cup of tea from a vintage tea service.

      “That’s better, I’m sure. Please, allow me to introduce myself. I am Sir Locke Montgomery Buford Follingsworth-Heath, and the scowling Nubian piloting this craft is my associate, What Son. Together, we are the World’s Greatest Detectives.”

      The younger man at the wheel turned and glared daggers at the self-proclaimed super-sleuth with a name longer than most food additives. “Call me Nubian one more time, Locke, an’ your pasty ass is gon’ be swimming back to the mansion.” He scoffed and swung back to the wheel, muttering under his breath.

      Locke laughed and gestured at his partner with his cup. “Bit of a temper, but Son is an absolutely cracking good man at forensics. Truly commendable, if I do say so.” He sipped at his tea and watched the shoreline, as if this were a Sunday carriage ride through the park.

      I tentatively held up a hand, coughing and trying to make sense of the last five minutes. “I, uh, don’t mean to sound rude, but who in the hell are you guys? And why were you out in the dead of night in this yacht? And where are we even going? The pier’s half a mile away by now.”

      Locke’s ‘associate’ shook his head and called back over the noise of the engine to me. “We’re heroes like you, Badger. Just not super-powered ones. Yeah, we could go back to the pier, an’ then what? There’s how many of those Everlasting dudes back there waitin’ for us? I counted eleven. Nah, man. We’re falling back to home base. Just hang tight.”

      Locke nodded. “Quite so.” He leaned in conspiratorially. “If you must know, we received a not-very anonymous tip about your whereabouts and the predicament you were likely in. From our quarry, no less. Most peculiar development, really.” He saw my blank expression and elaborated. “Alan and Reginald Smythe, the notorious Teleporting Lads, told us where to find you. Nasty pair, really. Thieves and kidnappers, the both of them. I had tracked them here, but I must confess the trail went cold before they gave us a ring.”

      Locke’s partner picked up the thread. “We suspected they were workin’ with those Everlasting cultists over in jolly ol’ England, and when they came here, we knew somethin’ bad was gonna go down, and soon. We were hopin’ to have the Lads lead us to the ones behind all these missing mad scientists.”

      Sarah looked up, swiping a few limp strands of hair out of her face. “Wait, those two that grabbed me, they’re the guys that broke Professor Nefarious out of the London Tower villain containment facility, aren’t they?” I tried to wrap her back in the blankets, but she pushed them off, leaning in to talk to the odd couple. “I heard that all of the Tower’s security measures were useless in that prison break.”

      Locke tipped his deerstalker cap at Sarah and smiled with delight. “Very perceptive, madam! Motion detectors and electrified fences aren’t much proof against macro-level quantum tunneling, it seems. The Lads have been liberating all sorts of dangerous characters across Europe for the last three months. Lord Desolation in Budapest, Doktor Helix in Oslo, that scoundrel Nefarious. A true rogue’s gallery, all vanished to who-knows-where.” He shook his head and finished his tea. “Most distressing.”

      Sarah hugged herself tightly, resting her head on my shoulder. “And now they’ve got Doctor Lazarus. And they’d have me, too, if not for you.” This time, she took the blanket I offered. “Oh, Mickey, you should have seen what they did to Lazarus. It was awful. They just … drove a giant spike through his chest. They dragged him down into the ship, trailing blood and laughing as he tried to wrench it out.”

      This time it wasn’t the sea spray that made me shiver. A ‘two for one deal’ was what the cultist had said when he found Sarah and the Doc. They only took Sarah as a hostage to keep me from fighting. And that meant that the Everlasting had been planning on abducting a truly immortal man from the beginning. It was not a comforting thought that he was in the hands of murderers who used the symbol of infinity. At best he could expect an eternity of torture for their amusement. And at worst …

      Sir Names-a-lot looked almost as horrified as I was. “Good Lord, they’ve captured the Indomitable Man? Lazarus is a brilliant surgeon, yes, but his reputation is unimpeachable as a hero. What do they hope to gain from such antics?”

      Son shouted back to us again. “They want him workin’ for the Everlasting, too. Shoot, Helix can make him into a mindless slave just like his other mutants, without breakin’ a sweat.” He turned to give us another grim look. “I’m tellin’ you, Locke, this ain’t some coincidence. We gotta find where all of them have been taken, before they break every mad scientist on the planet out of prison.”

      I perked up, finally finding something I could contribute. “Helix is here, somewhere in town. He just tried to unleash Triassic Man and a horde of cyborg monsters on the city. If there’s any good news, it’s that his brainwashing isn’t as strong as he wants people to believe.” Sarah and What Son turned to stare at me. “Me and Vic convinced them to leave town without eating anybody.” I shrugged. “Long story.” It was my turn to look grim. “And the Lads won’t be breaking anyone else out of the joint. The Everlasting killed Reggie, and their powers won’t work with just Alan.” Poor kid. I guess I owed him for telling these detectives where to find me, or Reggie wouldn’t have been the only casualty tonight.

      Son whistled under his breath. “So, it’s like we thought. All these guys are with the Everlasting now.” He slammed his hand on the wheel in frustration. “This ain’t good, Locke.”

      Locke held a hand up to placate his partner. “Now, now, there’s no certainty that all of these escapes happened at the orders of the Everlasting, Son. The Smythe boys are rapscallions; they may have just been hoping to upset the apple cart a bit. Honestly, you think everything we investigate is connected to everything else.”

      Sarah shook her head, slowly. “No, I think that … What Son, is it?” He nodded. “I think he’s right. Helix is a geneticist. He doesn’t do cybernetics work. He used to call artificial enhancements ‘an affront to the supreme engineer that is evolutionary imperative.’” She looked back at me. “If Mi—Blue Badger’s right, and these new creations had cybernetic implants, then Nefarious is the one who did that work.”

      Locke nodded, but held up a finger to offer his counter-argument. “A sound theory, perhaps, save for the fact that Professor Nefarious and Doktor Helix utterly detest one another. They’ve tried to one-up each other for decades. Mad scientists are infamous for being solitary. And judging from the way they’ve treated Indomitable Man, I doubt that all of these madmen are hale and hearty, laughing over a platter of scones somewhere. The facts just don’t support your suppositions.”

      I shrugged, leaning back into the blanket pile. “I know what I saw. Whether or not they exchange Christmas cards isn’t important. For whatever reason, they seem to be working together, and those are the facts.”

      Son whooped with laughter and turned to give me a thumbs-up. “You tell him, Badger! It’s all wound together, man, like some huge ball of twine. I’ve been sayin’ it forever, but for some reason, he don’t take me seriously. Now that is a mystery I wanna get to the bottom of, you feel me?” He chuckled again and began to ease back on the throttle, swinging us toward a covered boathouse. From there, a winding pathway led to an immense old mansion that had to be a historical landmark.

      Locke gave a long-suffering sigh and tossed a mooring rope over some salt-crusted pilings. “I do not take your wild theories seriously because you did not spend fifteen years at Scotland Yard. I’ve told you before, and will tell you again, you must believe what you can prove, not try and prove what you want to believe.”

      What Son killed the engine and stood, stretching and pointing at Locke. “An’ I’ll tell you again, refusing to look at the bigger picture makes you look for the simple answer, not the correct one.” Something about the tone of both of them suggested this was an argument they had regularly.

      They continued their debate about criminal investigation while I helped Sarah onto the weathered pier. I was soaked, tired, cold and hungry, and knew she was probably doing even worse than me. I wrapped a blanket around her like a shawl and we all headed to the mansion, which was surprisingly active. The windows were still shining brightly at this time of night, and I could hear the faint sounds of club music drifting to us, growing more distinct as we entered the serviceman’s entrance at the back.

      Locke could see I was confused by the bustle in the old place and smiled. “Having a bit of a do tonight. Charity gala for Heroes Without Borders, fine organization. Villains have no respect for national boundaries, and not every crime fighter is properly equipped to go gallivanting off ‘round the globe after them.” We wove past several servers in formal wear, down a small flight of stairs and into the kitchens, which were relatively calm. “The donors upstairs are elites and luminaries from across the country, pitching in to help support the occasionally outrageous costs of protecting our society from fellows like the Everlasting.”

      Son scoffed and pulled open the refrigerator. “What he means is these rich guys let heroes that ain’t billionaire playboys bum rides in their private jets an’ stuff, so they can brag about how much they’re ‘giving back’ to their ‘communities’. And get a sweet write-off in the process.” He pulled a plate of high-end leftovers out of the fridge and set it down on the ancient butcher’s block table. “It’s a lot more glamorous than fixing the systemic problems that create villains, super an’ non-super alike.”

      The older detective clucked his tongue and shook his head. “Always so cynical. You’d be railing against the upper ranks for forcing artificial standards of behavior on you if they took the initiative to reshape how people go about their lives. That sort of nonsense needs to stay dead and buried along with Everlast and his dreams of super-human rule.”

      I cleared my throat and inclined my head toward Sarah, who was sitting on a stool and looking miserable. “Gentlemen, I hate to break up your symposium on superhero socio-economics, but my friend has been tased, kidnapped, held at gunpoint, and almost drowned, all wearing a hospital gown. Could we put fixing on society on hold, and get Sarah some warm clothes?”

      Locke stared at her like he’d never seen her before. “Good Lord, ma’am, you’re barely decent!” Truly, this was one of the world’s finest intellects on display. “Of course, yes, what dreadful manners to prattle on while you’re in such a state.” He dashed out through a door and brought one of the maids back with him. “Emily here will see to you, my dear. I do hope you can forgive me.”

      Sarah stood up and adjusted her blanket, sweeping it out like she was in a ball gown. “I suppose I can find it in me to overlook such a breach of decorum, this one time.” She gave me a wink as she followed Emily out, and What Son and I broke up into laughter at Locke’s embarrassment.

      Son dropped his fork onto his plate and tossed them in the sink, wiping his hands on a towel. “All right, I gotta get back out onto the dance floor. The ladies are waitin’ for my smooth style and piercing insights.” He jogged up the stairs, the sounds of the party briefly increasing as the doors upstairs opened.

      Locke brushed off his twill coat and gave me a long look. “You know, I’m sure I can find something appropriate for you to wear to the party, if you’d like to pop in for a bit.” I started to protest, but he cut me off with a quick wave of his hand. “I insist. I have been an abominable host, but perhaps this will make amends. I’ll send word along to your friend as well, of course. She could do with a bit of entertainment after such a harrowing day, what?”

      I was bone weary, but he was right. It was the least I could do for Sarah. She was never one to pass up a party, especially if someone else was buying. “Lead the way, good sir. You can tell me what you fancy guys have to drink on the way.”

      He chuckled and gave me a first-hand glimpse of what old money could really get you.
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      The mansion was huge, and there were whole wings that obviously had no one living in them. Still, the halls were as spotless and beautifully decorated as any museum. The individual rooms were all done in hardwoods and brass, with closets the size of my room in Sarah’s apartment.

      Locke dug around in the wardrobes and found me a tux that actually fit fairly decently and left me to freshen up while he went back to his guests. As nice as a bath sounded, the porcelain tub looked like it would take an hour to fill, and I probably wouldn’t get out once I got in. I settled for running my head under the taps and dragging my hair into something resembling ‘combed’. Couldn’t do anything about not shaving, but then again, I couldn’t tie the damn bow tie that was dangling out of my collar. I guess I’d see if I could make ‘slovenly formal’ my next hot fashion trend.

      When I got out of the bathroom, there was a note on the four-poster bed saying my clothes were being tended to. I hoped the servants read Chao’s care instructions. I wanted to be able to fit back into those pants.

      My boots were gone, too, replaced by a pair of gleaming wing-tips in my size. I slipped them on, marveling at all the stuff that Locke had just lying around. I could carry all of my worldly possessions in a couple of duffel bags. Well, besides my electric bass and amp, which Sarah had been trying to fit into a garbage bag for years. I took a last look at myself in the ornate mirror and couldn’t help feeling like I was on my way to the prom.

      The main ballroom was still packed as I descended the curved staircase back to the main floor. Apparently, these high society types partied hard and hadn’t heard of ‘last call’. The contrast between the black-tie crowd and the modern dance music was strange, but if the guys who picked us up were throwing this party, it made a lot more sense. They were pretty much the embodiment of ‘culture clash’. I edged past a few million dollars’ worth of designer dresses and found the buffet.

      Sarah’s voice piped up behind me. “Hey, look who decided to show up? Don’t worry, I’m pretty sure there’s nothing to eat that isn’t made out of at least three kinds of roasted animal. The pickings are considerably slimmer for vegetarians like myself.” I turned and saw her wrinkling her nose at the buffet. She wore a black dress that seemed like it was cut all the way to her navel. Even with no jewelry or makeup, Sarah could make a potato sack look good. This was almost unfair to the other ladies in the house.

      “I thought they were going to find you something to wear. What happened to the rest of that outfit?” I stuffed my mouth with something endangered off the buffet to keep from drooling as she spun in a circle to show the dress off. “They’re gonna have to put that blanket back on you, you’re still not decent.”

      She laughed and ran her hand down the side of the dress. “Awww, you’re so sweet, trying to defend my honor, Mickey. Don’t worry, I promise not to ruin any marriages … tonight.” She spun on her heel and started sashaying toward the bar. “Come check this out. They actually have good booze here!”

      At this point I’d probably have followed her straight off a cliff. We got to the bar, where Son was leaning against the brass rail, sporting a slick white tux and purple shirt, watching the crowd. He raised a martini in my direction and gave Sarah a warm smile.

      “I hate boats, but if there’s any more like you in that water I’m gonna go get a fishing license,” he said smoothly. Sarah blushed, and he pointed to the bar. “Hey, Sarah here tells me you’re a whiskey drinker. Lemme get your opinion on a couple of these, before I sink a few grand into a bottle for myself.”

      We spent a few minutes going over the pros and cons of the top-shelf stuff, gossiping about the celebrities that were in attendance, and generally behaving like regular human beings. It was a nice change of pace after the last few days, I had to admit. Despite none of us being used to the ritzy crowd, Son was a great host, and was actually damned charming when he wasn’t arguing with his partner about conspiracies and moral obligations.

      “Okay, Son, I gotta ask,” I said, watching his eyebrows go up a fraction of an inch. “How did you and Sir Jingle-Heimer Schmidt end up working together?” I set a crystal tumbler with a hundred-year old single malt down on the oak bar. “I can’t imagine a more unlikely team than you two.”

      Son chuckled and signaled for a fresh drink. “That’s usually the second question people ask me. Yeah, me an’ Locke are from totally different worlds. He was a guest lecturer at my UCLA Criminology classes. He was impressed with my attention to detail and my ‘persistent cross examination technique’.” He grinned. “I went back and forth with him on some dodgy evidence he was trying to put forward in a mock trial, an’ I wasn’t having it. After an hour, he gave up and admitted he’d never done the proper lab work to submit it as evidence.”

      I could just imagine the two of them nose to nose in a courtroom setting and had to laugh. “Oh man, he must have been fuming. Did he have you removed from the classroom?”

      It was Son’s turn to laugh. “Hell, no! He got me a special work-study back at Scotland Yard, so I could put my money where my mouth was against real forensics experts. They threw everything they had at me an’ I hit back harder. And most of the time, I was right.” He drained his glass and shrugged. “After that, we just kinda stuck together.” He leaned back, staring at the chandelier. “Those guys in the Yard didn’t like him cuz Locke’s too upper-crust to be working for a livin’. They used to call him ‘Sir’ like he’d been knighted, thought it was funny as hell. An’ they hated me cuz I was too low-class to tell ‘em how to do their job. We were both misfits, but we worked good together. An’ now you know.”

      Sarah nodded. “Now, we know the second thing that folks ask you about. So I’ll ask the first. Why the heck is your name ‘What Son’? Was it a childhood nickname, or what? It can’t be your real name.”

      Son grinned again and set his empty glass down. “I got that name in the Yard. When I’d shoot down all their weak-ass arguments about, well, everything, it was what I’d ask ‘em, ‘What else you got, son?’ The stuffy Brits didn’t like it, I guess.” He gave a dismissive shrug at the memory. “Plus, me workin’ with Locke an’ all, it was too good a joke for them to pass up.”

      I groaned and sipped at my scotch. “Oh god, of course.” Sarah just looked at me, confused. “Sir Locke and What Son. Sherlock and Watson. Those Scotland Yard guys are a laugh a minute.” I set my drink back down and shook my head. “And then when you two went into Heroing, you already had perfect names, and they belonged to you, not the guys who used to give you shit. That’s got some style, man.”

      Son clapped me on the arm and pushed away from the bar. “Hey, you know I’m all about style. One of us has to be. Locke dresses like an old math professor by choice. That ain’t no hero uniform he was wearin’ tonight.” He gave us a salute and headed into the crowd. “I gotta go mingle, folks. See you.”

      We waved back, and Sarah turned to me, sipping delicately at her wine. “I don’t remember if I said it, but, thank you, Mickey. That was … terrifying. And what they did to Lazarus, I just …“ She shivered and put her hand over mine. “Just, thank you.”

      I nodded and patted her hand. “No need to thank me, you know that.” I cleared my throat and reached for my drink again. “So, judging from you being at a party and wearing half a dress, can I deduce that you’re fully recovered from your awful day?”

      She eased away from the bar and smoothed her dress against those lovely curves of hers, shaking her head. “Wrong, detective. Watching other people have a good time does not constitute ‘partying’, believe it or not. I need to blow off some steam.” She started scanning the crowd, and I finished the last of the single malt.

      Sarah blowing off steam in a place like this could get us both thrown in the hoosegow. “Dare I ask what you had in mind?”

      She drained her wine glass and nodded to a young couple awkwardly navigating the edges of the dance floor. “What about them? You’ve been striking out yourself lately, what do you say?” She started forward, but I rested my hand on her arm.

      “Slow down a little, killer.” I studied the couple a bit more closely. They were younger than Sarah and I, red-headed and green eyed. The guy looked pretty nervous, actually, being led by the elbow by his companion. “You really want to walk over and just break the two of them up? That’s pretty mean, don’t you think?”

      Sarah scoffed, leaning closer to me. “Don’t be ridiculous. They’re related, not dating. Look at them! They could be twins.” I had to admit, they did look a lot alike. “Not even aristocrats date in public when there’s that much family resemblance. And the guy is so cute; he looks like a lost puppy out there. I wanna go save him, let him have a little fun tonight.”

      I chuckled and threw my hands up in surrender. “You’ll make him the envy of every man in the house. All right, I’ll play along. You want me to be your fake-date? Wingman? What’s the scam, Sarah?”

      She turned to give me a wink and a wicked grin. “The scam? Come on, do you really think I need your help? Besides, you deserve some fun too, and she’s a redhead. We’ll compare notes tomorrow morning.”

      I shook my head and followed along after Sarah, who was practically elbowing rich folks out of the way to get to her target. She slowed down to a leisurely prowl once they noticed her and gave the guy a dazzling smile. I waved to the girl, coming up and making small talk while her companion was dragged out onto the dance floor. “Are you and your … boyfriend there enjoying the party so far?”

      She clapped a delicate hand over her mouth and laughed, turning to look at Sarah and her newest victim. “Oh, Carter? Good grief, he’s not—he’s my brother.” She blushed through her freckles. “It’s actually a relief to see him having a bit of fun. I thought he’d be clinging to my arm until the sun came up.” She tilted her head, eyeing me more closely. “You’re that hero Uncle Locke went to help, aren’t you? That was cause for quite a bit of excitement around here.”

      I ran a hand through my hair and nodded. “Guilty as charged. Blue Badger, at your service. But you can just call me Mickey.” I held my hand out to her. “And you would be …”

      “Violet.” She took my hand and feigned shock when I kissed it. “If you’ll forgive me being so frank, I doubt that you’re a gentleman, so you really don’t need to pretend on my behalf. I don’t mind, though. My brother is a gentleman, and they’re not much fun in general.”

      I risked a glance in the direction of Sarah and her unwilling dance partner. Carter was standing in a corner of the ballroom, paralyzed, as Sarah used him as a pole to dance on. “Yeah, he seems a bit … high-strung. But you don’t. Could it be that you like dangerous men?” I grinned, but Violet just looked at me from half-lidded eyes.

      “It’s more that I don’t fear them, Mickey. I can handle myself if things get a bit risky.” She drifted to a darker corner of the room, and I followed after her. “So, what’s it like, being a hero? My uncle doesn’t talk much about the life. Is it as thrilling as the news makes it out to be? All leaping from rooftops and explosions, and rescuing damsels in distress?”

