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Prologue

 

 

San Francisco, California

 

I hate them, the text popped up on the screen as he typed. My hate boils in my veins, super-heats my blood to explosive thresholds. I want to blow up at them, like literally blow up, take them all out in a blast of super-heated fire.

You know what I mean?

The words were so easy to type, easy because he meant them, meant them down to his bones, which felt like they’d picked up part of the boiling in his soul. 

The air had a scent of dead flowers, sickly and sweet, and light streamed in through a single window. A squeak above him heralded the movement of his upstairs neighbor. Quiet as a mouse. Hell, maybe she was a mouse.

He stared at the screen, waiting. Would an answer come?

The reply finally came back: I know exactly what you mean. But what are you going to do about it?

That was the question, wasn’t it? He shifted in his seat, leaned back as he stared at the almost unnoticeable pixels in the laptop screen.

Kill them all, probably, he typed back. Then he smiled.

Really? That answer came back quick.

He shrugged. No, not really. I mean, I maybe sort of could, but... A frown puckered his brow. They deserve to hurt, but if I tried to kill them...well, they’d stop me, I think.

He stared at the screen.

Maybe. But you could still make them pay. There are other ways to hurt them, make them suffer other than just killing them.

A light tingle in the back of his head turned to a buzz as the idea caught hold and triggered a physical response.

His scalp was tingling.

They deserve more, after all. For what they did to you.

He stared at the chat bar. This was a secure connection. He was sure of that much. The encryption was beyond the government’s ability to easily listen in on them. And he’d known...well, the two of them had been talking long enough that he was sure his friend wasn’t a government agent trying to induce him to do something just to bust him. There was trust between them. They were simpatico, at least in this particular target of hatred.

You still there?

Yeah, he typed back. Just thinking. 

Then, ahh, what the hell:

What did you have in mind?

The answer came immediately. You strike back. Not let this shit go unanswered. They deserve it, the arrogant bastards. Why not make them pay for once? Really rub their faces in it.

He rubbed a hand through his thinning hair, felt the sweat break out on his upper lip.

They did deserve it, didn’t they?

Why would he even hesitate to pay them back?

And then the words appeared, the question that made him think he’d sat idle long enough:

So...what are you going to do about it?
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Guy Friday

 

This was going to be the greatest day in the history of all days, ever, anywhere.

“What’s up, Friday?” Augustus Coleman asked as Friday, the titular hero of his own and everyone else’s stories, strolled into the bullpen of the Metahuman Search, Seek, Destroy and Ass-Kicking Agency of Eden Prairie, Minnesota at the crisp and wonderful time of twelve noon.

“I am up, and moving, and rolling, and life is totally kittens, my homie,” Friday said, snapping a finger at Augustus, who was the funkiest of funk soul brothers. Much funkier than Jamal, whose level of funk was somewhere around minus-two. Life had to be tough for the non-funky.

“Whassup, Friday?” Jamal said, with his negative funkiness. He was reading, which was par for the course for his geeky self. Always with the glasses and the reading. Like a geek. Maybe he was actually a minus-fifteen, funk-wise.

“The skies are up. Also, my erection.” 

“Thanks for sharing,” Jamal said, cringing and turning away.

His name wasn’t actually Friday. That was a nickname given to him by his favorite (and only) niece, Sienna (Funk Level: 8,000, because she was the SLAY QUEEN). As nicknames went, it took a while to grow on him. It was everybody’s favorite day of the week, after all. When people said his name, it was like weight came off their shoulders. FRIDAY!

Also, the title of a fantastic classic of the American Cinema.

Friday made his way through the strangely quiet rows of cubicles in the bullpen, bouncing to the badass rendition of Uptown Funk playing in his head. He almost ran into that little Olivia, but she hurled herself out of the way at the last second, luckily for her. Nothing could stop Friday, the unbelievable steamboat of manliness, as he cruised toward his destination.

“Friday,” Reed called from his office door. There he was, the long-haired hippie boss that was so uptight he practically sprained a muscle every time he spoke. Friday figured his bowel movements must come out as compressed coal, he was so uptight.

“Dude,” Friday said, heading for his desk. No finger-snap for Reed. He was too tense to appreciate one, anyway.

Reed just cringed, a perfect picture of his utter hopelessness as a hip cat. “I sent you an email last night. Did you get it?”

“Email? Pfffft!” Friday dismissed that foolishness out of hand. “Emails are so noughties. It’s all text messages these days, bro. Get with the program. This is why you’re dating an aged slice instead of a young, hot dish.”

Reed’s eyes twitched slightly. “I’m going to ignore what you just said there. I sent you an email telling you to be here at 9 am for a meeting.”