      I chuckled and gave her a shrug. “You know, it certainly has been today. But even superheroes need a night off now and then. I know I could use one.” I glanced around the room again. “It’s interesting that a charity event like this doesn’t have more masks wandering around, I figured they’d have been lining up to hob-nob with all these high society types.”

      Violet folded her arms and pouted adorably. “It really is a shame. But all the big heroes don’t need the charity’s help, and the ones that do probably don’t want to advertise that they don’t have a jet of their own.” I guess I could relate to that, at least. “Just between us, I was secretly hoping that I’d get a chance to meet Invulnerable Girl.”

      I perked up at that. “You’re a fan of Invulnerable Girl too? Yeah, it definitely would have great if she’d been here.” I gave Violet a wink. “Not that the present company is inadequate in any way.” I waved off the comment before turning the subject back to the charity. “I just think you stop worrying about airplanes when you can actually fly on your own. Most heroes with the means probably don’t even think about the capes who can’t afford their own. You know, out of sight, out of mind.”

      She sighed in agreement. “So true. And you don’t need to flatter, Mickey. I’m well aware I don’t cut a figure like Invulnerable Girl’s. Or your friend, for that matter. But then, I’m not superhero material anyways.” She sighed again, and I felt a faint pulse of something thrumming under her ivory skin.

      I frowned, and concentrated harder. “Violet. You … you have super-powers, don’t you?” She seemed genuinely panicked at that, and I held up a hand to calm her. “It’s okay, I’m not going to tell anybody about it. I just have a sixth sense for these things.” No wonder she wasn’t scared of dangerous men.

      Violet looked around anxiously, then relaxed again, nodding her head. “It’s true. Carter and I both do. He doesn’t want to do anything with his own abilities, but I do. Of course, that’s not something a proper lady can do without people getting opinions about it. If I could pick up a tank, it wouldn’t matter though.” She pouted again, and then gave me a sly look. “Would you like to see? You can’t tell anyone, not even my uncle.”

      I nodded with a mischievous grin. “I love a good secret.”

      She giggled and spun in place, her gold-colored dress getting shorter and darker, until it was an almost exact duplicate of Sarah’s. It was true that she didn’t quite fill the dress out as well as Sarah, but the contrast between the black satin and her pale skin was stunning in its own way. “Truly amazing, isn’t it?” She sighed, and the dress fell back to its original shape. “Violet, the super-seamstress. Every villain in the city is trembling, I’m sure.”

      I laughed, but only briefly. “You’d be surprised. I’ve seen villains defeated by wardrobe malfunctions before.” Now that she had demonstrated the power, I had a bit more understanding of it. It wasn’t an illusion, she was really altering the fibers of the dress somehow. “Does it only work on fabric?”

      “I can do paper, too. I can change the shape and color of pretty much anything woven together. Naturals, synthetics. Metal cables. Ropes …” She gave me that sly look again, and I blushed this time.

      “Sounds like you’ve considered all sorts of interesting uses for that power,” I managed, wishing I had another drink. I craned my neck to check on Sarah and Carter. She had taken him to the bar and was trying to get him to sample something that looked like a fruit salad with an umbrella in it. “So, can he do that too? Maybe we can get him to add a few inches to the bottom of Sarah’s dress.”

      Violet giggled again. “No, Carter can control plants. Make them grow, sprout thorns, change color. He says he can talk to them too, but I think he’s just teasing me about that.” She gave me a very skeptical look. “He gossips with trees like they’re old ladies at a sewing circle.” Somehow, the idea of Carter being more at ease with plants than people made perfect sense.

      Sarah was whacking him on the back while he choked on the punchbowl full of liquor she had made him try. I shook my head in amazement. “And he doesn’t want to do anything with a power like that? He could single-handedly save the rainforests.” Assuming he survived Sarah, of course.

      Violet crossed her arms and stared at me. “Carter. In the jungle. Can you imagine it? He wouldn’t last five minutes. He once broke his leg changing the tire on his bicycle.” She reached out and ran her hands across the lapels of my tux, and I felt it shiver and re-settle on me, fitting as well as anything Mr. Chao could have done. “He’s my brother, but he’s really not much of a man.” I swallowed hard as my tie rose up like a cobra and knotted itself. “He doesn’t react well to surprises. Not the way I bet a superhero would.” Those green eyes gleamed in the half-light of the ballroom.

      “You may have a point.” I wasn’t sure I’d be up for all the surprises lurking behind Violet’s demure exterior, but I was certainly willing to find out.

      Carter came stumbling our way, face brick red, with Sarah trailing behind him. He stopped, gasping for breath, reaching out for Violet like she was a life raft of normalcy in a deadly sea of mandatory fun. “V-Vi! I really th-think I must lay down.” He gripped her elbow and tried to get his sister between him and Sarah. “A bit t-too much excitement t-tonight, I’m afraid.” He finally noticed me and offered me a handshake that was like a fistful of cold linguini. “A p-pleasure, I’m sure.”

      I nodded tightly, snagging the handkerchief out of my jacket and wiping the moisture off my hands. “Violet’s told me quite a bit about you. Mickey Marsters. You already know Sarah by now.”

      He stumbled over his own name a few times, then gave up and handed me a small, damp business card. On it was printed “Carter Montgomery Buford Follingsworth-Heath Piddledown III, Botanist”. I let out an involuntary whistle at that name and remembered that he and Violet were related to Sir Locke.

      Vi held up a warning finger, eyes narrowed. “Don’t say it. We know what a mess our name is, trust us.” She patted Carter’s arm tenderly, the ghost of a smile playing at her lips. “I’m proud of you, Carter. You made a new friend today, and she wasn’t even coniferous.” She smiled wider at Sarah, apologetic. “I’m grateful to you for showing my brother a good time. It really was very kind of you.”

      Sarah sighed wistfully, nodding. “I was prepared to show him an even better time, but I don’t think he’s quite ready for that yet.” She shrugged and batted her eyelashes at Carter. “Maybe next time?”

      Carter scuttled further behind his sister, who rolled her eyes. “I’ll be sure to tell him that you won’t bite.” Violet gave my hand a squeeze, then turned to shepherd her nervous twin off to somewhere less stimulating. “Don’t lose that card my brother gave you, Mickey. It might come in handy sometime.”

      I nodded absently, tucking the scrap of paper into the breast pocket of my newly-fitted tux. “Will do. You two have a great night.” I watched Violet drag her brother to safety, finally turning to Sarah. “Sorry you struck out, hon. I think you were a little too … advanced for a humble botanist like Carter there.”

      She blew out a frustrated breath. “Yeah, I noticed. And the rest of these guys are even bigger stiffs than he was.” She watched the siblings for a moment, then turned back to smirk at me. “You seemed to be doing all right with your half of the pair. Sorry I couldn’t at least run better interference for you.”

      I shrugged, trying to stuff the handkerchief back into my jacket pocket. “Not your fault. You certainly gave it your best.”

      We both laughed and strolled back toward the bar, and had a few more drinks, just catching up. Despite being roommates, we’d been living our own lives for a while now. It was fun, and safer than doing it on the couch at home too. Being out in public made it a lot less likely that one of my jokes would end in Sarah trying to throw me like a javelin through a window.

      Eventually Locke wound his way through the crowd, still in his college professor outfit. He spotted Sarah and I and came over, waving to get our attention. “We meet again! Quite a ripper of a party, I don’t think I’ve been up this late since my days at Cambridge.” He asked the bartender for a club soda and lime, and when he got it, started sipping at it like it was tequila. “My niece would like me to inform you that you are both welcome back any time you would like a proper tour of the mansion and grounds.”

      Sarah smiled graciously, and I wondered if Locke could see the gleam in her eye. “I’ll be sure to take her up on that, Sir Locke. There’s so much here to explore.” Sarah sipped at her wine and then frowned. “Wait, are you saying this isn’t your place, Locke?”

      Locke looked genuinely insulted. “Good Lord, no. It’s a fine enough estate, I suppose, for an American holding. A bit too modern for my taste. Carter and dear Vi inherited this place from the Piddledown side of our family when their parents passed away. Generally, I stay in England, but when a case brings us here, What and I prefer to stay with family.”

      I nodded. “A shame, the two of them here all alone most of the time. I promise that Sarah and I will be back to visit in the future. Wouldn’t want them to be too lonely while you’re across the pond.”

      Sir Locke clapped his hands together in approval. “Oh, capital! It will be so lovely to know they are being taken care of by such good people.” Sarah and I exchanged a glance at that, but there was no reason to burst the man’s bubble about how noble our intentions might have been. “Ah, and speaking of taking care of friends, I have your things waiting for you whenever you’d like to call it an evening. Everything laundered and pressed, of course.” He turned to Sarah and gave a small bow. “And Emily helped choose a few selections for you, madam, that she said were going to waste in our closets. I do hope you won’t be insulted by the offer of second-hand clothing.”

      Sarah took Locke’s hand in hers, smiling warmly. “Not at all. You and your hospitality have been the high point of an otherwise miserable night. Thank you again.” I had to chuckle at how smooth Sarah could be when she wanted to be. She wasn’t being fake, she just had a lot more social grace than she let on most days.

      We eventually headed for the front door, where Locke had a car waiting for us. The thing was laden with enough luggage to move a family of twelve; Locke said that breaking up the matched bags would be a pity, so he sent the whole kit and caboodle along with us. Sarah and I settled in to the leather in the backseat, and she rested her head on my shoulder, dozing on the way back to the apartment.

      Ol’ Jack and I had a bit of an adventure shuttling the piles of bags into the elevator, but we got it all in one trip. Once I dragged the last steamer trunk into the penthouse, I flopped on the couch and groaned. “Okay. Today was officially a day.”

      “I agree,” Sarah smirked at me. “One that I need to wash off.” She turned, heading for the shower.

      I felt something jab me in the chest as I lay face down on the cushions; eventually I managed to dig the card out of my pocket that Violet had told me not to lose. It was different now. The paper was embossed with Vi’s cell phone number, stamped right into the paper fibers. Handy little power she had after all.

      Sarah came back out of the bathroom in her pajamas, leaning on the back of the couch and prodding me. “You alive, tiger?” She laughed as I groaned and wriggled on the couch, dodging her jabs. “Aw, are you all tuckered out? I remember when you could go out partying all night.” Sarah wrapped her arms around my shoulders as I dragged myself to a sitting position on the couch.

      “Yeah well, I guess I’m an old man now. I didn’t get buildings dropped on me before we went clubbing in the old days, you know.” She nuzzled my neck and I closed my eyes, leaning into the softness of her skin. “Don’t worry, I still have a little life in me.”

      Sarah rubbed my shoulders and nibbled at my earlobe. “Just a little? That’s also not how I remember things. Why don’t you come remind me, Mickey? For old time’s sake.” She trailed her hands across my chest as she stood up and disappeared into her bedroom, leaving the door open behind her.

      I kept my eyes closed and took three deep breaths before I leaped over the back of the sofa to follow her. It turned out I had a lot more energy left than I thought.
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      The howling alarm of the Emergency Alert System jolted me out of a deep and dreamless sleep. I sat bolt upright, looking around at the surprisingly clean room in confusion. Then I remembered this was Sarah’s room, not mine. The faint pre-dawn light coming through the blinds made Sarah look pale and out of focus, like a slightly hung-over ghost.

      She groaned and grabbed the sheets, rolling herself in the linens like a blonde burrito. “Nnnngh. Tell the alien fleet I need five more minutes before they conquer Earth.” She burrowed deeper into the sheets and mumbled through them at me. “Go see what jerk decided to attack us before eight o’clock. I’m gonna hack him and cancel his cable.”

      I sighed and slid out of bed, seeing as there were no covers available anyways. I fished my phone out of last night’s clothes and started calling up the EAS texts, padding out to the kitchen in my boxers. Early reports were sketchy, but it seemed some kind of giant monster had just come ashore and was rampaging through the waterfront district.

      I called back to Sarah over the wailing sirens. “It’s a kaiju. Again. Want some coffee?” I started rummaging through the cabinets, rubbing my eyes with the heels of my hands to try and see before I had my first cup in me. Despite the imminent danger to the city, I wasn’t going to go get stepped on by some giant lizard before my coffee. Even heroes should be entitled to that.

      Besides, this was an entire city full of superheroes. Why did the people who made huge monsters feel the need to release them in the one place that’s actually equipped to fight back? Why start in Superhero Central when you could just take over Ohio? At least you’d have a foothold to work from. On the other hand, that foothold would be in Ohio.

      Apparently, the would-be invaders came to the same conclusion, as the sirens abruptly cut off, fading away into the early morning quiet. It was like being back in summer camp with a mandatory wake-up call piped through the PA system. I filled the coffeepot with water and started it, swiping through the alert messages on my phone.

      “Hey Sarah, just go back to bed. They cancelled the alert. Said it was a glitch in the system or something. Woulda been nice to know before they woke the whole city.”

      Sarah came into the kitchen, the sheet wrapped around her like a toga and her hair as tame as a haystack in an earthquake. “A glitch? How the hell do you ‘accidentally’ see a giant monster? Don’t you think you should, I don’t know, go check it out just in case? What if it’s more of those combat mutants from last night playing hide and seek with people or something?” She held the sheet with one hand, the other one trying to battle with her kaiju-strength case of bed-head.

      I nodded, scratching at myself through my boxers. “I will, but I’m getting some caffeine in me first. Especially if it was just a false alarm. I said it before, and I’ll say it again. I don’t fight anybody before my morning co—“

      The eastern bank of windows in the apartment exploded, as a hero crashed through them, leveling the kitchen table, plowing through the fridge, and burying himself in the coffee machine. If he’d been polite enough to bust in after I’d gotten my coffee, I’d have been awake enough to have been scared shitless by his cannonball impression. He was dressed in a khaki safari suit, with hiking boots and socks pulled almost up to the bottom of his beige shorts. He lay there, unmoving in the debris, as Sarah screamed only slightly louder than the sirens had.

      I looked from my empty mug to the wreckage, and back again. “Of course.” I reached into the rubble and tapped Jungle Jim on the dust-covered shoulder. “Hey, you okay there, buddy?”

      He stirred faintly, and slowly emerged from under the pile of broken tiles and bean sprouts. Under the plaster dust and coffee grounds was a slightly dazed, but remarkably cheery face with bright eyes and deep dimples. He fished around in the hole and dragged out a battered leather hat, screwing it back onto his sandy blonde hair. “Oy, but she’s a foisty one. G’day folks. Sorreh bout the wall, if oida known she could hit loik that, I’da aimed fer somethin’ a bit softah.”

      I looked mournfully down at my empty coffee cup, too tired to mentally chew through that accent. “Did that crash impair you in some way, or am I just too tired to understand English?” Sarah took this opportunity to slip away and actually get some clothes on. Underneath this guy’s tour guide outfit, he was pulsing with a surprising amount of power. “Just like, blink twice if you can understand me, dude. Are you fighting that ‘kaiju’ out there?” I wasn’t sure I could face that accent again.

      “Too right, I am. Gorgeous specimen, probably displaced from locals encroachin’ on her habitat.” He shook my hand, looking down at my boxers and coffee cup. “Didn’t mean tah wake yeh, mate. I’ll just be on me way. Tell yer loidy-friend I didn’t see a thing. Got anotha beauty on me mind, anyways.” With that, he clamped his hand down on his hat and ran straight out the gaping window, crashing to the pavement far below with a distant thud.

      I watched him run off toward the chaos that was unfolding a few blocks away, taking a sip of nothing and sighing again. This was really not how I’d planned my morning out in my head. I finally admitted defeat and set the cup down on a stretch of non-smashed counter, scrubbing my hand over my face.

      Sarah came back out, flinging my uniform at me from across the room. “False alarm, is it? Get dressed and get your ass out there, Mickey. Do it for our poor coffee pot.” The suit bounced off me and I tried to catch it a second after it landed on the floor. “If you can beat Triassic Man and a dozen other mutants, one kaiju should be a breeze for you. And maybe heroes will stop blowing holes in my apartment.”

      I grumbled and started suiting up, almost falling over as I missed a pant leg. “I didn’t fight Michael, I told you that. And Aussie Osbourne seems to have a good handle on things, aside from the whole human cannonball impression.” I was having trouble finding the hole for my head in the shirt. “Don’t worry, I’m going, really. I just … it’s early, okay?”

      The look she gave me was enough motivation to get out to the street as fast as I could manage.

      At street level, it was apparent that no mighty beast from the deep was towering over the skyline. Still, something definitely threw that guy into the kitchen. Scanning the area he came flying in from, I noticed there was a cloud of dust hanging over the East Side. Grumbling to myself the whole way, I jogged down a few blocks and found Zookeeper Man and a few other lower-level heroes in a school playground facing off against …

      The dumbest looking monster I’d ever seen. Maybe that was a bit unfair, but this awkward, rubbery thing had none of the unnatural horror of the cyborg freaks that attacked the hospital. It looked like a guy in a cheesy bull costume with a banana on its head instead of horns, and a furry speedo. It was swinging its huge fists around like windmills, keeping the assembled heroes at bay. No wonder they cancelled the alarm, this thing was a joke. It dashed forward and walloped a gun-wielding mime, who crumpled silently to the asphalt as the seven-foot cow pumped its arms in victory. Guess they didn’t make invisible walls like they used to.

      I trudged over to my impromptu houseguest and gestured at the thing. “Are you kidding me? This big blue ox knocked you five blocks? This is all a prank, right? A promotional stunt for a new burger chain or something?”

      A hero dressed like a pirate ran in from behind, trying to skewer the beast. It mule kicked him through a swing set and he crashed into the side of the school, where Black-and-Bluebeard decided it was best to stay.

      All right, it was stronger than it looked. I guess it had to be, considering how ridiculous it seemed. It roared in triumph, shouting in a voice that sounded like it came from a drive-thru speaker. “Looks like you just lost at dodge-bull, Commodore Cutlass! Bwahahaha!” I was still dreaming. I had to be.

      A depressingly familiar voice spoke up behind me. “You would be wise to not judge a foe on appearance alone, Blue Badger. Kiii-yah! Deception is an essential part of combat!”

      I slowly let my head fall into my hands. “Crimson Katana. Thank goodness you’re here.” I didn’t even bother to turn around. Seeing Mister Chop-Saki at this point was not going to improve my mood. “A pirate, a ninja, a mime, and a nature guide. We’re about one sassy robot away from completing a Saturday morning cartoon, here.”

      I hated to admit it, but Katana had a point. I reached out to see exactly what kind of tricks this thing had under the hood and frowned. There was definitely something there, but it wasn’t any kind of power radiating out. It was trying to draw energy in.

      I decided to consult the expert while Crimson Katana challenged the banana-bull to honorable combat. “Okay, Kangaroo Jack. What the hell is this thing supposed to be? And how do we salvage our dignity taking it down?” I had to turn to face him; the ox and the ninja had gotten into a pose-off and watching them was draining my will to live.

      The Thunda from Down Unda was crouched like a goalie in front of an imaginary net, transfixed by the display of ‘martial prowess’ Katana and the Incredi-Bull were putting on. “Looks a bit like a kaiju, only a bit smallah. Maybe she’s a juvenile. And we’ve already got the girl contained, now we need to bring her down safe before anyone gets hurt.” I guess our kitchen was just collateral damage. “Let me get a bit closer, I can stun her with this.” He pulled a small baton off his belt and extended it into a three-foot cattle prod. “Gotta get right up to her ta use it, though. Fancy drawing her attention for a bit?”

      I shrugged. “I’ll do what I can, man.” I could feel the siren call of my nice warm bed, but there was definitely something fishy going on, and this guy seemed at least somewhat competent. It wouldn’t be very nice to leave him with this bargain-basement backup. Besides, Sarah was right, I need to avenge our fallen coffee pot. “Blue Badger, by the way.”

      He absently thrust a hand in my general direction, and I shook it for the second time today. “Blue Badgah, is it? Game Warden. Pleasure to meet you, mate. Heard you had a bit of a dust-up with Triassic Man the otha night, lucky devil.”

      Katana was evading the clumsy swings of the deranged sports mascot with a series of backflips and cartwheels, making Warden gasp with each dodge. “Fella’s got a few ‘roos loose in the top paddock, but he’s brave enough. Time’s wasting, mate. Ready to get in there?” He pressed the stud on the prod, which crackled ominously.

      I nodded, drawing in the Warden’s powers for myself, my heart and breathing immediately slowing down, becoming almost glacial. My senses began to expand, new sounds and scents creeping into my awareness. My muscle and sinew, my skin and bone, all seemed to grow both heavier and stronger. All of these new sensations and strengths were being funneled into a part of my brain that normally felt unused, almost atrophied. My ancient survival skills were waking up, after thousands of years of civilization rendering them unimportant.

      This was like the opposite of the meditative trance state I had used to fight before. It was discarding nothing, instead it was trying to show me everything and how I fit inside it, a panoramic lens, not a microscope. I could sense the movement of Warden, the bull, Katana, all without really paying direct attention to any of them. Looking at the bull-creature now did not make me want to laugh, despite the clownish exterior. It made me want to fight, to hunt my target and take down my prey.

      I launched myself forward, darting to the side and ducking under a huge fist that whirred overhead. Jesus, this thing was deceptively fast. I slammed a fist into its ribs and heard the shattering of bone and surprisingly the muffled thump of metal. Unfortunately, the snapping bones were in my hand, and I gritted my teeth and rolled out of the way as another punch sailed past and I realized what I was dealing with.

      The thing was a machine under all that muscle.

      The bull laughed as I clutched my hand to my chest. “Well, well, well—Blue Badger has a taste for beef, does he? Careful, I might be a bit tougher than I look! Bwahahaha!” He lashed out again, forcing me to retreat further but making him turn his back on Game Warden.

      The Warden dashed in, jamming his cattle prod into the small of the monster’s back. “Sorry ‘bout this, girl, but we can’t have you hurting anyone today!” He cranked the prod all the way up, and the bull lashed out in rage, kicking him through the chain link fence on the far side of the weed-strewn basketball court. I backed off further and reluctantly looked down to inspect the damage I’d done to my hand.

      I knew I had to be in agonizing pain, but the messages weren’t getting to the top floor of my brain somehow. I watched in horrified fascination as my misshapen fingers slowly pulled themselves back into position with a horrible series of crackling sounds. Well, this was an interesting trade-off. Immunity to pain and healing, but not much resistance to injury. And judging from the power I took in from Warden, I should have regenerated a hell of a lot faster than I just did. I was going to have to be really careful, or I’d cripple myself permanently fighting this thing.

      I didn’t have enough enhanced strength to beat a cyborg into submission, especially with Warden on the other side of the playground.

      The bull reached down and snatched up the discarded cattle prod, gripping the two forks in one hand and laughing as it discharged harmlessly into its body. Everyone stood back as the lightning coursed over the monster, and with a terrible roar, it reared back, the banana-shaped horn on its head and yellow eyes glowing.

      “Bwahahaha! That’s quite a bit of power, I like it!” The bull raised its fists above its head and screamed in triumph, seeming to swell in place. It was ten feet tall now and looking considerably leaner and less clumsy. I could feel that vortex of emptiness inside it grow stronger, and an unnatural wind sprang up and began to circle the cyborg bovine. “I think it might be time to … raise the steaks a bit! Ahahahahaha!”

      The last vestiges of the primal instincts I had borrowed from Game Warden helped me fit all of it together. The cancellation of the alert system, the ridiculous appearance, the slower-than expected regeneration, even that tinny voice from a speaker somewhere. Everything about the whole mess screamed out one word: trap.

      Katana ran up to me, panting and looking a little frantic through the slit in his mask. “Badger, this isn’t good. Most of us are down now, and it’s only getting stronger. I thought I had imagined it before, but when it first showed up, it was barely six feet tall, even with the horns.” By the time I had gotten here, it had been eight feet or so. “And something else. If it knocks you down, you stay down. Commodore Cutlass is a scrapper, man. And even The Silencer can take more than one punch.” He nodded to the downed gun-juggler, who so far hadn’t moved from where he’d been dropped.

      I looked Katana up and down. He was slouching and still gasping for air like he had asthma under that mask. “You’re still on your feet. Sort of. It’s some kind of cyborg, dude. Without regeneration or invulnerability, it’s too much for even a hero.”

      The bull pawed at the concrete with a foot, roaring out a challenge to us again. “Am I too much burger for you small fries? Hahahahaha! You must be the sorriest bunch of heroes I’ve ever herd of!” Sheesh, these jokes hurt almost as much as his fists.

      Katana sighed and brandished his sword half-heartedly, but I put my arm out to stop him.

      “Don’t, Katana. It’s trying to bait us. I think that it’s draining energy when it makes physical contact. Electricity, life force, even superpowers. It took ages for the regeneration I had to kick in after I punched it.” That would explain Warden being so stunned when it sent him into our apartment, and why he still was barely stirring. The worse the damage, the further you needed to be from it. “You’ve been fast enough to avoid it so far, but just being close was weakening you.”

      Oh man, this thing was a nasty piece of work. Look so pathetic that the alert gets cancelled for a false alarm, and slowly drink up the power of the street-level heroes who want to score some points in the press with any kind of win. Get bigger and badder, then lure in the next group of heroes up the food chain, until even the big capes are just making it stronger by fighting it.

      Red Ranger looked at me in despair. “My chi is definitely being disrupted. If you’re right, fighting it is pointless.” He looked around at the still-brightening sky. “There’s going to be school buses coming down here soon, man. Little kids. What do we do?”

      I frowned and tried to cancel out the draining effect, but it was like trying to steal a hole. I changed strategies and tried to mimic the power instead, and could feel the bright, alluring energy surrounding me everywhere. The sunlight, the moving air from the bull’s vortex, the glowing life-force of Katana next to me. But mostly, glowing like a miniature sun on the playground, the cyborg itself.

      I grinned wickedly at Katana. “What do we do? We do what heroes do best, we kick his ass.” I almost tried to high-five the martial artist, but that might well have put him into a coma. “Okay, master assassin, you got a few of those ninja stars left? I could use some covering fire.”

      “The term is shuriken, Badger.” Katana’s voice was dripping with contempt at my meager knowledge of the ancient weapons of Eastern combat. “And yeah, I still have about a half-dozen of them left. They don’t do anything to him though. His skin’s too thick.”

      I nodded, squinting through the glare of the bull’s aura. “It’s a cyborg, which means the soft spots on a person might still be vulnerable. Try for its eyes or …” I looked closer at the monster. “That big yellow crescent on its head. Most of the energy it’s collecting is winding up in that. Maybe it’s a battery. Just keep your distance, and when you’re out of ammo, get the other heroes out of here.”

      Katana nodded and sheathed his sword, producing a handful of sharpened steel from his pajamas. “If you drop, we’re gonna have to call for backup, and then things are gonna go from bad to worse. I hope you know what you’re doing, man.”

      I sighed and rolled my shoulders. “I hope I know what I’m doing, too.” I started walking confidently toward the giant cyber-steer into the windstorm it was creating, cracking my knuckles. “Okay, Bessie, fun’s over. Let’s rumble.”

      Katana slipped off to my side, looking for a better angle. I really hoped he was better with those pig-stickers than his nunchucks, or I was gonna get perforated by a stray shot. I needed to be toe-to-toe with the cyborg to draw in the power it was stockpiling, and there was no way I’d be able to dodge them and this one-man stampede.

      Just the air flowing over me was filling me with more power, but the emptiness inside me wanted the good stuff. The bull started one of its inane taunts again, but I stepped in, ducking low and slamming a fist into the creature’s midsection. Even with enhanced cybernetic reflexes, I landed the punch before it hammered me into the ground. The surge of energy was like a drink of pure, sweet water after a month in the desert. Even the counter-punch filled me with more power than it stole from me.

      The kaiju stomped a hoof into the small of my back, trying to grind me into the pavement. “I didn’t expect you to be quite so fee-bull, Badger! Surely this isn’t the limit of your power!” It stomped on me a few more times, then staggered back, roaring in pain. “My eye! Arrrrrgh!” It had a hand clamped over the right side of its face, the corner of one of Katana's shuriken peeking out from between its meaty fingers.

      I sprang up out of the hole, looking down at the pale blue light outlining my body. It was working. I wasn’t getting any bigger, but that must have been the synthetic part of the monster, converting the power the organic part siphoned off into mass somehow. I needed to keep it focused on me, so I posed and pointed a finger at it. “This isn’t my first rodeo, Bessie. What else have you got?”

      The kaiju roared and charged straight for me, pulling up without trying to gore me with its horn and trying to shoulder-check me instead. I crossed my arms in front of me and planted my feet, doubling down on the power draining. It really did draw in almost everything, even the momentum from the charge. The concrete buckled under my feet, getting drawn up and into the vortex that was encircling the two of us as we grappled with each other. Our powers kept transferring the energy stored back and forth between the two of us, but I was getting the better side of the trade, slowly but surely. The light around me grew brighter and more intense, as more of the power was captured by the emptiness that was yawning inside my cells.

      I heard Katana shout from the far side of the playground with almost religious amazement. “Badger! I can see it! Your chi! You’re doing it, man! Focus your fighting spirit and destroy this bastard!” He ran to the side, hurling the steel pinwheels at the bull with surprising accuracy considering the cross-wind. None of these shots stuck in anything soft, but one ricocheted off the glowing horn with a metallic ‘ting’. That banana was definitely not organic. Maybe that meant it wouldn’t regenerate if I could destroy it. That would explain why it didn’t risk hitting me with the horn when it charged.

      I slammed a flurry of vicious jabs into the beast, hearing the machinery inside give distressing groans as I pummeled the monster. It retaliated with a swarm of strikes almost too fast for my eye to follow, and more than half of the blows breached my guard. But each hit it landed gave me more strength and speed to fight back.

      We were both too strong at this point to fling the other aside, so we simply slugged it out at near-mach speed. I was stealing power from the force of each of his punches, though, making them less effective than my own. The cyborg didn’t seem as efficient at collecting kinetic energy from melee combat. Maybe that was what the windstorm was all about, to help keep real bruisers from getting in this close? Unfortunately for him, I was already inside the calm center of his little whirlwind.

      The power sponge began to panic as we brawled, realizing that something was wrong. Up close, I could see the speaker mounted just below the flickering horn. That must be where that voice was coming from. Whoever was talking so big apparently wasn’t too keen on risking their own neck, preferring to send this monstrosity to do his dirty work.

      The cyborg was struggling against me now and beginning to shrink down to a more manageable size. “How are you doing this? Your Nemesis gene is nowhere near as powerful as this hybrid! Get back, damn you! I won’t lose this weapon here!”

      Well, well. It wasn’t quite so snarky, now that it was starting to lose. And again with the Nemesis stuff. That clinched it. This thing was related to the Everlasting too.

      I reared back and head-butted the horn, hearing a satisfying crunch in the metal. Light started to pour out of the cracked battery, and the bull screamed in frustration and managed to hurl me aside. The vortex faded and broke apart, the battery on his head must not have had enough juice left to keep it running.

      It turned and dashed across the schoolyard, and I bolted after it. If I lost it in the maze of the city, it could just start all over somewhere else, and this time it might not be seen again until a whole lot of people died as it tried to feed its bottomless hunger.

      It headed for the main street on the far side of the basketball court, and I felt my power bleeding off fast. Without a battery to store what I’d stolen, and the bull too far away to keep the exchange going, I was going to be back to square one, and fast. I got down into a three-point stance and tried to focus the last of the energy in my body down into my legs, streaking after the monster.

      There was a lot more energy there than I’d thought. I took off so fast I almost lost track of my target, managing to swerve at the last instant to tackle the bull and drive us both across the intersection and through a utility pole. I was back in range, but I had also brought the fight deeper into the city. I had to stop screwing around and end this, now.

      My horned opponent didn’t seem too upset about getting tackled, and all too soon I saw why. “Fool! You’ve just given me everything I need to destroy this worthless city! Bwahahahaha!” Even as I tried to suck the last of its power from it, the cyborg cackled and grabbed one of the power lines from the downed light pole. The laughter got louder and deeper, the volume coming through the speaker rattling the windows of the cars that had swerved to avoid us.

      Noise pollution was the least of my worries at the moment, though, because the damn thing was growing like a beanstalk. The vortex started up in earnest again, trying to blow me down the street like an old newspaper. If I lost my footing, I’d be too far away to stop the kaiju.

      It was officially a giant monster at this point, twenty feet tall and showing no signs of stopping. Traffic lights and headlights up and down the block were turning on and exploding like fireworks as the vortex started drawing any source of electricity nearby, even things not connected to the city’s power grid. It had gotten strong enough to do it at a distance now.

      I hunched forward, my arm in front of my face to prevent any stray shrapnel from blinding me as I plowed into the gale-force winds laced with broken glass. If only the mime could see me now. I waded through the hail of debris and finally broke through the cyclone, looking up to see the bull towering a hundred feet high, straddling the entire crosswalk like some mythical colossus, the morning sun blocked out by its massive bulk.

      “Goodbye, Badger. Thank you for all this lovely power!” The kaiju looked down, laughed, and stepped on me.

      I didn’t even try to dodge the enormous hoof. I just threw everything I had into getting my own power siphon running. It was damn close. The impact hit me a split second before I could tap into the immense energy smashing me into the street and down into the subway tunnels under them. It couldn’t crush me with this much energy flowing into me, but it still had to weigh as much as a damn battleship.

      I dragged my arm out from under me, fishing around in the suffocating darkness for a way out. The claustrophobia was kicking in badly now. I had to get out, away, back into the open air, right now. Through one half-open eye I saw a ray of gold light shining in the blackness. Power. I clawed out eagerly for the light.

      And wrapped my hand around the subway track’s third rail.

      The power that flooded into me was beyond description, almost swamping what little ability to think I had left. This must have been what the Ox had just gotten a taste of. With a scream of rage and, I took my free hand and heaved upwards against the immovable weight above me. And felt it shift.

      There was enough space now to roll over, and I braced my back in the tiny space I had made, shoving with all of this impossible strength, and drawing more from the kaiju above me at the same time. With a blast of rushing air and light, I flung the gigantic hoof out of the hole it had stamped me into.

      The vortex overhead was like a tornado in the middle of the city, sweeping past me up and out of the hole in the tunnel overhead. Leading me back up to the kaiju. The aura pouring off me was absurdly bright, like a lightning strike that filled the darkness of the tunnel. I focused the power, and slowly rose out of the hole on a beam of pure energy to finish the cyborg for good.

      It was lying prone on the main street, clawing at the buildings and trying to regain its footing. The bellow of rage when it saw me shattered even more glass that was immediately swept up by the tornado.

      “You! No! It’s not POSSIBLE!” It tried to roll over and climb to its knees but was trapped by the buildings hemming it in on either side, grinding the cars and pavement beneath its bulk into dust. “Get away from me!” It got its huge hands under it and started clambering to its feet.

      I hovered there on the pillar of blue light, staring down at the huge beast with a sneer. “I thought you wanted to fight, you son of a bitch. Well? Let’s fight, then!” I screamed and focused the aura behind me, using it to propel myself forward.

      I slammed into the base of the bull’s spine like a glowing bullet. Vertebrae the size of compact cars shattered under the force of the blow, and that poured even more of the creature’s stored energy into me. Using the aura like Gawain’s suit jets, I darted back and forth across and around the kaiju, slamming fists into it with the force of a high-speed train. It tried feebly to crawl to safety, but I smashed the beast’s head down onto the street with an overhand right that went off like a bomb.

      The huge bull lay still, twitching and heaving ragged breaths in the tangle of debris. “It … it shouldn’t be possible. I knew your power level. There was no way that you could defeat this weapon, Badger. How? How did you win?” The voice in the speaker was tiny and laced with furious incomprehension, its remaining eye trying to focus on me through the torrent of power roaring off me.

      I smirked and rolled my shoulders, rearing back for a final punch. “I’m the Blue Badger, asshole. Winning is what I do.” It gave one last terrified scream as I slammed my fist deep into the battery on the beast’s skull, shattering the machinery that kept the monstrosity running. I released the last gates on the yawning hunger burning inside me, drinking in every last bit of power the kaiju had stolen from my city and lifting my free hand toward the sky.

      I channeled the power in and up, sending it all out in a blinding ray of light that punched a hole through the clouds of dust thrown up in the battle. Then I focused on stealing everything I could find inside the cyborg. If I let any part of it survive this, it could come back and cause even more destruction. The speaker squawked and let out a scream of frustration from the kaiju’s operator before exploding from the feedback coursing through it, the hurricane winds slowing and finally dissipating.

      When I couldn’t sense even the tiniest spark of power inside the beast, I looked down to find it had shrunken down to its original form and, better still, was grey and silent. I closed the doors of the ravenous hunger inside me and looked around at the silent devastation.

      In the wreckage all around, I saw people carefully peeking out from behind overturned cars and gathering around the immense crater I was standing in, dazed and unbelieving. The aura of blue light slowly flickered and faded off me as Katana and Game Warden picked their way through the debris as they came toward me.

      “That was a right good slobberknocker, I reckon. Well done, Badgah.” Warden clapped me on the arm, looking down at the bull’s inert form with a hint of wistful sadness. “She was a truly incredible girl. Crimson Kataner here told me what you said ‘bout her powers. You did the right thing, Badgah. Sometimes ya can’t help putting them down when they’re that far outta control.” He tipped his hat back on his head and bent down to examine the cyborg’s remains more closely.

      Katana padded up to me and gave a deeply reverent bow. “I’ve never before seen chi so powerful, Badger-san. I can see that I have a lot more training to do, if I want to perfect my warrior’s heart like you have.” He bowed again, and I awkwardly returned the gesture. “When the fight came into the city, I got the other heroes up, and we started getting most people to safety. There was a lot of damage, but you saved an immeasurable number of lives this morning. It was an honor to fight beside you.”

      I grinned, wiping the grime off my face and nodding. “You did good, Katana. Thanks for protecting the citizens while I took him down … and for taking his eye out back there. I really couldn’t have done it without you.” I shook his hand and chuckled at the awestruck way he reacted. For a second, I thought he was gonna ask for an autograph.

      From across the battlefield, I could see news crews closing in on the scene, carrying microphones and cameras like looters trying to run an obstacle course. They were waving frantically and hollering questions we couldn’t make out, and I shook my head and looked at the other heroes, who were also staring at the crowds closing in now that the danger had passed.

      Warden sighed. “Like a pack o’ bloody dingoes, they are. All right, mates, time to look sharp.” He and Katana started brushing themselves off, Warden pulling his hat off and swiping the debris out of his hair. “Oi, Badgah, you might wanna pull your hood up, mate. I think all that electricity left you in a bit of a state.” He chuckled and plopped his hat back down, and I cursed as I felt the top of my head, where the static had given me a hairdo like a circus clown.

      I yanked the hood up and plastered on a grin as the inevitable paparazzi swarm began.
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      Mild-mannered man-on-the-street reporter Brock Quarrie elbowed a brunette in heels out of the way and stuck his microphone in my face. Captain Courteous, indeed. “Blue Badger! What can you tell us about the incredible destruction surrounding us right now?” He slid to the right, blocking a rival media team’s camera shot and grinning maniacally.

      I sighed and blew out a breath of air, trying to keep calm. “Well, Brock, there was an EAS warning for a giant monster attacking in this area. I decided to follow up after it was labeled a false alarm and found this … thing back here fighting with some other heroes.” I pointed to the smashed remains in the crater. “The situation just kind of escalated from there.”

      Brock shouldered another reporter as all the cameras swung to get a shot of the cyborg, making the poor dude trip and stumble backwards through the debris field. Brock thrust the mic back under my nose again. “The Emergency Alert System technicians said that they never officially issued a cancellation of the alert. Do you think this proves the System is ineffective, or is the fault of incompetence by the technicians?”

      I stared at Brock in amazement. “I didn’t say either of those things. I don’t know why the cancellation came through, but it doesn’t matter. We were here, and we dealt with it. Stop trying to twist this around.” God, this guy was something else.

      Much to Brock’s annoyance, a different reporter managed to get close enough to ask me a question. “The footage people have been sending in to our online divisions showed a monster at least ten times the size of the creature here on the street. Can you tell us about that?”

      I nodded, gesturing back to the intersection where the Kaiju got a hold of the power line. “The monster was some kind of energy-draining cyborg. It grabbed an electrical line and used the power to grow to the giant size that did most of the damage around us.”

      Brock glared at his competition and muscled his way back to the front, eyes gleaming behind his horn-rimmed glasses. “There were unconfirmed reports of bionic-enhanced monsters at the hospital battle last night, and you were spotted by eyewitnesses as being on the scene there. Any relation to this dreadful attack on the city?” What a prick! He was trying to get a lead on Triassic Man and his band of mutants.

      I threw my hands up and gritted teeth. “No way to know, Brock. I couldn’t be everywhere in that fight. I saw Captain Courteous show up there, eventually. Why not ask him all about it?” The cold stare I got in return warmed my heart.