“I didn’t get it,” Friday said. “Because I don’t do email. Old people do email. Your grandmother probably does email. I’m guessing she forwards like ten, twenty chain letters a day. Probably half of them are making fun of President Gondry for being a lame-o.”

Reed paused, thinking about that sage slice of wisdom for a second. “My grandmothers are both dead, so far as I know, so I doubt they’re forwarding me anything these days, related to Gondry or no.”

“You should have sprung for a deluxe coffin with internet access,” Friday said. “Keep in touch in their twilight, graveyard years.”

Reed just shook his head. “Life has really been a struggle, communicating with you.” He swept his door wide. “Come into my office, please.”

Friday paused at his desk. It was in perfect, immaculate condition. “Just a sec. I have a very important morning routine item that I have to scratch off before I can have any meetings.”

“Yeah, sure, okay,” Reed said. “Make it qu—”

“Great.” Friday opened the top drawer and pulled out a package of Fruit-by-the-Foot and opened it, peeled the whole thing off the paper in one long lump, then stuffed the whole thing in his mouth. “Juzz uh secun.”

“Why did you stuff that whole thing in your mouth before our meeting?” Reed asked, throwing his arms wide, his eyes squinted and his mouth hanging open.

Friday held up a finger. Needed to swell his jaw muscles to finish this quickly. “Breh-fs!”

He grew those muscles, chewing furiously, until he’d shredded the Fruit-by-the-Foot into submission. “Ah!” he said once it was done. “I triumph over this, as I do over everything.”

Reed was just shaking his head. “Just get in my office.”

“Hey, guys, I’m getting a raise,” Friday said, looking back at Jamal and Reed. They had their heads down. Very down. Studiously down. Hmm. Maybe Jamal’s geekery was bringing down Augustus’s funk level, too. Friday would have to play some tight music for them later, break them out of this sad state. Bang Bang by Jessie J ft. Nicki Minaj and Ariana Grande would probably do it.

Friday cruised into Reed’s lame-tacular office and sat down in one of the tiny, inadequate, probably European chairs he had sitting across from his desk. He had to shrink to fit, which suggested, again, lameness and inadequacy. No one liked small, after all. “This place is dead today,” Friday said. “Did everyone call in sick with low funk levels?”

“I don’t think that’s an actual, permitted sick day excuse,” Reed said, taking his own chair, which was slightly more adequate and less European. Because it was bigger. “At least not most places.”

“It should be,” Friday said. “Low funk levels can cause a variety of ailments such as Elephantiasis, gout, and even impotence.” He nodded at Reed. “You should really get yours checked, unless you want someone more manly to come and snatch that piece of Mexican sweetness from you.”

“For the hundredth time, my girlfriend is Italian,” Reed said, taking a deep breath before speaking.

“She’s far, far too adequate to be European,” Friday said, shaking his head. “Trust me on this.”

“I don’t think I will, no.”

“Your loss,” Friday said. “And I mean that literally. You’ll be crying when she leaves to jam with someone with a higher funk level. I mean, you probably cry a lot anyway, given that femme hairstyle of yours and the sheer volume of product you use to keep it looking smooth and pretty, but I would guess this would result in more crying than is standard even for you.”

Reed just stared at him through partially closed eyes. “So...the reason I called you in for this meeting today...”

“I know,” Friday said. “I’m doing an awesome job. You don’t have to say it.”

Reed’s eyes narrowed farther. “I can’t actually say that.”

“Because you’re femme and don’t know how to adequately express your overwhelming feelings about me? That’s cool, it happens a lot. And I’m very manly, so I don’t need to hear compliments from you, anyway. My sense of self-worth is very well-developed.”

“I can’t argue with that,” Reed said, blinking a few times. “But no, that’s not why I called you in here—”

“I’m ready for my raise now,” Friday said.

That made Reed blink more. “That’s not—”

“I understand that as a femme type, you are probably uncomfortable discussing money, which is a very manly pursuit,” Friday said. “That’s okay. I’m going to write down a number here on your girly sticky pad—”

“It’s a Post-it,” Reed said, watching him pick it up, “and it’s blue. How is that girly...?”

“Blue is the color of little boys,” Friday said, writing down a number. “And only a woman can have a boy.” He tore the note across the bottom, intentionally leaving behind the sticky portion on the pad, and flashed the number to Reed. “Here. This is what I’m worth to you. All you have to do is tell whoever handles your money to start putting this in my account every week.”

Reed leaned forward. “That says one million dollars.”

Friday nodded. “Trust me, girly-man. It’s more than fair.”

Reed settled back rather heavily in his chair. “No, it’s not. A million a year for you is ridiculous. That’s more than the yearly revised payroll for the entire agency.”

“It’s a million a week,” Friday said. “Your girly command of manly math betrays you again. Stay in your lane, fem-boy.”