      A low hum overhead made us all look up as a repulsor-driven limousine flew by, settling to a bare patch of asphalt. The back door popped open, and I saw The Scout climb out of the shadowed interior, chatting on his phone and waving me over with his free hand.

      The other male reporter got my attention. “Those cell-phone videos showed you glowing with some kind of energy field, Blue Badger. Is this some secret power that you’ve been keeping in reserve for big threats like this kaiju?”

      Scout was jumping up and down behind the reporter, waving me in to him like I was a fighter jet on an aircraft carrier.

      I coughed and tried to avoid the death stare that Brock was throwing at me. “Actually, that was, uh, my chi. Focused fighting spirit. It’s a fascinating technique that my good friend Crimson Katana here will be glad to tell you all about. As for the giant monster, there’s no better expert to ask than Game Warden.”

      The other two heroes perked up as I mentioned their names, stepping forward and waving to the cameras. I put my arms over their shoulders and smiled. “I can’t take credit for stopping this monster alone. These guys really saved the day right alongside me. They can tell you everything you want to know, folks.”

      I gave Brock a wide smile and nodded at the armed mime hanging out at the edge of the crowd. “If you have any other questions for me, I suggest you direct them to my spokesperson, The Silencer. Unfortunately, I have an urgent meeting to get to. Later!” I took a step backwards, then turned and dashed through the ring of reporters. I trotted over to the limo, leaving the news crews to interview the rest of the heroes.

      Scout dropped his phone into a pocket, handing me a comb as he herded me into the gloom of the limo. “Get on in here, kid. I think it’s time we talked turkey.” He climbed in and closed the door, settling onto the leather bench facing the backseat.

      I took the comb gratefully and pulled my hood down, wrestling with the frizz on my head. “I gotta tell you, I never thought I’d actually be glad to see you. Thanks for the rescue.” It was hard to tell just how big the interior of the car was. The tinted windows and low lights made it seem like a cave in here.

      Scout tapped on the dark glass dividing us from the driver, and the limo rose smoothly into the air. I could barely make out the skyline through the darkened windows. “Don’t mention it, sweetheart. That’s what I’m here for, after all.” He gestured to the patch of darkness at the far end of the broad seat I was on. “Blue Badger, I’d like you to meet one of my agency’s top assets. We were on our way back from her newest equipment upgrade when the news about the kaiju fight came in, so we swung around to pick you up.”

      I stopped fighting with my hair and peered into the unnatural darkness next to me, which dissipated like black fog. Sitting against the far end of the bench seat was a slim, pale young woman dressed in lace and black leather with a top cut deep enough to make Sarah green with envy. I was genuinely shocked and not just by her impressive cleavage because I hadn’t sensed any power nearby.

      Now that I could see her, I could get a flicker of power under her ivory skin, but something about her made her powers tough for me to detect. She tucked a bit of jet-black hair behind her ear with delicate fingers and gave me a small smile.

      Scout saw the look on my face and gave me an oily grin. “I take it I don’t need to introduce our fellow passenger, then?” He chuckled and opened a concealed panel in the wall, pressing a few buttons. “I told you, kid, I only represent the best of the best. I think that should include you.”

      I was barely paying any attention to Scout, I was so focused on the woman next to me. “Of course, you don’t need to introduce her! I mean, I wasn’t sure you were for real, but everyone knows The Countess. It’s a real pleasure to meet you!” I held my hand out, and flushed, slowly lowering it as she stared at me with wide brown eyes. “Oh. Right. I guess those stories are true. Sorry about that, Countess.”

      Countess gave me a warm smile, her voice clear and friendly. “It’s all right. It’s very nice to meet you too, Blue Badger.”

      Countess was a legend in the super-world … literally. The Shadow Succubus, the Vampire Queen of crime fighting. They said she could drain a man’s life out with a single kiss and could steal your memories if she touched your skin. People claimed that she could turn to smoke, and that she was immortal. Supposedly, the only thing that could actually destroy her was the light of the sun. The myths that surrounded her couldn’t all be true. Then again, I had been sitting three feet from her without knowing it. And she looked younger than me, despite haunting the dark alleys of the city since before I was born.

      “I’m surprised how handsome you are in person, Blue Badger. You don’t look anything like your pictures.”

      I chuckled and tried to the comb through my mop again. “I’m just gonna assume you meant that as a compliment, Countess. My hair has a marked aversion to fighting villains, I think.”

      She blushed demurely, fighting back a giggle of amusement. “Of course, I did. I didn’t mean for it to come out that way. And please, call me Angela, Mickey.” Damn, maybe she could read minds, too. “The Scout’s been telling me how much he hopes you’ll join our team.” She leaned toward me on the seat, the top she was wearing not managing her assets as well as her PR firm. “Do you think you might?”

      This time I blushed, giving up on trying to fix my hair and shoving the comb into the pocket of my hoodie. “I have no idea, uh, Angela. Your friend here hasn’t really told me much about what he does, or what he thinks he can do for me.” We both turned our heads to Scout, who was fiddling with a different bank of hidden gadgets.

      “Now, now, Mickey. I was in the middle of my pitch when your boxing buddy kicked me out, remember?” He grinned and gestured around the inside of the limo. “This is what I can do for you, kid. And this is just our agency’s company car. Golden Goose’s jet and power armor? We got him that. Angela’s antigrav harness and cloaking tech? Ours, too.” Okay, so at least some of her powers were artificial. “We have a dozen bleeding-edge research departments around the world dedicated to taking superheroes and making them spectacular, babe. You want sponsors, endorsements? Easy as pie. Smart Suits, advanced weapons, cybernetic enhancements?” He snapped his fingers in the gloom. “Done. But what we really do is enhance the one thing every hero needs more than a utility belt and a supercomputer.” He gestured back to Angela, who smiled shyly.

      “They are incredible at public relations, Mickey. I know how that must sound but listen to me.” She held her slender hand up, her skin looking pale and cold as marble. “If I touch someone’s skin, my powers activate and start draining away their feelings, their memories, even their lives, if I don’t stop myself in time. No matter how careful I am, accidents can happen, or things can get out of hand.”

      She smiled gratefully to Scout, who nodded back to her. “If Scout and his team weren’t there to keep my image in the press positive, I wouldn’t just be a ghost story. I’d be hunted down for being a monster, a threat to the city just for living.” She blinked her eyes at me and tilted her head. “You must know how hard it is for people with dangerous powers to keep a low profile. It’s even harder to do it and still be a hero to the city.”

      I smiled uncomfortably and nodded. “Yeah. I guess I do know a thing or two about that. It’s really easy to be labeled a villain in the press. Hell, they did it to me when I first got on the scene.” I was getting a little spooked by how much Angela seemed to know about me and my past, and I discreetly tried to tamp down whatever powers she was using to get into my head. She was nice enough, but some things were none of her business or Scout’s either. “So, these guys are what make you so incredible?” I mentally congratulated myself for not looking down her top when I said that.

      Scout went right back into his pitch. “Big names need good reputations. And Countess is one of the city’s biggest heroes, I don’t need to tell you that. Because of her… condition, we had to take a slightly different angle for her. Make her into an urban legend, spread so many different stories about her powers no one would really know how she does what she does. Only send her out after dark. Style some of her gear with a supernatural twist, play up the ‘spooky’ aspect, and any bad press just adds to her aura of mystery and danger.” It was apparently Scout’s turn to pat himself on the back. “Took quite a few years to get it running this smoothly.”

      He pointed at me, his smile admiring and almost predatory. “But you, kid, you’re the total package. Young, buff, a little rough around the edges, with a devil-may-care attitude. A fair amount of genuine charisma, and just enough sarcasm to make you seem genuine.” He said the word ‘genuine’ like it was a corporate buzzword, like ‘synergy’. “And you’re not bad shilling in front of the cameras, either. Don’t think I haven’t noticed those cute little mini-commercials you’re doing for your buddies. They’re great, man. We can really make that a huge thing for your brand.”

      He opened a drawer on his side of the limo and lifted out a stack of papers. He must have been fiddling with a concealed printer this whole time, working up a contract. “What do you say, kid? Care to see what we can do for you, too? You really won’t regret it.”

      I sighed, looking back and forth between them. “You know, if I was more suspicious, I’d feel like you two were making me an offer I couldn’t refuse. Trapped in this little box, flying to god-knows-where, with the Vampire Queen herself and no witnesses. Or worse, that you and all your multinational buddies were a secret cabal of villains, who recruited new heroes to the dark side. If I was paranoid, I’d think you were involved with the Everlasting.”

      I watched them both close, looking for any reaction. Scout was just waiting patiently, fountain pen in hand, like getting accused of being evil was just part of the signing process. Hell, for a talent agent, maybe it was.

      Angela, on the other hand, was looking at me with real hurt stamped onto her face. “Is that what you really think, Mickey? That I’m the monster everyone suspects I am?” I thought she was going to burst into tears. If she was acting, she was damned good.

      I shook my head and sighed. “Scout over there? He seems as trustworthy as a chocolate stepladder.” I pressed harder against her powers, and carefully took her hand before she could pull it away. “But not you, Angela. I think I can actually trust you.” Her hand was light, and cool, but I could feel it tremble at my touch. “I don’t think that you’re a monster. Not at all.” I smiled and let go.

      Angela looked at her hand like it belonged to someone else, turning it over and over, before pressing it against her heart. “So … warm. I never expected it to be so warm.” She looked at me with wonder, a tear spilling down her cheek. “Thank you, Mickey. For believing in me. And … for that.” She blushed furiously and looked out the dim window beside her, still rubbing the hand I had touched.

      Scout was staring at me with eyes like saucers, mouth hanging open. Slowly, the smarminess reasserted itself, and he grinned with delight. “I knew you were something special from the moment I saw you, babe. Let’s get this thing wrapped up. How about it?”

      I chuckled and took the pen from him. “You win, man. But I want a Badgermobile, and a fortress of solitude an’ shit, you hear me?”

      Angela giggled and patted my knee as I started signing the stack of contracts.

      As I did so, Scout grinned and pulled another panel open inside the car, fishing an extra-large coffee cup out of a hidden compartment and pressing it against a concealed spout. “You got it, babe. Damn, just the toy licensing is gonna make us both rich.” He went to take a sip of the coffee, but I dropped the pen, holding out my hand.

      “Hold it. I got one last demand before I finish signing this.” I pointed at the cup in his hand. “For God’s sake, give me that cup of coffee. I’ve been dying for one all morning.”
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      The Scout got right to work once I finished my coffee and joined his agency. The week afterward was a whirlwind of public appearances, meetups with my new and quickly growing fan club, and media spotlights … and all of that on top of the crime fighting I was getting done.

      It was exhausting, and more than a little frustrating, because not one of the bank robbers, small time sorcerers, and killer androids I'd taken down had been tied into the Everlasting. It was like they had just vanished in a puff of smoke, like their great leader.

      I currently found myself on a very tacky couch, doing a late-night talk show appearance. We had just gone over all the viral videos that had sprung up since the kaiju fight and discussing my skyrocketing Hero Rank. Class B, 648th on the leaderboards. At this rate I was gonna pass Vic soon. Boy, that was going to annoy the old man.

      “Okay, Badger … I can call you Badger, right? Calling you ‘Blue’ just sounds like you’re gonna put little paw prints on things in the studio and make me get out my notebook to solve your clues.” The audience laughed as a little picture of me dressed as a cartoon dog came up on the monitors.

      I chuckled and put my hands up. “Badger’s fine, Jerry. I’m not exactly big on formalities, even though my people put me in this.” I gestured down to the midnight-blue silk suit I was in. I refused the tie to the annoyance of the producers, but Scout agreed that I’d look too damned phony in it. “I would have come on the show in my hero outfit, but security stopped me at the lobby.” The retired comic looked shocked. “They kept telling me the local soup kitchen was two streets over.”

      That got a good laugh from the crowd, and Jerry gave a nod. “It’s true, I used to go over there all the time, but they banned me for life.” We all laughed at that one. “But seriously, Badger, charity seems to be a big focus for you. And I don’t just mean pity appearances on a second-rate talk show.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, Jerry, it’s important. Punching out bad guys is the ‘fun’ part of what we heroes do, but there’s lots of ways we can help out. Like the Badger’s Den Foundation. We’re creating a new foster care outreach to benefit the young victims of villain attacks who’ve lost their families.”

      Jerry gestured to me for the crowd, who applauded. “I understand that you grew up in foster care yourself, after that Everlast attack back in the day. It must have been tough for you, losing your family so young.” The crowd gave a small murmur of sadness, but I held my hand up.

      “It’s tough, yeah, but don’t feel sorry for me. My foster family was great to me, and this might come as a bit of a shock to you, but I was a real punk when I was a kid. Luckily, now I’m a saint.” I turned and winked at the crowd, who expressed amused disbelief. “But really, with so many new super-powered people showing up every day, we really need to keep these kids from falling through the cracks. A good home life could make the difference between an orphaned meta-human ending up in the Hall of Heroes twenty years down the road, instead of Blackstone Prison. And every kid, meta or not, deserves to have a family they can count on.”

      Jerry nodded, face full of sympathy. “That’s great, it sounds like you’ll be doing some great work with that group. Now I wanna end with some of the questions our viewers have been sending us on social media.” He held up a stack of cards, flipping through each of them. “Pretty standard stuff here; real name, political stuff, boxers or briefs.”

      The crowd chuckled as he kept skimming the cards. “Oh, here’s a good one: NOT_THE_MEAN_STREAK asks, and that’s a great name by the way, ‘I’ve heard your singing voice is incredible, any chance we could get some super-karaoke?’” Jerry looked over to his band leader. “What do you think, guys, do we wanna give Blue Badger a chance to show off his voice?”

      I flushed brick red as the audience cheered wildly. “Hold on now, hold on. I never said my voice was incredible. I think I’ve embarrassed myself enough tonight.” I held my hands up to try and calm the crowd. “Look, I’ll tell you what, the next time I come visit, we’ll do a little something, okay?” I gave Jerry a smirk. “I mean, assuming this second-rate show is still on the air in a few months.”

      Jerry buried his head in his hands. “Come on man, I thought you were a good guy!” Everybody laughed as the band played a sad trombone solo over the host’s embarrassment. “All right, Badger, you win. We’ve still got plenty more for tonight, unless we get cancelled during the commercial break, so stick around! Blue Badger, everybody!” We stood up and shook hands as the band played us out, and I waved to the crowd as I headed backstage.

      My phone rang as I wove past the various techs and behind-the-curtain types that keep a live TV show running, and I answered it with pleasant surprise. “Angela! How’s it going, I haven’t heard from you in a few days. Did you catch the show?” I paused to sign a few autographs for a couple of the crew members.

      “I did. You were very charming, Mickey.” I smiled at how sweet she sounded over the phone. Her public persona was so different from the quiet, almost shy person she seemed to be. “I’m very sorry for bothering you, I’m sure you’re busy and all, but I was wondering, I mean —"

      I chuckled. “It’s fine. I told Scout I was done for the night after this. I was just heading back to my apartment. What’s up?” Sarah and What Son were still chasing down leads on the Everlasting base, and where they might be keeping poor Doc Lazarus, and I was going to check in and see if they’d made any progress. I was keeping the streets safe, but I was going to need their skills to get my main targets. Angela was still hemming and hawing through the phone, trying to get something out. “You sound distracted. Is everything okay?”

      Angela stammered a few more times before replying. “No! I mean yes, nothing’s wrong, I’m fine. I mean …“ She sighed and started over. “I was just wondering if you’d want to come out to dinner tonight? But you’re heading home, so don’t worry about it. Sorry for bothering you.”

      I shook my head as I went into my dressing room. “Stop apologizing already, you’re making me feel bad. I’m not in any hurry to get home, really.” The two computer experts didn’t need my input, and I’d already followed up all the leads they currently had for me. And unless the reception was bad in here, one of the most gorgeous women I’d ever met had just asked me on a date. “Dinner sounds great, actually. The food in the studio here isn’t exactly top-shelf.”

      I chuckled as I picked a note up off the chair in the dressing room. It was on top of the silk tie with my logo they tried to make me wear. It read ‘Keep it and the suit too, they go together. Cheers, the Wardrobe Dept.’ I slid the tie through my collar, not bothering to tie it, and grabbed my athletic bag I had my street clothes and uniform in.

      Angela was delighted, and spent a few seconds trying to get herself composed. “Oh, Mickey, that’s wonderful! I’m so glad the food was bad. So, you can come eat with me, I mean.” She sighed. “I’m not very good at all this, am I?”

      I pushed the door open and shook my head. “No, you’re not. But I don’t mind. It’s a date.” I saw The Scout trotting down the hallway, and immediately turned for the exit. “Listen, Scout’s here, and he’s got that ‘one more thing, baby’ look on his face. I’ll talk to you real soon, okay?”

      “I understand that look.” Angela giggled. “Catch you in a few?”

      “Sure,” I said. I hung up as Scout caught up with me.

      “Hey, fantastic job out there, kid. Everybody loved the soup gag. I’ll have to get you down there sometime to serve folks, it’ll be a great image for you. Whole ‘common man’ kinda —"

      I glared as I put the phone away. “Slow down, man. Don’t you ever need to breathe?” There were hustlers, and then there was this guy. “Whatever you want, make it fast. My PR schedule’s clear for the night and I’ve got a date.”

      Scout shifted back down into third gear and nodded. “Of course, of course. I needed to tell you about this, though. Seems some bigwigs in Hollywood think you’re good in front of the camera, too. They’re talking about a deal for you, three pictures with top billing, maybe start with some cameos in a summer movie or two to test the waters. This could be a big deal.” He followed me into the elevator and pressed the lobby button.

      I groaned and scrubbed my face. “I don’t want to spend the next five years pretending to be a superhero in some cheesy blow-em-up flick. Send them over to Crimson Katana. He’s got lots of free time, and he does his own stunts.” I headed through the studio lobby, waving at a few folks with their phones out to take more blurry pictures of me.

      Scout started whining like I’d just cancelled Christmas. “Come on, Mickey, don’t be ridiculous. They don’t want that dime-store phony, they want the real deal. They want you, babe.” He opened the door for me, shooing the pedestrians out of my way. “You gotta give me something to work with, babe. This is a great opportunity.”

      I rolled my eyes and shook my head. “A great opportunity for you to take fifteen percent, you mean. Look, I’ll think about the cameo thing, okay? Now, please, let me make a phone call. I need to know where to pick my date up.”

      Scout smirked and pointed up the road. “I think your ride is already here, kid.”

      I turned and saw a car that looked like a cross between an undertaker’s hearse and a giant bat pull up to the curb in front of us. “Jesus, that thing’s really subtle. I’m guessing you designed that for Angela.”

      Scout shrugged. “It’s a brand, man. Listen, I’ll send you the pitch and all the details later, so you don’t have to make any hasty decisions. For now, you go enjoy your evening.” He gave me a leering wink and strolled back into the studio, already on the phone again.

      I sighed and walked over to the car, climbing into the backseat and stowing my bag. “Quite a ride you’ve got here, Angela. Very low-key.” I chuckled and stowed my bag. The car shuddered briefly and floated into the air, unfolding the bat-wings on the sides and swooping up into the night.

      Angela giggled, resting her head on my shoulder. She was wearing a full-length black velvet off-the shoulder dress, with a matching choker necklace and long opera gloves that went halfway up her arms. “It’s dreadful, and you know it. But I figured since you were already dressed to go out, I’d just drop by and pick you up myself. That was all right, wasn’t it?” She looked up at me, worry hiding in those big brown eyes. “I just … I missed you. I don’t really get to spend time with a lot of people.” She leaned further into me, biting her lip. “I’m really excited about tonight.”

      I blushed and patted her gloved hand. “It’s fine, really. I missed you too.” I cleared my throat and tried to get my pulse under control. “So, where we’re headed? This flying monstrosity is gonna be a big hit at a local drive-through.” I tried to look out the darkened windows to get an idea of where we were headed, but all I could tell was we were headed uptown.

      Angela laughed and shook her head. “No, although that would be pretty funny. I’ve heard about a secret place for heroes for years, and I’ve never had anyone to go with before.” She squeezed my hand through her velvet glove, giddy as a schoolgirl.

      Okay, this was news. “Secret restaurant, huh? Very mysterious, it sounds right up your alley. So, do they have, like, superhero chefs? Is Civil Servant waiting tables? God knows he’s usually dressed for it.” We were pulling into a big hangar that scanned the car just like the biometric reader at the Hero Registration Agency. “Whoa, they take security seriously here, don’t they?”

      Angela nodded solemnly. “This place is very exclusive. They’ve got silent repulsor engines, cloaking device, force field barriers, the whole mess. Lots of big heroes don’t even know about The Secret Identity. It’s invitation only. That’s why I’m using this ridiculous car actually. It’s got a self-piloting system that they can send the coordinates to. I’ve had an open invite for ages, but it would have been depressing to come alone.”

      The car passed through the security checkpoint and settled quietly to the ground. I hopped out and took Angela’s hand, helping her out of the car in front of a very slick entrance done in marble and gold. Under the lights of the entryway, I could see that her dress was shrouded in that wispy black smoke her hero costume had, making it fade into a cloud of shadows under her hips.

      I gave a low whistle as I looked her up and down. “Now that is one hell of a dress. Is that a hologram?”

      She shook her head, running her hands through her waist-length black hair and getting it off her shoulders. “No, they’re nanites. I can program them to be all kinds of clothes, they’re even more versatile than a Smart Suit. Actually, that’s all I ever wear. Come on, let’s get a table!”

      I followed after her, trying not to think about her dress just being a cloud of nano-machines. The maître d greeted us warmly and led us to our table, past a couple of the city’s biggest crime fighters. I was blown away by how upscale this place was. It wasn’t tacky or themed in any way, just classy.

      Subdued lighting and thick carpeting kept the conversations and diners private, and the staff was like a well-oiled machine, prowling the tables with a ruthless efficiency. I kinda wished I had knotted the tie I was wearing. The huge window beside our table showed a spectacular view of the entire city as we drifted above it.

      I pulled a chair out for Angela and got her settled before sitting across from her and admiring the view no matter which way I looked.

      Angela looked so happy she might burst. “Oh, Mickey, this is so lovely! Thank you for coming out with me, really.” She blushed and took my hand across the table. We spent the next few minutes picking landmarks out from our new vantage point, and making fools of ourselves as we befuddled our server with our high-school level attempts at French.

      I sipped at the wine Angela had picked out, washing down a bite of incredible Japanese steak. “So, can I ask you something?” She nodded, head tilted in curiosity. “I know it’s kind of invasive, but why do you look so incredible?” She blushed furiously, and I held my hand up. “Okay, I’m not sure how to ask without being rude, but, well, how old are you? I remember reading about you as a kid, back when they were calling you the Vampire Queen, and you’re sitting across from me looking like a college student. Are you really immortal?”

      She shrugged, making her top do very interesting things. “I honestly don’t know. When I was a little kid, I started getting flashes of other people’s feelings and thoughts when I touched them. It was my powers starting to develop. Technically, I’m some sort of empath, but I couldn’t control it. It started happening just being near other people. I started taking on the personalities of my classmates, knowing their secrets. They all started to avoid me, call me names.” She sighed, poking sullenly at her food with her fork. “It was a long time ago, when being a meta-human was a lot less accepted. So, my parents … tried to cure me. They meant well enough, my childhood was miserable because of my powers.”

      I shook my head in sympathy. “Oh man, that’s rough.” Removing dangerous or uncontrollable powers was risky business even nowadays, I couldn’t imagine it was any safer or more sophisticated back then. “Did something go wrong?”

      Angela nodded. “We went to a pioneer in gene therapy and modification. He injected me with organic nano-machines that were supposed to keep me out of other people’s heads, without being rejected by my immune system.” She sighed wistfully. “It didn’t quite work out that way. They thought that any mind I came into contact with was actually part of me, and tried to incorporate their thoughts, like they were healing a wound by reattaching a severed limb. Of course, it takes energy to do that.” She set her fork down, looking miserable. “So instead of just borrowing memories from people, now I try and steal their entire minds, and the nanites use the other person as a battery to make the transfer.”

      I nodded, suddenly understanding. “So that’s why you’re so heavy into nano-tech. You’re still hoping to find a cure for the ones that made you like this. And the repair functions of the first batch are slowing down your aging.” It also explained why I could touch her when I suppressed her powers; if the nanites didn’t detect a new thought pattern, they wouldn’t try and graft my mind into hers. “I’m so sorry, Angela. I can’t imagine what that must have been like growing up.”

      She gave a mirthless chuckle. “You don’t know the half of it. I went through puberty for fifteen years. The nanites couldn’t decide if all the hormones were supposed to be there, and they fought it out with the rest of my body for ages.” I guess that explained her figure too. “Can we talk about something else, Mickey? I want to have fun tonight.”

      I agreed wholeheartedly.

      The rest of the night was a lot more pleasant after that, swapping stories about the villains we’d gone up against and dishing dirt on other superheroes. Turns out immortal mind readers that hide in the shadows for a living have amazing gossip. Angela was great. Despite being isolated by her powers and the terrifying reputation built around it, she was warm and open to new ideas and experiences. We had an incredible meal, tried some kind of dessert that the waiter set on fire, and we headed back to the car, laughing and joking.

      We flew out of the hangar, a little more subdued in the dark of the backseat. Angela looked at me nervously and reached out for my hand. “Mickey … I have bad news. I’m sorry for not mentioning earlier, but we were having such a great time.” She swallowed hard and looked deeply embarrassed. “My car’s auto-pilot, uh, it doesn’t have the coordinates for your apartment. It’s taking us back to my place.” Her cheeks burned bright red in the half-light in the car. “I’m really sorry.”

      I had to turn that over in my head a few times, trying to figure out how that could possibly be considered bad news. “It’s no big deal. I can catch a cab back home later. Maybe you can show me around. I’ve never been to a big superhero’s house. Vic doesn’t count. His idea of a secret sanctum is locking the bathroom door with the morning paper.”

      Angela giggled again, visibly relieved that I wasn’t angry about being kidnapped. “My place isn’t quite as modest as that, but it’s nothing fancy, either. There, see?” She pressed a finger against the window, pointing to a skyscraper looking out over the park. “That’s me, right there. Invulnerable Girl’s in the tower right across the street from me. She’s about the only person who ever comes to visit … besides you, of course.”

      I leaned across to look down at the glass palaces we were circling on our landing approach. “You have Invulnerable Girl over for coffee and donuts? I’m jealous. I gotta admit, I’ve had a crush on her forever. Maybe you can get me her autograph.”

      Angela gave me a wide smile at my suggestion. “I’ll do better than that. I’ll makes sure she stops over to visit, so I can introduce you to her.” She flushed again and looked up at me intently as the car settled down onto the rooftop. “But not tonight.”

      Well, then. I cleared my throat and helped Angela out of the car, reaching back in to grab my bag. She walked me through the automatic glass doors, and into a place that made the penthouse suite back at the Richards Building look like a horse stable. I stopped and let my bag fall off my shoulder. “Holy shit.”

      The place was insane. Gleaming stone floors, steel and marble everywhere, with ceilings high enough to play indoor volleyball. It had to be a hundred feet on each side, with the open floor supported by pillars as wide as I was. The center of the penthouse was sunken down into the floor, where there was a twenty-foot horseshoe of plush couches facing a top-of-the-line entertainment center and curved plasma screen.

      There was a raised room on the far wall with an elegantly designed spiral staircase leading up to the tinted glass walls. An artificial waterfall next to the private room flowed down past what looked like real bamboo and water lilies, flowing under the glass walls that surrounded the apartment from floor to ceiling out to a pool that glowed with internal lighting. My brain started to shut down, trying to calculate what this place would get on the open market.

      Angela saw my look of distress and mistook it for disapproval. “I know it seems a bit small, but I’m only one person. Scout wanted me to take a place in Midtown that was a five-floor complex, but it would have all gone to waste. This is nothing compared to what other Class-S heroes have nowadays. I hear Miraculous Man has a cloaked island in the Caribbean, and teleports back and forth to the city when there’s trouble.” She smiled shyly at me again. “It does have some nice features though. The pool’s wonderful. I love to swim, it keeps me in great shape.” I couldn’t argue with that. “And it’s very private, too.”

      I looked around skeptically at the twenty-foot windows. “I’ve seen greenhouses with more privacy than this, Angela. This really doesn’t seem to match with your mysterious persona at all.” I whistled under my breath. “It’s still damned impressive, though. You have a view almost as good as The Secret Identity does.”

      She strolled past me, down to the couches. “I agree, the view is amazing.” I swallowed hard, watching the way she moved. Once again, I found it impossible to argue, the view was spectacular. “And it’s more private than it looks. Watch.” She picked a remote off the table in the center of the rec area and pressed a button that turned all of the walls a flat black, and lowered the lights, like the whole place was a movie theatre. She sat down on the edge of one of the couches and patted the cushion next to her nervously. “Come sit with me?”

      I didn’t need to be asked twice. I took my jacket off and laid it on the seats across from us and settled back, still staring in amazement at the setup she had here. “I was wrong. This is private. It’s like a cozy little island inside the rest of the apartment.” I swung my head back to her, to find her staring intently at me. “Is everything all right?”

      She bit at her lip again. “Do I get to ask you a question?” I nodded. “How … how did you touch me, that day in the car? No one’s been able to do that since I was a baby. At least, not without me hurting them.”

      I smiled, gently shut her power down, and reached out to run my hand through her hair. “It’s just part of what my own powers do, but I don’t want to talk about that. What matters is that you can touch me without hurting me.” I cupped her chin, looking into her eyes as I stroked her cheek. “And I can touch you.”

      Angela sighed and leaned into my hand, drinking in the human contact. “Yes, you can touch me,” she murmured. “But are you going to hurt me?” She blushed and turned her head to plant a soft kiss on my wrist.

      “I would never hurt you. You’re too special for that.” I trailed my fingertips down her neck, watching her shiver in response to my touch.

      Angela took my hand in hers, squeezing it gently. “Thank you, Mickey. It feels so wonderful, being able to be this close to someone as kind as you are. I was wondering though …” She swallowed nervously and stroked the small ruby set in the center of her choker. She pressed the stone, which was apparently a concealed button for her nanotech dress. She trembled as the dress slowly evaporated into smoke, her skin seeming to glow in the darkness that surrounded us. “Are there other places that it’s safe for you to touch me?”

      It turned out that there were.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            31

          

        

      

    

    
      The wind was cool and refreshing out on the terrace beside the pool, slowly drying my still-damp hair. We had ended our date with some swimming, just relaxing and enjoying each other’s company for a little while longer.

      Eventually Angela turned in for the night, thanking me for a wonderful evening and heading up to her private room to get some rest. I was still wide awake, so I borrowed her six-head shower and changed back into my street clothes, taking in the quiet peace of the city lit up below me. My bag was at my feet by the railing. I would eventually have to get back home, but right now I was just content to watch the world go by and think about nothing much in particular.

      A cold female voice rang out from behind me. “Turn around really slowly, and I might not break you in half, little man.”

      I took my hands off the railing and very carefully lifted them into the air, turning around to see Invulnerable Girl hovering over the pool. She looked so much more amazing than in pictures, the rippling reflections painting ribbons of silver over the exquisite curves of her white bodysuit. She also looked way more pissed off than she did in her fan club pictures and it seemed to be directed at me.

      “Tell me who you are, and what you’ve done with the person who lives here right now.”

      I swallowed down a mix of panic and utter fanboy glee, tripping over my own tongue. “Oh wow, hi there! I’m Boo Bladger, and I didn’t do anything to Angela. I mean, The Countess. I mean, I did, but nothing bad and —"

      She floated down to plant her feet on the surface of the water, walking toward me with her eyes glowing bright white.

      “Nonono, it’s not how it sounds, she invited me here, I swear!” If she blasted me with her concussion-beams, I’d be lucky to land somewhere in this county, even if I managed to steal enough invulnerability to survive. And if I cancelled her powers, she’d go into the drink, and then I was dead for sure. Dunking an angry Invulnerable Girl did not sound like a wise decision. “My name is Mickey. I’m a huge fan of yours.” Oh, that was smooth, genius.

      She paused, tilting her head and letting the light fade out of her pale grey eyes. “Wait, you’re Mickey? The guy Angie hasn’t shut up about all week?” She crossed her arms and strode over the water and onto the walkway, forcing me back against the railing and looking me up and down. “Hmph. I suppose you are sort of cute, in a bumbling kind of way.” I really made a great first impression with her, obviously.

      I cleared my throat, trying not to think about how close she was. “Thanks, I think.” I was painfully aware that there was only a railing between me and a forty-story drop. “Um, would it be okay if I got off the ledge here? I, uh, don’t exactly fly.” Technically I suppose I could, but that would only take me further from the girl of my dreams.

      She looked confused but backed off. “Really? I thought you could focus your chi or whatever to fly. That’s a disappointment.” She huffed and stalked off to one of the lounge chairs, plopping herself down and continuing to size me up. “Angie told me that you touched her, and nothing happened. As far as I know, nobody can do that … not even me. And that means you might be one of the only people on the planet that could really hurt my best friend. I’m not sure I like that.”

      I held my hands out, trying not to make any sudden moves. “I would never hurt Angela, she’s one of the sweetest people I’ve ever met. Besides, the nanites in her system would fix the damage almost instantly.”

      The platinum blonde scoffed and glared harder at me. “That’s not the kind of hurt I was talking about.” She sighed and seemed to relax. “Angie’s a lot older than I am, but I still think of her as my little sister, you know?” The superheroine sighed and looked out across the street, at the building Angela told me had her apartment in it. “She’s spent her whole, long life alone. Even the people who care about her can’t get too close to her. It’s left her very naïve about some things, despite her seductress hero persona. She’s a lot more innocent than she looks.” She narrowed her eyes at me again, and I blushed. “Or she was. I don’t want you using whatever trick you’re doing to break her heart.”

      “It’s not a trick, really. It’s just my power, that’s all.” I really didn’t want to get into this with Invulnerable Girl. “I can … it’s hard to explain. I can sort of do what the heroes around me can do too. I think that’s why Angela’s powers don’t hurt me, the nanites don’t see me as a foreign threat.”

      She considered that for a moment, getting back out of the chair and shaking her head. “Your heartbeat and galvanic responses are all over the place. You’re not lying, exactly, but you’re definitely hiding something.” Eventually, she shrugged and walked closer to me. “I want to see it. Show me, right now.”

      My brain froze for a second before I realized she wanted a demonstration of my powers. I decided to just stick with my power-mimic angle, and slowly drew in the power pouring off the blonde in waves. “Okay, here goes nothing.”

      The world seemed to crystallize around me. All of my senses sharpened and expanded at the same time, letting me hear my own heartbeat, and Invulnerable Girl’s, and Angela’s in the room behind us, and a cabbie underneath us, and a monk somewhere in Tibet. It almost felt like I could hear the moon moving through its orbit overhead, and I took a deep breath, closing my eyes and filtering all the input down to a more familiar level.

      When I opened them again, I could see through things just like they were glass … and something told me they would all be just as fragile as glass if I exerted any force on them. I dug out my meditation trance technique out of the depths of my memory and used it to bring the world back into something resembling focus. “Okay. This is … very intense.”

      Invulnerable Girl gave me a genuine smile. “It’s something, isn’t it? It took me forever to dial all my senses down to something I could process and stay sane. I guess you weren’t kidding. I can see how much your cells have restructured themselves, and your vitals are a lot closer to mine than a regular human.” She took another step closer, her grey eyes locked onto mine. “Touch me. I need to know if I can feel it.”

      I opened and closed my mouth a few times, then gave up. I didn’t want to do anything she might take the wrong way, so I extended my finger and very gingerly prodded her shoulder. It was like touching a warm statue. I frowned, and repeated the gesture, more naturally this time. She had shrugged off nukes in the past, so I stopped worrying about this insane strength hurting her. “Like that?”

      She gasped, and I could sense her heart start racing in her chest. “I-I felt that! You …” She grabbed me and kissed me fiercely. I was too stunned to do anything besides let her. Eventually she pulled away, face bright red. “Oh, wow. I … wow.” She spun on her heel and walked to the railing, taking my original spot and gazing out over the city. “I’m … I’m happy for you two. You and Angie, I mean. You’re really something special, and she’s lucky to have found you.” Her voice sounded like it was going to break.

      I walked over to look off the balcony alongside her. “That was the first time you ever felt someone touch you, wasn’t it?”

      It wasn’t a question, and she didn’t bother to answer. She just nodded, blinking away tears. It was a drawback to her powers I hadn’t thought about before, but I could feel it myself now that I had the same level of strength. It was like the world was made of smoke and holograms. I could tear through a tank like it was made of tissue paper with this much power, but when your skin can ignore an ICBM, it doesn’t even register a human touch. She was the only thing around me that seemed more solid than rice paper.

      “I never realized. It must be very lonely for you.”

      She laughed, the sound hollow and full of pain. “Oh, it’s got its upsides. No broken bones, no burns. I did get a bruise once when I stopped a meteor with my shoulder. It healed in five minutes. Did you know that sometimes I only get into fights with villains because I can sort of feel it when they punch me? The really strong ones, at least.” The tears were flowing freely down her face, now. “Whenever I hear The Mean Streak is back in town, I run right out and deck her. Her trying to strangle me is about the closest thing to a hug I’ve ever had. It’s so pathetic.”

      I shuddered, trying not to think about living in an unfeeling prison of a body forever. I reached out and put my arm around her shoulder, letting her bury her face in my chest and sob. “It’s okay. Here, one hug with zero strangling, okay?” I wrapped my arms around her and held her tight, letting her get it all out.

      Eventually she eased back, swiping at her red eyes with the back of her hand. “God, I’m so sorry. I don’t usually come unglued like this, really. Unless it’s with Angie. At least she understands what it’s like to be so alone.” She sniffled and gave me a brittle smile. “Well, she used to understand. Now, she won’t have to. You be good to her, you hear me, Mickey? Take care of her for me.” The look of complete despair on her face was breaking my heart.

      “Hey, hey! Slow down. Angie’s not just going to abandon you over me, you know.” I took her hand and squeezed it. “And it’s not like we’re engaged or anything.”

      Invulnerable Girl glared at me, but I put my hand up. “Don’t jump to conclusions; I wasn’t just using her or anything, really. We both like each other a lot, but we’re taking things slow for now. She’s almost three times my age, after all. No rings, no commitments, no big promises.” I chuckled softly. “We’ve only known each other for a week, for God’s sake.” I offered her a lopsided smile. “I know you can hear my heartbeat. You know I’m not bullshitting you. And you can ask Angie yourself, if you want to make sure.”

      She wiped her nose and nodded, her voice steady again. “I just might do that, Blue Badger. And if you’re lying to either of us, there’s nowhere on this miserable planet that you’ll be safe from me.”

      I nodded earnestly. “I am absolutely sure I am not trying to make fools out of either of you.” I could feel her pulse. It was strong, but the rhythm was a little erratic, and her skin temperature was still slightly elevated. Unfortunately, I had no idea what that might mean. All this extra information was actually kind of useless without a lifetime of experience in interpreting it. “Are you sure you’re alright?”

      She ran a hand through her pale hair and nodded. “I’m fine, really.” She paused and tilted her head again. “Did you say something about being a fan of mine?” There was a hint of a smile on her face. “You’re not … in my fan club, are you?”

      I coughed and looked away. “Well, I mean, who isn’t a fan of yours? Well, except maybe the Iron Emperor. And the Mean Streak. Damn, she hates your guts.” I cleared my throat and added lamely, “I mean, that’s what it seems like, anyways.”

      Invulnerable Girl gave me an amused look. “Sounds like you’re talking from first-hand experience, there, Mickey.” She cut off my half-assed protest with a wave of her hand. “I can’t say as I blame her. Like I said, I go head-on at her the second I hear she’s around.” She shrugged. “And Iron Emperor hates everybody. It’s kind of his thing.”

      She stepped closer. “But don’t try and change the subject. You are in my fan club, your heart just about jumped out of your chest when I mentioned it. You reacted the same way when I came over here, and at first, I thought it was fear of getting caught sneaking around where you shouldn’t be. But you were just star-struck, weren’t you, Mickey?” She was looking at me like she could see right through me. Which, I suddenly realized, she could.

      I felt like I was blushing hard enough to burst into flames. “Okay, yes. I might have a few posters of you in my room. But none of those bootleg ones they pass around on the internet. Besides, all those nude ones are fake, anyways.”

      She floated off the ground, looking me in the eyes as she stretched out in mid-air like a centerfold. “How can you be so sure, Mickey?” She batted her eyes and made one of those open-mouthed, half lidded expressions the IG fakes all seemed to have. “Maybe one of them is the real thing. How would you know for sure …?” Her eyes were sparkling with amusement at how flustered I was getting.

      “I’m sure because we have the same powers right now.” My face split into an enormous grin. “And the Mean Streak is wrong. That is your natural hair color.” It was her turn to turn bright red, and she twisted around in midair, trying to turn in a way that would make x-ray vision useless. It only succeeded in giving me more interesting angles.

      She finally burst into genuine laughter. “Dammit, I forgot. You win! No more peeking, please?” I nodded, and she shook her head, still beet-red and giggling. “Okay, that was the funniest thing that’s happened to me in forever. You’re an okay guy, Mickey, even if you peeked.” She reached out and took my hand. “You didn’t have to peek, you know. You could have just asked.” She started floating up again, still holding my hand. “Come with me.”

      I pushed off the cement balcony, feeling gravity slip off of me like a bulky winter coat. “Angie says that apartment across the way is yours. Am I going to get a super-exclusive fan tour?” I chuckled, but she just kept rising up into the sky, pulling me after her.

      “Are you kidding? The furniture in my apartment can barely handle one person with my strength, and that’s when I’m holding back.” She waited until I rose to eye level with her, then leaned in and kissed me again, slowly and thoroughly. “I’m tired of holding back.”

      We floated up into the night, and eventually we watched the sunrise together, as we drifted in the silence above the clouds.
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      The elevator doors to Sarah’s apartment opened with a whisper, and I tiptoed in, trying to get to my room before she realized I’d been out all night. It’s not like it was any of her business, but explaining my evening would take too long, and the super-stamina I had been borrowing for the night was starting to fade. After a nap, a shower, and some breakfast, I’d be up to facing my roommate.

      “Mickey. You’re back. Oh, good.” Sarah was standing at the newly-rebuilt kitchen counter, looking and sounding like she hadn’t slept either. Unfortunately, her night must have been a lot less enjoyable than mine, judging from her expression.

      I tossed my gym bag onto the couch and waved, on the way to my room. “You look like death warmed over. Why don’t you hit the shower? I’ve had a killer night and I need to —” I stopped when I saw her expression, backing into the living room and giving Sarah a worried look. “Hey, what’s wrong?”

      She turned back to the counter, spooning protein powder into the smoothie maker and piling a bushel of fruits in on top. Her voice was hollow, as if she was talking from the far end of a tunnel. “Doc’s gone, Mickey. Everybody is gone. We can’t find them.” She slapped the lid on and held down the button, the noise making it impossible for me to reply.

      Not that I needed to. She’d already told me that her leads on Doc Lazarus were drying up fast, and What Son’s connections in Scotland Yard hadn’t panned out either. No matter how many crooks I squeezed for info on the street, I was coming up empty too. I walked over and wrapped my arms around her shoulders, getting close enough so she could hear me over the whine of the blender.

      “Shhh, it’s okay, we’ll find him, I promise.” She patted my hand and nodded despondently. “Come on Sarah, don’t quit on me now.” I turned her around and rubbed her shoulders. “Listen. You just pulled an all-nighter and you’re out of gas. Go shower while I brew us some coffee, and then you can tell me about it. Okay?”

      Sarah took a deep breath and dragged a hand through her hair. “You’re right, okay.” She gestured to the blender full of grey sludge on the counter. “Throw that in the fridge for me, I’ll be back in ten minutes.” She gave me a weak smile and trudged off to the bathroom.

      “Ten minutes, you got it.” I fished around in the new cabinets for filters that fit the replacement coffeepot, and got it going while she showered.

      I was more than a little concerned about Sarah’s mental state. Then again, this might also have been the first time her hacking skills weren’t up to the challenge. Sarah didn’t really know how to fail, though. I was sure we’d figure it out. I plopped her ‘smoothie’ into the fridge and hoped that whatever was in there didn’t come to life and drink all my beer.

      True to her word, Sarah came back out in a grey sweat suit, her hair limp and hanging in her face ten minutes exactly from when she went in. She took the coffee I offered her without a sound, and we walked to the door of her office, which was wide open. She really was out of sorts. “Son and I have looked everywhere, Mickey. We thought we had something, but … come look.”

      I dragged a chair into the office with her and sat behind her as she opened a few dozen tabs. I pointed at a box that was blinking urgently on the taskbar. “What’s that one? It seems to want your attention.”

      Sarah cursed and clicked the icon, which brought up a bleary-eyed image of What Son on a side monitor. He scrubbed his face and scowled through the screen at her. “That was a long-ass smoothie break, Sarah. Where did you —” The detective squinted into his camera and gave a wave. “Hey, Badger! How was your date with The Countess, man?”

      Sarah swung around in her throne, glaring back and forth between the two of us. “That’s where you disappeared to last night?”

      I took a sip of my coffee and shrugged. “It was a spur-of-the-moment kind of thing. Sorry.” I frowned and stared at Son through the monitor. “How the hell did you even … right, right. World’s Greatest Detectives, I forgot.”

      What Son grinned. “You know it, man. Also, King Justice was at the restaurant last night with a few of his warrior harem, and he texted me about seeing you there. We go way back to the playground, me and King.” He gave me a wink and a slow nod of approval. “Countess is a gorgeous lady, my man. I hope you ordered the oysters. They’re great for … stamina.”

      Sarah was tapping her fingers on the edge of the desk. “Is this really what we should be talking about right now? I’m trying to bring Mickey up to speed on our search.” Son and I both agreed it was time to get down to business, and she calmed down a little. “At the moment, our speed is ‘stopped’. All signs of Everlasting activity have vanished, everywhere.”

      What Son nodded, face grim. “Sarah’s not exaggerating, Mickey. I’ve turned over every digital rock I can think of, and a few I hadn’t even known existed. The Darknet, the Shadownet, hell I even found something called the Abyssnet while I was digging, but zip. Nobody’s seen anyone in a suit an’ ski mask since the fight on the docks over a week ago.”

      I frowned, looking at both of them. “Well, maybe that’s a good thing? These guys were crawling around the city like cockroaches. Maybe they’re regrouping and trying to figure out what to do, now that their super-weapon is destroyed.” That kaiju attack could have leveled the entire city. If we were lucky, this meant they didn’t have a Plan B now that it was toast.

      Sarah looked even more miserable than before. “Even if that’s true, we might still be too late to save Doc. Look at this.” She started calling up photos of the cyborg bull’s remains, including what looked like classified autopsy photos. I grimaced at the images while Sarah continued. “I cracked into the Research and Development side of the Hero datanet and found an analysis of the kaiju. It’s not good, Mickey.”

      What Son took the story over. “At first, I was skeptical about this being a weapon of the Everlasting, I’m not gonna lie. It didn’t fit the profile of any of their other attacks. But when Sarah sent me the schematics, I realized it was definitely Professor Nefarious’ handiwork. We’re still operating on the assumption that those mad scientists the Everlasting sprung from prison are working together, and this thing is a very solid piece of evidence to support that theory.”

      Sarah started typing again, bringing up dozens of chemical models and DNA files. “Nefarious made the frame and the battery for that cyborg, but the … organic parts of it were genetically engineered, and it is scary stuff.” I sipped at my coffee, not comprehending any of the cellular profiles and type matches she was pointing out. “Okay, there’s three main components to the cyborg’s genome. The first was simple, Texas Longhorn. Strong, sturdy animal, not hard to get a hold of, probably tough enough to survive extensive mutations.” The other two pictures did look kind of familiar; they were those black and white pictures of chromosomes you find in high-school biology textbooks. “The other two, well —"

      My own voice sounded very far away as I interrupted her. “They’re human, aren’t they?” What Son nodded as I leaned closer, trying to make sense of what they were saying. “Are you telling me this thing used to be a person? They just snatched somebody off the street and turned them into a monster?” I fought back a retch as the realization dawned on me. “No. It couldn’t be. You think this was Doc?” Oh, god. Did I kill the guy we’ve been trying to hunt down all this time?

      Son shook his head before I could puke into the wastebasket. “Slow down, man. I don’t think it was Lazarus, but they definitely used his DNA for the cyborg. Only select parts of the Doc’s genes are in here. I was only able to verify the match because Sarah got me a complete biometric scan from his days as Indomitable Man. Whoever made this thing was gene-splicing multiple superpowers into it.”

      That sounded right. The voice in the cyborg’s head did say that it possessed some kind of hybrid Nemesis Gene. “Okay, so Doc probably did survive whatever they did to extract his powers and add them to the bull.” I frowned, looking at Sarah. “That’s good news, isn’t it? As far as we know, nothing can kill the Doc … and I’m not proud of it, but the cyborg was definitely deceased. They even autopsied it.”

      Sarah did not look particularly happy about that, however. “Yes, he’s probably still alive, somewhere. But we can’t find their base, and he’s still their prisoner. For all we know, they’re using him to breed an army of these things to let loose on the city.” That was a chilling prospect. “It’s the rest of the human genes in the kaiju that are making me so worried.” She called up a bunch of computer models of DNA, parts of the double helix blinking bright yellow. “Whoever the other … donor to this monster was, it’s no one in any public record. What Son and I scoured every medical database around the globe and it came back with no matches.”

      What Son looked more worried than I’d ever seen him. “And whoever he is, he’s bad news. His genes are capable of incredible reorganization and self-modification. He was probably able to not only duplicate meta-human abilities, but improve them, make them more powerful.” My coffee suddenly tasted like ash in my mouth.

      “They could draw in immense amounts of power, store it, and release it at will. This guy gave the kaiju the power it needed to draw in all the electricity in the neighborhood and transfer it to the mechanical parts of the creature. The only good news here is that the energy-to-mass converter inside that cyborg was more sophisticated than anything anyone’s ever seen. It must have been Nefarious’ magnum opus, and it would take years to build another one, forget about mass-producing ‘em.”

      I tried to keep my hands from shaking as Sarah brought up more genetic stuff. “The glue that fused the cyborg together was slick, too. It was an incredibly complex organic nanomachine —"

      I cut her off, feeling despair crashing over me in waves. “That turned the cellular energy that the mystery donor’s genes absorbed into juice for the mass device, and gave Doc’s regeneration genes the power to grow the organic half along with the machinery, right?” They were both staring at me, stunned. “Yeah, I thought so. I’ve heard about this kind of tech before, but not quite this advanced. It was used on The Countess when she was a kid … over sixty years ago.”

      Son of a bitch. Angela’s ‘pioneer in gene therapy’ was probably Doktor Helix. How the hell long has he been lurking in the shadows screwing with superpowers? What happened to Angie was at least twenty-five years before Everlast started his reign of terror. It also meant he’d had well over half a century to make his little bio-bugs stronger, and even his prototype had made a poor little girl practically immortal.

      Son blew out a long breath, shaking his head slowly. “I’m impressed, Badger. You’re not the fool Sarah makes you out to be.” She spluttered into her coffee, but What Son kept talking. “We’ll be sure to bring you in from the start next time, man. For now, though, I’m gonna crash. I’ve been going thirty hours without a break.” He waved at the camera and his feed winked out.

      Sarah eased her chair back from the computer, swinging around and looking at me with fear behind her eyes. “Mickey … there’s something else. Something I didn’t even tell What Son about. I couldn’t risk him finding out about it.” She called up the biometric readouts from the Hero Database, and I sighed, already suspecting what was coming next. “That ‘mystery donor’? They have a genetic profile unlike anything on file. I know, because I just deleted all traces of the only other occurrence of those kinds of anomalies from the public record while Son and I were searching through all this information. This was the only readout that had anything close to the abilities this guy had, although they weren’t a precise match.”

      She pressed a few keys, and the image of my own Hero ID came up.

      I nodded, sagging back in the chair and staring at the ceiling. “I had a feeling you were going to say that.” What had Finger Guns said after he plugged me? The world isn’t big enough for two people with the Nemesis Gene in it. I stood up and shoved aside Sarah’s blackout curtains, staring out over the bay as sunlight flooded the office. “I think I know why the Everlasting all disappeared. They aren’t hiding. They’re gathering the last bits of their army to make a final assault on the city.”

      Sarah groaned and held her hand in front of her eyes, trying to look at me through the natural light which rarely penetrated into her cave. “What makes you say that?”

      I didn’t answer her. I was too busy looking at the enormous vortex that was forming out in the water. The computer behind us flickered and died briefly before Sarah’s backup generator kicked in. All across the city, I could see power transformers blowing and bolts of electricity lancing out to the bay, striking a gleaming black spire that was rising from the ocean.

      It was gigantic. Even a few miles away, I could tell it was at least a hundred stories high and held aloft by four huge repulsor pods that looked like towers surrounding the flying fortress. A swarm of glowing gold dots broke away from the castle, and started swirling above it, faster and faster until it was one huge shape made of light, like a halo someone had twisted in half. An infinity symbol.

      I drained my coffee and looked back at Sarah. “Call it a hunch.”
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      The Emergency Alert System started wailing again, this time echoing back and forth across the entire city. “This is an Omega-Level alert. All Citizens are advised to relocate to their designated precinct shelters. Repeat: This is an Omega Level —”

      The automated announcement cut out with a shriek of static and fell silent.

      Sarah got slowly out of her chair, staring at the flying castle in terror. “Oh my god, Mickey. They really were out in the water all this time. They must have been sitting cloaked at the bottom of the ocean the whole time. What are we gonna do against that thing? It’s —”

      A fresh blast of static cut Sarah off, and a smooth, deep voice came over the EAS speakers. “Attention, citizens. This is your new ruler, Everlast.” The voice was also coming from behind us, and I whirled and pointed at Sarah’s computer setup.

      “Sarah, look! Son of a bitch, he’s hacked the EAS and everything else in town.”

      All of the monitors were showing the same image, a gold infinity symbol slowly spinning in a field of black. They must have been the ones who cancelled the alarm when the kaiju attacked too, the bastards. And the Emergency Alert System was designed to override every piece of communications tech in the city for an Omega-Level threat, something that could conceivably destroy the city, and maybe the whole planet.

      The disembodied voice continued. “As you have by now surmised, I already have dominion over the infrastructure of this city. I also am in possession of destructive power beyond anything your pitiful band of ‘heroes’ can muster in defense of your worthless lives. Observe, and know despair.”

      A light rivaling the sun was building outside, and I squinted through the glare to see the halo over the fortress collapse down to a single point, firing a searing beam of gold plasma into the heart of the city, rocking the building under our feet with the force of the impact a few miles away.

      Sarah clapped her hands over her mouth, stifling a scream. “Mickey! That was the Hall of Heroes! It’s … it’s gone, Mickey.”

      I looked out into the city and could see the column of smoke and ashes rising from the remains of the headquarters for the most powerful heroes in the city. I braced myself against the windowsill, stunned by the ease with which he’d just evaporated that many superheroes.

      Sarah choked back a sob, slowly falling back into her seat. “It’s just like before, like with the Serious Squad, twenty years ago. But he didn’t die doing it this time. Oh, Mickey, he didn’t even have to show himself!”

      The castle sailed across the bay, its huge engines the only sound in the eerie silence after the energy blast. It drifted over the city, hovering a thousand feet above the crater that used to be the Hall of Heroes. A couple of very dedicated but very foolhardy media blimps were converging on the site of the blast, spotlights trying to pierce the smokescreen. Apparently, they thought the ratings for the Apocalypse would be good enough to risk dying for.

      “Humanity has been allowed to dominate this world for too long, its excesses and greed bringing the planet to the brink of destruction. Like an antibody created to stop the spread of a disease, the new race, the Meta-Humans, have come to purify and save the world from your pointless consumption.”

      The glowing infinity symbol drifted under the fortress, condensing again and firing another blast into the ruined Hall, point blank this time. The shockwave shattered windows from downtown all the way to us, and I turned to shield Sarah with my body from the hail of glass that filled the office.

      I groaned and slowly stood back up, my skin lacerated with a hundred tiny cuts. Sarah was mostly fine physically, but she was very close to freaking out. Everlast had haunted her nightmares since Vic pulled us out of the rubble twenty years ago. The idea that he was really back was pushing her past rational thought.

      I reached out and pulled her to her feet. “Keep it together, Sarah. We don’t even know if that’s really Everlast, this could just be his cult of whackos.” I knew that who just murdered most of the major superheroes in the city wasn’t quite as important as the fact that they were gone, but I had to find any silver lining I could at this point.

      With a deafening roar, the fortress settled itself into the rubble where the Hall of Heroes had stood, not three minutes ago. The blast of the thrusters scoured the streets with hurricane-force winds, and blew the smoke away, leaving the gleaming black castle squatting in the heart of the city like an immense spider.

      The citywide broadcast continued. “Those who oppose my benevolent rule must be exterminated, for dissent is the poison that corrupts your imperfect society. But humanity need not die today; there will be a place for you to serve your new masters in the Kingdom of the Everlasting. Kneel, and be spared. Attempt to resist, and you will suffer the same fate as your misguided ‘heroes’. I leave the decision to you.”

      The monitors switched to grainy footage of the front of the castle; they had apparently hijacked the media feeds from the blimps, too. Maybe their egos would at least let us see what has happening down there. A twenty-foot wide ramp extended from the immense doorway, plowing into the shattered concrete and twisted steel left behind from the Hall. The door rose, and a dark figure walked calmly down the ramp.

      He looked to be in his mid-thirties, obviously Japanese, sporting a jet-black haircut slicked back against his skull. The neatly-trimmed goatee had a few stray white hairs in it, and there were a few more at his temples. The blimp tightened its focus, zooming in on the face, and Sarah bolted whimpering from the room, eyes wide with panic. The supervillain calmly brushed the dust from the sleeves of his black double-breasted suit, and adjusted his gold silk tie, turning to look straight at the cameras and giving the city a gracious smile.

      My heart dropped into my stomach. It was Everlast, all right, and he hadn’t aged a damned day.

      A pile of rubble to the right of Everlast shifted and heaved, as a force field shoved the debris aside. The Standard crawled out, looking like he’d just gone fought ten rounds with Sarah’s smoothie machine. Behind him strode a guy in a blood-red jumpsuit with black tactical gear strapped on top.

      As much as the bastard embodied everything wrong with modern capes, Commander Karnage just might be our best bet for dropping this bastard. Karnage actually had a lot in common with Everlast. Neither of them was very big on the ideas of ‘sanctity of life’, or ‘collateral damage’, or any of that boring shit. But that kind of ruthlessness had propelled him to the top of the heap. He was number one on the hero list because any threats to the city ended up incinerated before you could say ‘due process’.

      He was shouting at Everlast, but the blimp’s audio wasn’t picking it up; it seemed the Everlasting didn’t want the little people hearing anything they didn’t want them to hear. Everlast seemed perfectly calm, smiling amiably at Karnage, perhaps recognizing a fellow super-powered lunatic.

      I turned away from the monitors and ran out to the living room, grabbing the remote and turning on the TV. Sarah was curled up on the couch, staring at me with wide eyes. “Turn it off. Please, I can’t watch this!” She watched me snatch my bag up and start digging out my uniform. “What do you think you’re doing? Are you insane? That’s him! He’s really alive!”

      I yanked my shirt off and pulled on the compression top for the suit. “Not for long, he isn’t.”

      I kept dressing, eyes glued to the screen. Karnage had apparently run out of patience; his hands were glowing a dull red, like hot iron. He pointed his fists at the villain and fired a horrible stream of superheated plasma, completely engulfing Everlast, and punching a hole in the side of the armored fortress. I yanked my pants off and threw on the bottom half of my body armor, for all the good it would probably do. I tore my eyes from the screen and looked at Sarah while I fumbled my belt through the loops on my jeans.

      “Sarah, you know I have to go down there. This was the whole reason I became a hero. And besides,” - I gave her a big smile - “I promised I’d always protect you from him, back when we were little. Remember?”

      Sarah nodded, a tear spilling from her eye before she swiped it away. “I remember.” On the television, Karnage was still unloading on the spot Everlast had been—the rest of the plasma beam had burned clear through the corner of the fortress and was headed off to kill some Martians somewhere. “You better promise me you’ll come back, you hear me, Mickey? You have to promise.”

      I nodded firmly, holding my smile in place for her sake. She turned to look back at the screen, as Commander Karnage finally stopped spraying his fire hose of million-degree death.

      I bent to lace my boots, knowing with dread certainty what was about to happen, and not particularly eager to see it live on TV. The smoke dissipated, and sure enough, there was Everlast, not a hair out of place. He calmly raised his palm and fired a plasma blast of his own at Karnage. The Standard threw his hands out, blocking the beam with a force field, but it buckled almost instantly, shattering and sending the star-spangled hero tumbling away into the debris field. There wasn’t even a smoking pair of boots left where Commander Karnage had stood.

      Everlast looked back up to the cameras, and the EAS speakers provided the audio for the silent video feed on the television. “Your most powerful champion is dead. I crushed him like a pitiful insect. If any of you other ‘heroes’ wish to throw your lives away as he did, I bid you to form an orderly line and die with him. I will tolerate no challenge to my rightful dominion of this world.” Behind Everlast, an army of suited cultists and hordes of power armor were marching out of the castle and into the city.

      Sarah stood up and took a moment to steady her breathing. “All right, Mickey. I know you have to go fight. You’ve never backed down before, and it was wrong of me to ask you to when it really mattered. I was scared. But this … all of this? I know you can make it right.” She walked over and planted a kiss on my cheek. “You’ve always been my hero, Mickey, since way before you were ever the Blue Badger. I’m sorry I forgot, even for a second.” She smiled and snapped her fingers. “Wait! I have something for you before you go!” She turned and dashed for her bedroom.

      On the television, the news wasn’t getting any better for the city. A few of the capes who hadn’t been in the Hall of Heroes had gathered together and rushed Everlast, who had decided to get serious. He slashed a glowing energy katana through Golden Goose’s power armor, tearing it to pieces and sending him careening out of view of the camera. A white blur rocketed toward the supervillain, and he shot out his manicured hand, catching Invulnerable Girl by the throat. My heart stopped as he blasted the other assembled heroes with his own concussion-beams, and then hurled her with sickening force into his own tower. Before she smashed into it, Invulnerable Girl collided with a darker patch of shadow that had been concealing The Countess. They both cried out silently in agony and collapsed at the foot of the fortress. I didn’t have time to wait around for some good luck charm from Sarah. Everyone was going to die in a matter of minutes.

      As if she heard me thinking, Sarah ran back to the living room, tossing me a battered old shoebox. “Here! I remember what your hands looked like after you fought with Gary. You’ll need these.” I tore the lid off the box to find an old pair of Vic’s fingerless biker gloves. I grinned, slipping the snug leather over my hands, as Sarah nodded approvingly. “I had a pair of his old boxing gloves too, but I was pretty sure you couldn’t wear those and use this at the same time.” She tossed me a set of keys, and I caught them, staring at the Harley fob dangling from them. “Vic gave me the bike to use after Black Beauty got wrecked.” She walked up to me and hugged me tight.

      I kissed her cheek and gave her a wink. “You’re the best, Sarah. Really. You stay here, you stay safe. I’ll be back, right after I make that son of a bitch wish he had stayed dead.” I took a deep breath, walked to the elevator, and hit the button for the underground parking garage.

      And got ready for the fight of my life.
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      The Harley roared over the fractured streets as I headed straight for the war zone in the center of the city. I had tried my earpiece, but it was just blaring more propaganda from the Everlasting. They had gotten their fingers into everything, it seemed. Worse, it meant there was no easy way for the surviving heroes to coordinate a counterattack.

      I wove through the debris that littered the streets in every direction around the fortress, the rage inside me growing as I passed every shattered building façade and crushed car. I hated the status quo as much as the next guy but killing thousands of people that were just trying to get through their day was lazy and cruel. Genocide never fixed anything, no matter how eloquent the executioners.

      As I drove through a cloud of oily black smoke, another blast from the castle’s Infinity Cannon swept out across the sky, turning a few flying heroes to ash. This was going from bad to worse, and I needed to get to Everlast before the battle became unwinnable.

      I pulled up to the edge of the battlefield, stashing Vic’s bike behind the sturdiest building I could find. I stretched my power to its limit, reaching as far and searching as wide as I possibly could, looking for meta-human powers as I ran for the melee. A fireball came at me from up ahead, and I crossed my arms in front of my face, trusting the suit completely now. My hair singed a bit as the blast washed over me, but I was on top of the cultist before he could fire another shot. I delivered a brutal haymaker to his jaw as I ran into him at a full clip, knocking him out and sending both of us tumbling to the ground. I slammed the heel of my boot into his head, then sucked every drop of power out of the bastard.

      Two more Everlasting ran at me as I climbed to my feet, but one of them jerked suddenly and fell backwards, the other shrugging off the hail of quiet gunfire that erupted behind me. I spun around and gave a thumbs-up to The Silencer, who was laying into the cultists with a suppressed assault rifle.

      He nodded and jerked his head down the street, yanking a very real grenade off his suspenders. I got the message, I needed to keep going. I took in a huge lungful of air and roared a stream of white-hot flame at the bulletproof villain’s feet, making him sink knee-deep into bubbling asphalt. I turned and ran for the fortress, not even looking back as I heard the grenade go off behind me.

      The sound of rhythmic cheering got louder as I got closer to the brawl. Sure enough, right in the heart of the battle, the Behemoth Boys were formed up into a fighting wedge, pummeling their way through a phalanx of powered armor suits like they were tackling dummies. I ducked under a stray missile and ran over to the fratboys.

      “Hey! Lawrence!” The goon who had sucker-punched me back at Chao’s whirled around and glared at me. I cut him off with a sharp wave of my hand. “No time to catch up, Larry. I need to get in close to Everlast, and quick. I want you to throw me in there.”

      “Are you fuckin’ crazy, man?” A dull thud and rain of gravel pelted us both as the missile buried itself in a building down the street and exploded. He looked over at the door of the fortress, where it seemed things were at their most chaotic. “I don’t care how tough you think you are, dude, you’ll just die.”

      I smirked and shook the rubble off my hoodie. “I never knew you cared, Larry.” He scowled and rolled his eyes. “Look at it this way. If you’re right, I’m dead, and you get your payback. If I’m right, and I whip his ass, I’ll make sure everyone knows the Behemoth Boys helped me.”

      He shrugged and hoisted me effortlessly with one hand, and I filled myself with all the strength and invulnerability I could. Lawrence shouted to his buddies, and they all turned to watch the kamikaze move. “Yo guys, check it out! Lawn Darrrt!”

      They took up the chant, screaming “Lawn dart! Lawn dart!” as Larry reared back and flung me like a javelin into the center of the brawl.

      I took off as fast as the missile that had streaked past us earlier, taking out two of the Everlasting as I burst into the hundred-foot wide circle that had formed around Everlast and the entrance to the castle. More masked cultists kept marching out endlessly from the fortress, along with more suits of power armor. We were all going to be overrun at this rate.

      I got to my feet, shrugging off a few laser blasts and swatted a thrown car out of my path like an overgrown mosquito, thanks to Larry’s borrowed power. I took a deep breath and screamed at the man in the center of the battle, who was still smiling while he murdered the heroes that came at him, like this massacre was somehow amusing. “Everlast! Fight ME, you arrogant bastard!”

      Under my feet, one of the cultists looked up and muttered, “It … it can’t be. I killed you!” He pointed his finger at me, but I reached down and crumpled his hand like it was an old newspaper. He shrieked in agony, but I shut him up with a stomp on his chest that cracked the street under him.

      Time seemed to slow down as I siphoned off Finger Gun’s power, building it up inside me until I couldn’t hold it anymore. Fifty feet away, Everlast slowly turned to look at me, his dark eyes locking with mine as I pointed both of my fingers, my voice barely a whisper. “Bang.” I knew that even that much concussive energy probably wouldn’t so much as wrinkle Everlast’s suit, if he could shrug off Karnage’s best.

      But I wasn’t aiming for Everlast.

      The explosions rocked the front of the fortress, smashing into the troops that were flooding from the castle, flinging them back inside the interior of the armored hull of the castle. The ramp to the street crumpled against the front entrance and became an impassable tangle of armor plating and steel girders. The entire fortress actually tilted back slightly with a groan of tortured metal, and the thruster pod that Karnage had already damaged burst into flames. Whether or not we stopped Everlast, at least his reinforcements were cut off. Now, we just needed to take down the cultists that were on the street … and the man in charge.

      Everlast turned around to inspect the damage to his fortress before looking back at me, raising his eyebrows slightly. “Impressive. Very well, Blue Badger. You can die next, if you wish.” He put his hands up, looking at the rest of his troops and raising his voice to carry over the sounds of the battle. “Anyone who dares to interfere will die for it.”

      He didn’t have to warn the other capes. They had already figured out that tangling with Everlast just got them dead.

      I stalked out into the no-man’s-land that had formed around the suited supervillain, rolling my shoulders and cracking my knuckles. I reached out with my powers, and the blankness that came back to my senses unnerved me. It was like Everlast wasn’t even there, despite what the carnage around me suggested. I briefly wondered if he sensed me in the same way, then decided I wasn’t all that interested in his professional opinion of me.

      “So,” I growled, “we have the same powers. I’d put that together myself already, just from the way you're shutting down every hero that comes at you.” He smiled and bowed his head slightly in acknowledgement. “So, what happens when two people with this Nemesis Gene thing throw down against each other?”

      Everlast shrugged faintly, easing into a combat stance. “Something that neither of us have had the opportunity to experience, an honest test of fighting skill.” He gestured down at his tailored clothes, hands drifting up into a striking position. “Like you, I do not wear one of those obscene ‘Smart Suit’ crutches. I carry no concealed weapons. We have no need for either. What we do need, what we yearn for, is an opponent that can truly match us.”

      I grunted and nodded back, still closing the distance. He could talk all he wanted for now. He wouldn’t have the chance soon.

      “I spent my entire first life seeking out an equal and never found him,” Everlast continued, never stopping his speech as I approached. “Thanks to Indomitable Man, I live again. And I see you before me, like a brother to my soul. Am I finally, truly, not alone in this miserable world?”

      I shook my head and balled my fists. “You’re really in love with the sound of your own voice, aren’t you? No more banter, no more bullshit. Show me what you’ve got, so I can show you it that isn’t enough.”

      He gave me a solemn nod. “As you wish.”

      He pushed off of his back foot, sliding over the dirt and rubbish, throwing an open-palm strike for my solar plexus. I slammed my right hand down on his forearm, parrying it away, and moving through his guard to deliver a head-butt that crushed his nose and sent him stumbling away. As he backed away, he caught my incoming punch and used his backward momentum to roll and toss me through the air to land on a jagged heap of smoldering steel.

      We traded blows for what seemed like hours, each of us drawing blood, rattling teeth, and coming close to dropping our opponent. I had the reach and the power over him, but Everlast was a real martial artist, and getting in close to do real damage gave him the opportunity to use throws, muscle locks and nerve strikes that were taking a terrible toll on me. I had to hang back and try and jab him out, but he was quick enough to roll with most of my punches. What was really getting to me was that damned smile of his. He was taking ridiculous punishment from me, and one of his eyes was nearly swollen shut, but I couldn’t wipe that grin off his face.

      It was pissing me off, and although the anger was pushing me through my fatigue, it was making me sloppy. I’d fantasized about crushing this man my whole life, and now that he was in front of me, I couldn’t put him down. Under the anger, I could feel a stab of worry for the people I loved and still in danger creeping through me and he could see it in my eyes.

      “You seem distracted, Mickey.” Everlast backed away briefly, swiping at his split lip and trying to get his breath back. I tried to close the distance, but he danced back again. He still had that smug grin, but now he was stalling. “Perhaps you’re thinking of all those people that are dying right now? Worrying that someone you love is in danger while we fight?” I snarled and flung a left cross that missed by a mile. “Tch. I can’t have my opponent distracted by such things. It’s making you fight like a mindless animal. Please, allow me put your worries to rest.” He lifted his hand, speaking into some kind of comm device on his wrist. “Do it.”

      A sudden thrum of energy made me look up to the peak of the castle. Far overhead, Everlast’s Infinity Cannon charged and fired a blinding ray of light back across the city, neatly shearing the top floor off of the Richards Building, and turning Sarah’s penthouse to smoke.

      I staggered back as if the blast had hit me instead, mouth hanging open, as Everlast nodded with satisfaction. “There. Now you won’t have to worry about that little blonde parasite of yours. I know all about your precious Sarah, and how much she holds you back. You’re free now. Don’t thank me, it was my pleasure.” He watched me choking and snorting as tears welled in my eyes, throwing his hands wide in exasperation. “Come now, Mickey. You’ve had that toy for ages, it was time to forget about it and grow up, don’t you think?”

      I swiped at the tears running from my eyes, desperately trying to keep my breath from hitching. I couldn’t hold it in any more, and finally exploded into huge gales of laughter, holding my bruised ribs and gasping for air. “You … you idiot!”

      Everlast frowned, confused by my reaction. A few miles away, where my apartment had just been vaporized, I heard a distant crash and a bellow of terrifying rage. Several heroes and Everlasting cultists turned at the sound, the battle starting to break down around us.

      “Everlast? Please, allow me to introduce my roommate, the ‘parasite’ that was holding me back.” A tiny dot was sailing through the air toward the tower, roaring the entire time. “Meet Sarah Jenkins, also known as The Mean Streak, ranked number three in the villain threat database.”

      Everlast stared in horror as the dot grew larger and slammed into his precious tower like a meteor, detonating the top five stories and shorting out the Infinity Cannon. “Wait … you mean to tell me … all this time it’s been you holding her back?”

      I shrugged, still grinning as Mean Streak jumped from the tower and crashed to the street half a block from us, making a crater as she ignored the hundred-story fall. “Nobody holds Sarah back, man. She does it all by herself. But when someone does piss her off, people know about it.”

      She was more furious than I’d seen her in a long time, over eight feet tall and sporting tusks jutting from her lower jaw. Sabre-toothed Sarah bore little resemblance to the blonde fitness trainer she had looked like when I left this morning. I could recognize her face only because I'd been with her since we were children, and I had many opportunities over the years to seek out the humanity buried under her heavy brows and blank eyes.

      The fact that she had gained twice her original weight in sleek muscle as The Mean Streak turned her already fit body into that of a savage predator. The six-foot mane of white hair that hung from her head was the only thing concealing any of her exposed purple skin. And it was all exposed. No clothes we had found yet could survive her transformations, which is why the press had given her that double entendre of a nickname. 

      Everlast stumbled backwards, beginning to realize, just like I had years ago, that Sarah’s full rage was probably too much for even the Nemesis Gene to take head-on. I could help suppress it if it was early enough, but she was way too far gone right now for me to want to get close enough to try it.

      And taking her rage for yourself was no use either. Just borrowing a fraction of it back on 56th street had almost robbed me of my ability to think. Sarah had spent her entire life living with that anger, learning how to ride it, direct it. People who didn’t have her immense willpower were immediately overwhelmed.

      A handful of suicidally brave villains in power armor charged her, and she backhanded them into a cloud of shrapnel and explosions. More of the Everlasting tried to dogpile her but were getting knocked around like rag dolls as she stomped her way down the street toward us.

      I turned back to Everlast and leveled him with a devastating right cross, sending him sprawling into the dirt, as Sarah tore through his army behind me. “Are you all right there, buddy? You seem … distracted.”
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      Sarah’s arrival on the battlefield turned an already chaotic fight into absolute bedlam. Despite her focusing her wrath onto the Everlasting, several of the heroes who’ve tangled with her in the past were clearly angling to flank her, either out of habit or the assumption she’d eventually tear the entire city to shreds … or because not even genocidal cultists with superpowers deserved the ass-whipping she was laying down.

      Everlast rolled on to his back, still dazed from my haymaker, shouting into his wrist communicator. “Nnngh … All forces are to converge onto the Mean Streak immediately. That creature is not to reach The Citadel. I repeat, all —"

      A swift kick to his temple from my steel-toed boot put a swift end to Everlast’s mastery of the battlefield. I stamped down hard on his wrist, crushing the communicator, and hopefully hurting him a whole hell of a lot as a bonus.

      As much as I wanted to continue curb-stomping the son of a bitch, I could see that the capes were too caught up in the general battle frenzy to let Sarah do her thing. One of the Behemoth Boys swung a steel girder into her face, and when she flattened him, the battle suddenly became Mean Streak versus The Entire City.

      I ran toward the slugfest, screaming for the heroes to stand down, but it was probably too late. Golden Goose was back in the fight in a new suit of armor, he must have a whole closet full of the damn things, and as soon as he saw Sarah, he’d never listen to reason. I waved my arms frantically, but I didn’t exactly draw attention the way a purple, naked, eight-foot tall crazy woman did. I was about to give up, when a glowing dome of energy dropped over her, leaving her raging impotently against the force field.

      I limped, gasping, over to The Standard, one arm clamped to my side and barely able to talk. “She’s on our side, really,” I rasped, and Standard looked at me like I was insane. I held a hand up and nodded. “Okay, fine, she’s not exactly on our side, but she’s more pissed at Everlast than us … for now.” Sarah roared and shoulder charged the barrier, which was already starting to crack. “Listen, you can’t hold her forever, and we need all the big guns we can get. Just point her toward the Everlasting, okay?

      Standard shrugged and nodded, sweat pouring down his face. “Ya ain’t wrong about holdin’ her, friend. All right, jus’ don’t say I didn’t warn ya. Fire in the hole, people!” Standard threw his hands to one side, and the bubble around the Mean Streak stretched out into a tunnel with only one exit, facing the fortress. Everyone who was anywhere near the line of fire ran for cover, a temporary truce in effect as all parties scrambled to get out of the way.

      Sarah rocketed out of the tunnel just as Everlast was dragging himself to his feet, and he promptly threw himself back down into the dirt as she launched over him like a missile. She sailed past him and crashed into one of the towers of the castle, which detonated the fuel inside the thrusters. She promptly started trying to murder the tower for burning her. This qualified as sound logic for Mean Streak.

      Everlast got to his feet again, staring intently at Mean Streak’s rampage through his one good eye. My blood ran cold, and I started limping back as fast as I could when he called out, “I have taken your measure, beast! Come and give me all of that magnificent power!”

      Oh, God. Either that boot to the head had scrambled his brains, or he really thought he could shut her down. If he was wrong, he’d be a smear on the street. But if he was right …

      Mean Streak paused in the midst of chewing through a thousand-watt power conduit in the engine to glare down at Everlast. She spat the crackling wire the size of a python out and glared down at the supervillain, roaring as she recognized him.

      “YOUUUU! Kill you, little man!” She immediately launched herself down at Everlast, as he held out his unbroken hand.

      I poured every ounce of strength I had left into getting there, spots dancing in front of my eyes as Sarah flew toward the villain. A horrible reversal was taking place as she flew at him. Sarah seemed to shrink, becoming paler and frailer as Everlast grew inside his suit, the jacket exploding off him like a bomb. Grotesquely swollen muscles writhed under the swirling dragons tattooed on his darkening skin, and his hair tuned bone-white. For a moment, she hung in front of him, rearing back to crush him, as time seemed to stop.

      Then he caught her effortlessly by the throat.

      “No!” My voice was barely a croak as Everlast swelled even larger, his alligator shoes bursting and his pants tearing themselves to shreds.

      Somehow, he was doing it, snuffing her limitless power and drinking an entire ocean of rage in a single gulp at the same time. Something was going to have to give. I threw my hand out, trying to stop the power drain, and that was enough to throw his balancing act out of equilibrium. The villain stopped getting any bigger, but he was still a monster. Everlast slammed Sarah’s body into a five-foot hole in the pavement and swung around to face me.

      I suddenly understood why Chet had been so terrified when I tapped into this power. Everlast’s face was brutish, his forehead sloped, and his jaw swollen to make room for the huge canines jutting up like daggers out of his misshapen mouth. His pupils had dilated until his eyes were completely black, and empty of sanity.

      A strange screaming noise was approaching fast from behind me, but I couldn’t be distracted now. Everlast’s mind was past the breaking point, and that meant he couldn’t use his Nemesis Gene against me. I pressed harder against the immense power tearing through his body, forcing him back toward something like his original form. He stomped the ground in frustration, blasting everyone around backwards as the shockwave tore through the street, and set off more explosions in his precious tower. He didn’t even realize he was finishing the job Sarah had started.

      Before I could get back to my feet, Invulnerable Girl slammed into Everlast’s face at supersonic speed, knocking everyone to the ground again, well, everyone but the berserk supervillain. Normally, this fight would end in a draw, but Everlast wasn’t as powerful as Mean Streak at her maximum anymore and currently lacked the intelligence to drain any strength from IG. He roared and raised his arms to smash the white-clad heroine into the dirt, but I gritted my teeth and pushed down harder on the power inside of Everlast. He shrank even further, as Invulnerable Girl unleashed her concussion-beams into his chest at full power.

      This time Everlast didn't have the raw power to shrug off the eyebeams. He flew backward into the tangled metal of the castle entrance, smashing through the barricade of tangled metal blocking the front door. He disappeared into the interior with a series of explosions that started spreading through the entire fortress.

      Ears ringing and barely conscious from the multiple shockwaves that had just washed over me, I dragged myself to the pit where Everlast had buried Sarah. I was almost too afraid to see what was at the bottom of the hole. I crawled to the lip of the crater and peered over, to find Sarah unconscious and half-covered in rubble, but human and still breathing. I slid into the hole with her, frantically trying to dig her out.

      Sarah’s eyes snapped open and she lurched half-upright, gravel and dirt pouring off her, and madder than a bag of rattlesnakes. “Mother fucker! My security deposit!” I burst out laughing, crying and wrapping my arms around her as she continued screaming about her lease. She hugged me back, confused. “Oh, hey, Mickey. Why am I up to my armpits in dirt? Oh no. Oh no …”

      I squeezed her tight and she pushed me away, wrenching herself out of the rubble and crawling out of the pit. I followed after her, just relieved she was all right.

      “It’s okay, Sarah, it’s fine. You kept it under control, really. Everything’s fine.” We came back out of the pit to see all of the heroes in the city staring at us, with Everlast’s fortress billowing flames and occasionally exploding in the background. I cleared my throat. “I mean, ‘fine’ is a relative term.”

      Invulnerable Girl reached down to help me up, and I gratefully took in her toughness and stamina, healing my injuries as I got to my feet. She looked over at Sarah and nodded in approval. “You did a hell of a job here, Mean Streak. Nice work.”

      Sarah started vibrating with rage, jabbing a finger at her own personal nemesis. “You … you made me do all this, didn’t you?! Just like you always do, you bleached-blonde bitch!” Oh great. Sarah was so angry she couldn't even remember what had happened. The Standard tried to step between them, but Sarah backhanded him across the street, her voice descending into a feral growl. “Why won’t you just leave … me … alone?!” Her hair started to turn white, and she roared at the wide-eyed Invulnerable Girl.

      I tried to tamp down her anger again, but a quiet voice from behind me made me stop. “I’ll take care of her, Mickey.” Angela drifted past me and laid a bare hand on Sarah’s arm, smiling gently at her. “You’ve been fighting this anger for so long, Sarah. Let me carry this burden for a while. You’ve earned some peace.”

      Sarah spun around to punch The Countess, but she wilted and slowly fell into Angela’s outstretched arms, who laid her carefully on the street. I about jumped out of my skin when Angie glared at me and shouted in an eerie imitation of Sarah’s voice, “Get me some clothes, you damned moron!”

      A golden cape was silently handed to Angela, who draped it over Sarah and nodded at Gawain in thanks. He cleared his throat and looked around at the carnage. “The Mean Streak’s battles may be over for the day, but the war is not yet won.”

      I nodded, cracking my knuckles. “You’re right. This isn’t over until we bring Everlast and every last one of his goons in.” I glared at the collapsing fortress. “He’s never going to get a chance to hurt anyone ever again.”

      Invulnerable Girl nodded. “Agreed. He’s still alive, I can see him inside the Citadel. But I can’t get close to him, or all of this will start again. None of us can.”

      I brushed myself off and glared at the black tower. “I can.”
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      Everlast leaving the battle had robbed his troops of most of their will to fight, but none of the heroes left standing were content to let them slip away after the havoc they had wrought on the city. We all gathered our remaining strength, and I outlined a plan to end this once and for all.

      “All right folks, listen up, we don’t have time to waste going over this more than once. Invulnerable Girl, you’re our eyes. You spot the last of these guys out wherever they’re hiding.” The platinum blonde nodded smartly, and I continued. “Gawain, I want you to take the Behemoth Boys out and prioritize the remaining power armor prowling around. You guys have the best chance of going toe-to-toe with their big guns. Keep collateral damage to a minimum. We can’t just assume everyone had time or the ability to evacuate to their shelters.”

      I glared hard at Lawrence, who looked a bit abashed. “We got it. Goose Man, you got point. Come on, boys, we’re geese now. Let’s go flock these guys up.” He thrust his fist into the air, chanting until the rest of the Behemoth Boys joined in. “Flying V! Flying V!”

      I called out to them as they tromped off, fanning out on either side of Gawain and flapping their arms, looking for someone to smash. “Hey! Remember the comm links are working again. If you spot runners, call ‘em out and we’ll send a fire team!” With the tower in shambles, the police and hero bands were no longer jammed, and we could coordinate properly.

      A familiar voice spoke up behind me. “I’ll stay here with Sarah, kid. She’s my responsibility.” I turned to see Vic standing there in his shredded gym outfit, with a battered Chet lurking behind him. The old boxer looked down miserably at his unconscious adoptive daughter. “This is my fault.”

      Angela turned and glared at him, still sounding distressingly like Sarah. “Don’t be a sentimental idiot, old man! You’ve got more experience on these streets than everyone else put together! Get your ass out there and help!” She huffed indignantly, and I chuckled as Vic’s eyes bulged out of his head.

      I held my hand up to keep Vic from blowing a gasket. “She’s right, Bruiser. Take Katana, Silencer, and the other unpowered masks that are still here and keep them safe. Start patrolling and try to catch any stragglers. Same for you, King Justice. You and your honor guard are already a tight unit, you know what needs doing.” Vic went to gather up his troops, and King Justice nodded from behind his painted mask, and gestured silently for his band of amazons to follow him out.

      Chet was still staring at Sarah, kicking at random pebbles and looking miserable. “You, uh, want me to do anything? I can go help Bruiser, if you —"

      I shook my head, pointing at the ground. “You stay right here.” He sagged even further, and I clapped him on the arm. “You’re strong, tough, and have medical training. I need you here to treat any of our people that get hurt out there, and to try to stabilize anyone who’s already out of commission.” I turned and looked at Flag Man. “Standard, you’re here too, we’re setting up a command post to prevent any of the Everlasting from getting out the front door. Round up and detain the dropped cultists. Defend the wounded.” Standard saluted and dragged Chet away.

      Angela smiled softly at me. “You don’t have to say it, Mickey. I’ll watch over Sarah for you. I know what she means to you, and what you mean to her.” I started to reply, but she just waved a hand. “You already saved her from Everlast. Now, go save everyone else. Sarah will never forgive you if you don’t kick his ass into next week.”

      I had to laugh at that. “Yes, she will. All right, it’s go time.” I brushed off my hoodie and walked over to Invulnerable Girl. “You know why I need you to stay here, right? I know you would be a huge help to the patrols, but —"

      She nodded. “But I’m your insurance policy. Don’t worry, if he gets past you, I’ll find a way to drop him. Now, go. He’s headed further into the sub-basements, and all that armored deck plating is making it harder for me to track him.”

      I drank in her strength again, letting the wave of disorientation pass before I turned my gaze to the wrecked fortress, seeking out Everlast for myself. Sure enough, he was limping down a flight of stairs to the bowels of the castle, and he was busted up pretty bad. I leaned in and kissed IG again, gently, on her smudged cheek. We both blushed as I stammered out, “Thanks again, Inv—“

      “Audrey.” She rested a finger against my lips, smiling warmly. “Now go, Mickey. End this.”

      I nodded, pushing lightly off of the earth and drifting into the air. “You keep an ear open for me, Audrey. If this goes south, I want you to bring this whole castle down on the both of us.” I saw Angela’s eyes get wide with worry, but I shook my head firmly. “I’m not taking any chances that Everlast escapes. We’re stopping him here, now … no matter what.”

      I floated higher, focusing in on the indistinct form dragging itself through the corridors toward a series of small, heavily armored chambers. An armory, or a prison maybe … or escape pods. I wasn’t going to wait around out here and find out. I shot high into the sky, trying not to let the full view of the destruction under me distract me. I balled my fists in front of me and plunged down into the ruined fortress, smashing through armor and iron like it was wet cardboard, and broke through the ceiling of the tunnel Everlast was in.

      He didn’t even have time to turn around before I unleashed twin beams of concussive force from my eyes, flinging his crippled form down the hall and crushing it against the armored bulkhead at the far end. I shot down the hall to finish the job. While I wasn’t a fan of killing anyone, I couldn’t think of a man on this planet that deserved it more than Everlast.

      Before I made it to the villain, I dropped abruptly from the air, ramming face-first into the metal grating on the floor and tumbling to a stop. I didn’t think anything was broken, but it was like tripping and falling down a damned fire escape. I groaned and forced an eye open, to see Everlast slowly rising to his feet, his mangled body slowly pulling itself back into shape.

      He stretched luxuriantly, the tattoos on his back rippling. “You shot an unarmed man in the back, Mickey. A dying unarmed man, no less.” He turned to face me, grinning like a cat, as his swollen eye smoothed itself out and his cuts sealed. “And you were just about to tear my head off, just to be sure, weren’t you?” He clapped his hands slowly. “Well done. You truly are my brother.”

      I dragged myself up the wall of the tunnel, trying to clear my head from my hundred mile an hour face plant. In the dull red emergency lighting, I saw that the rooms here were all unoccupied, but they were definitely containment cells. Something told me there was at least one prisoner down at the end of the hall, and I had a damned good idea of who it was. Doc Lazarus.

      “I’m not your brother, asshole.” Far above us, a dull thud shook the whole fortress, bursting pipes and flooding the corridor with jets of steam.

      If I could just stall him long enough, the whole place would come down on us anyways, and Doc or not, he’d be trapped under a quarter-million tons of debris. We all would, and no amount of healing would get us free. It wasn’t the best scenario, but he’d still lose. Maybe that would have to be enough.

      Everlast tried to brush the dirt off his tattered suit pants, then gave up and sighed. “I hope that you’re satisfied, Mickey. The tailor who made this suit for me died years ago. I’ll never get it repaired properly.” He strolled down the corridor to me, passing through a cloud of steam and gesturing to me. “That abomination you’re wearing is holding up quite well, though.” I pushed off the wall, trying desperately to clear my vision, as he ran forward and kicked me in the chest. “You simply must tell me where you had it done!”

      I stumbled back, frantically blocking his attacks. He was back at one hundred percent again, and I felt like I’d thrown myself out of a moving car. Through the dim light I could see that smug grin back on his face, and I pushed through the pain, grabbing his wrist and stomping hard on his bare foot, grinding it into the metal grating. He shouted in pain, and I heaved him against a steam pipe, the sizzle of flesh like music to my ears.

      Everlast roared and flung himself at me, slamming me into the wall, and twisting my arm up and back. I tried to turn and get out of his grip, but he followed the motion, swinging me face-first into a bulkhead, and wrenching hard on my trapped arm. An involuntary bark of pain escaped me as I felt my shoulder pop out of its socket.

      “That’s it, brother. Scream. Beg. And then die!” Everlast wrenched even harder on the dislocated arm, tearing a cry of rage and agony out of me. I wedged my foot between my body and the wall that Everlast had pinned me against, and threw us both backwards, tearing loose of him and staggering away, my right arm hanging useless at my side. He limped toward me on his crushed foot, and I realized we had gotten turned around, and I was between him and the cell that was holding Doc.

      Another explosion, much closer this time, threw us both to the side as the whole fortress tilted. I groaned as I slammed my shoulder against another cell door. “Your enchanted castle’s a real piece of shit, you know that?” I lashed out with my good arm, driving an elbow into his face and pushing myself to my feet on the crooked floor.

      Everlast rolled along the wall, clutching at his smashed nose and moaning. A huge chunk of rubble crashed down through the hole I had punched into the ceiling of the tunnel, dropping onto more pipes and exploding. Now we were trapped between a dead end and an inferno.

      “Objects are not permanent, brother.” He pushed off the wall and tried to balance in the angled hallway with his broken foot, still coming back for more. “Only a man’s deeds are truly everlasting.”

      I staggered away from the villain, backing away from the fire that was coming up the tunnel behind Everlast. I could just feel the glimmer of Doc’s immense healing power and moaned as I wrenched my shoulder back into place. I felt the door to Doc’s power slam shut before I could heal any more than that, but Everlast was still too far away to use it for himself. The hall tilted crazily as more explosions rocked the castle, and I zigzagged across the floor and walls, hopping back and forth as the tunnel twisted and writhed around me, tackling Everlast and forcing him away from any opportunity to regenerate himself.

      We were fighting on the wall at this point, the corridor had twisted almost ninety degrees. Everlast hooked his fingers into the floor grating that was now the side of the hall and dragged himself upright in the smoke-filled tunnel. “This Citadel may fall, but my legacy can never be un-done. My name will forever be spoken with fear and awe. But you, Blue Badger, will barely be a footnote in history, just another casualty of the mighty Everlast. Frankly, it is more than you deserve.”

      I got to my knees, looking at the row of doors beneath us by the light of the flames creeping closer. I slapped at the button for the cell door in front of me, the hydraulics miraculously still intact. It hissed open, leaving a four-foot wide pit between Everlast and me. I clambered to my feet, arms out for balance at the edge of the precipice, glaring at the villain silhouetted by the fire.

      “You talk too much, man. You want to kill me for your great ‘legacy’? Come try it.”

      I swayed, feigning exhaustion, and threw myself against the wall when another blast tore through the destroyed building, grabbing the metal grating to keep myself upright.

      He glared at me, then laughed. “You really think I cannot get past your pitiful trap, even with one foot? You insult me, Mickey. Look at you. Even healed, you cannot stand. Very well. I will honor your final request and kill you before the flames have the chance.” He took a step back toward the fire and then took a staggering step on his shattered foot, planting his good one on the lip of the open cell door, and leaping into the air at me.

      With a scream of effort and rage, I wrenched the section of grating out and swung it into the villain, swatting him backward. He flew down into the darkness of the cell, landing with a sickening crunch. The fire was almost on top of me now, and in the hellish light I could see Everlast at the bottom of the hole, his leg twisted at an unnatural angle. He turned his head up to glare at me in defiance, still trying to get to his feet.

      I stomped the button for the cell door again and leaped down on top of him, feet connecting with his jaw as the armored bulkhead hissed closed above us, sealing out the fire and trapping me with Everlast’s unconscious form as the darkness swallowed us both. The room spun again as an explosion tore down the corridor we’d just been in, but I held on tightly to my prisoner.

      The air inside the cell was getting thick and stale by the time Audrey wrenched the door off, peering in anxiously. I blinked and held my hand up to block the light pouring in from above, giving her a tired smirk. “Took you long enough, lady.”

      She started to reach down, but froze as she saw Everlast under me, still unconscious. “Shit, I need to get away before —"

      I waved a hand dismissively, hoisting the villain’s battered body over my shoulder and floating up and out of the cell myself, her power flooding through me and healing my injuries. “It’s okay. Trust me, he can’t use his powers if he’s not awake. But if he so much as snores, I’m gonna give him a concussion.”

      I rose out of the cell to a scene of utter devastation. Nothing recognizable as the fortress still stood in the pile of wreckage. The hall that had held the prison cells was torn away on the opposite side, and smoke and dust hung over the entire city like a shroud.

      Invulnerable Girl drifted up to meet me, seeing the look of blank horror on my face at the destruction. “I know you wanted me to stick close to smash the place, but it started coming down by itself. One of the thrusters blew, and the whole Citadel almost fell over onto the city.” She grinned a little sheepishly, gesturing down at the soot and slashes through her costume. “I was a little preoccupied with that. When Indomitable Man crawled out of the wreckage, he told us where to start looking for you.” She offered me an embarrassed smile. “Sorry it took so long.”

      I sighed with relief, knowing that Doc had gotten himself out. We flew down to a relatively clear patch, and I dropped Everlast like a sack of trash onto a shattered slab of armor plating. “No, you did the right thing. I told you I’d take care of it, and I did.” Across the debris field, I could see the heroes combing through the rubble, fishing out survivors and making sure the fires were out. “Jesus, what a mess. It’s going to take ages to rebuild everything Everlast and his lackeys destroyed.”

      Audrey nodded somberly. “Yeah, it will. But we’ll do it.” She glanced over at Everlast, her expression sad. “Everlast thought that he was better than humanity because he wasn’t afraid to kill anyone who stood up to him. But what really matters is —"

      I gently put my finger against her lips. “No big morals. We won, and that’s enough for today. We’ll handle tomorrow when it gets here.”

      I leaned in to kiss the girl of my dreams, among the wreckage of Everlast’s failed ambitions.
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      The crowd in Xavier’s Bar and Grill erupted into a chorus of cheers and laughter as Sarah finished her song, hopped down from the stage, and strolled over to me and What Son before picking her drink up. “There. I hope you’re all happy now.” We laughed and patted her on the back as she pouted. “I have a terrible voice. Not as bad as this guy, though.” She gave me an amused wink.

      I sipped my whiskey and leaned back against the bar. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I knocked that song out of the park.” They both stared at me. “Okay, maybe I just knocked it out of key. Who cares? Everyone always joins in when it’s Journey.”

      I tossed the last of my drink and waved the bartender over for a refill. I saw a huge guy squeeze through the bar’s front door, and I waved him over. “Hey, Chet! Over here, man!”

      Sarah ran over and hugged Chet, who blushed furiously. “Thank God you’re late. You missed hearing me sing.” She led him off, chatting and hanging happily onto his arm. Chet was a good guy deep down, even if he could be a little blockheaded and impulsive sometimes. Luckily for him, Sarah definitely had a thing for guys with those qualities. I knew that firsthand.

      Audrey and Angela came out of the hallway in the back of the bar, where the bathrooms and the pool tables were, and Son happily slid down to let them take stools on either side of me. Even in casual clothes, they both commanded attention, and the other patrons were giving them plenty of it. Angela shrugged apologetically and gave me a sweet smile. “I’m sorry we missed Sarah’s song, but I needed to powder my nose.”

      What Son chuckled and shook his head. “You ladies always gotta have a buddy for that, don’t you? I don’t blame you though. Mickey’s voice made a lot of people need to hit the bathroom.”

      I laughed and clutched theatrically at my heart.

      Audrey tossed back her margarita like a champ and waved down the bartender, who was as impressed with her drinking capacity as he was with her figure. Her superhuman metabolism had its benefits and drinking everyone in a bar under the table was just one of them.

      “Don’t let them tease you too bad, Mickey. It wasn’t as bad as all that. Then again, I do have a lot of practice tuning out background noise, so maybe I’m not the person to ask.” She blinked those gorgeous grey eyes at me and smiled. “Maybe I’ll ask my downstairs neighbors what they think. They’ve had lots of chances to hear both of our voices at full volume lately.”

      Angela blushed beet-red at that and patted What Son urgently on the back as he sputtered and choked on his martini. “A-Audrey! Do you really have to talk like … that? In public?” Poor Angela looked like she needed to lie down from embarrassment. Son was just milking his predicament to get a longer back rub from Angela.

      Audrey shrugged and draped her arm around my shoulders. “Why shouldn’t I talk like that? I’m happy. We both are. Why should I care what a bunch of strangers think? Besides, aren’t we all friends here?”

      I raised my whiskey glass, nodding in agreement. The rest of our little family did the same, and we shared a toast to newfound happiness. Everyone in this town could drink to that after Everlast’s attack.

      A lot had changed in the last month. The city was still rebuilding, but the people here were tough. And with Everlast rotting in an isolation cell in Blackstone Supermax Prison, they had a right to have a little fun. We had combed the wreckage for Doktor Helix, and Nefarious, and the rest of the mad scientists Everlast had been collecting, but there was no sign of them. Without Everlast keeping them together, they had probably gone their separate ways, but they probably weren’t too eager to stick their heads out right away.

      We’d still find them and bring them down. But probably not tonight. Tonight was for celebrating.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank You for reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Curious about what happens to Mickey next?

        Find out soon!

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear reader, if you REALLY want to read the next Super Human novel- I’ve got a bit of bad news for you.

      Unfortunately, Amazon will not tell you when the next comes out.

      You’ll probably never know about my next books, and you’ll be left wondering what happened to Mickey and the gang. That’s rather terrible.

      There is good news though! There are three ways you can find out when the next book is published:

      1) You join my mailing list by clicking here.

      2) You follow me on my Facebook page or join my Facebook Group. I always announce my new books in both those places as well as interact with fans.

      3) You follow me on Amazon. You can do this by going to the store page (or clicking this link) and clicking on the Follow button that is under the author picture on the left side.

      If you follow me, Amazon will send you an email when I publish a book. You’ll just have to make sure you check the emails they send.

      Doing any of these, or all three for best results, will ensure you find out about my next book when it is published.

      If you don’t, Amazon will never tell you about my next release. Please take a few seconds to do one of these so that you’ll be able to join Mickey and the gang on their next adventure.
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