Reed just stared at him, then sighed. “I didn’t call you in here to give you a raise.”

“Well, I’m not leaving without one,” Friday said, and crossed his arms in front of him. “So I guess we’re going to see if your weak, feminine will can hold out against my bold, hugenormous, masculine one.”

Reed clenched his jaw tight. “I don’t know why you keep calling me femme or feminine like it’s some sort of insult, but I’m not insulted by it. I think it’s a little weird—”

“You’re a little weird. And femme. Which is normal for boys nowadays, I guess, in this weird, femme, testosterone-reduced world.”

“Friday, you’re fired,” Reed said, eye twitching at the corner. “That’s what I called you in for.”

Friday just sat there, sifting through that. “You can’t fire me.”

“Pretty sure I can,” Reed said. “That’s why I’m the boss.”

“Your sister is the boss,” Friday said.

Reed’s eye twitched again. “No, she’s not. She put me in charge here.”

“Let’s call her up and ask her what she thinks about all this femme ridiculousness, then,” Friday said, rising to his feet and reaching for the phone.

“You can’t call Sienna,” Reed said, rising up himself. “She works for the FBI now. She’s busy.”

“Then you can’t fire me,” Friday said, crossing his arms. 

“Yes, I can,” Reed said. “That’s why I’m the boss.”

“Then I’ll sue you for sexual harassment.”

Reed blinked a couple times. “What?”

“I see the way you look at me,” Friday said. “With those bedroom eyes. Flipping your hair over your shoulder when you see me.”

“I do not do any of those things in response to you. I have a girlfriend, for crying out loud—”

“You’re singling me out,” Friday said. “You can’t handle my raw sex appeal. I see it plainly. And I bet a court will, too.”

“I did not ‘single you out,’” Reed said, face a couple shades darker. “I fired a lot of people today who we can no longer afford. None of the rest of them asked for a raise before I did so, but I guess that’s what makes you special, Friday.”

“Oh.” Friday just sat there for a minute. “Who else did you fire?”

“Almost everyone,” Reed said. “Except for Eilish, Angel, Olivia—”

“You kept the girls. Because you’re girly and you feel more comfortable with your own kind.”

Reed’s eyes honed to a fine, squinted glare. “Also Scott, Jamal and Augustus.”

“Because you lack any funk whatsoever and can only hope that some of Augustus’s rubs off on you by proxy. But the joke’s on you, because Jamal is dweeby and possessed of negative funk, and you’re getting that, too.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“It’s kind of racist to assume you can sponge funk off of them just because they’re black.”

“Okay, we’re done,” Reed said, standing up and pointing to the door. “You’re fired. There’s no longer a reason for you to be here. Please leave.”

“I see how it is,” Friday said, getting to his feet. “You’re threatened by me. By the manliness that just wafts off of me. You can smell it.”

“Mostly I smell the Fruit-by-the-Foot on your breath.”

“You know what?” Friday asked.

Reed froze, sighed, then asked, “What?”

“I’ve been on my best behavior for you while I’ve been working here,” Friday said.

“That was your best, huh? Might want to work on that if you expect to keep another job someday, because I’ve been holding off on firing you for a long time at Sienna’s recommendation. You’ve earned this twenty times over just by virtue of your sexual harassment practices.”

“But you see,” Friday said, ignoring his extraneous and pointless commentary, “now that you’ve fired me...” He swelled, adding muscle and growing another foot. “I don’t have to play nice anymore.”

Reed’s eyes showed the first sign of alarm. “Friday, don’t do anything stupid.”

“You think I’m stupid?” Friday asked, adding another few inches of muscle on his biceps. “Well, I think you’re a girl, and not just because of that hair. You’re too sensitive, and you worry about stupid nit-picky things, like proper use of a salad fork—”

“When have I ever cared about you using a salad fork?” Reed raised his hands in exasperation. “I’m mostly concerned about the horrifying things you say to the people around here.”

“You’re worried about what I say?” Friday asked, staring down at him.

“Yeah,” Reed said, looking up, a hand ready at his side. He was getting twitchy, Friday could see it. “Have you heard yourself? You give offense pretty much everywhere you go.”

“Who cares?” Friday asked. “Why so sensitive? You’re all such little bitches, being so sensitive.”

“Uh, the people who receive your off-putting insults and offensive comments care,” Reed said. “You get that, yeah?”

“No, I don’t. And not ‘yeah,’” Friday said, and looked at the wall to his right. “The parking lot’s just out there, isn’t it?”

“Uh...” Reed said, eyeing the wall to his left. “I think so. Why?”

“Not ‘yeah,’” Friday said, as he lifted his phone in one hand, smiling. “It’s...” He turned to the wall, raised his other hand—

“OH YEAHHHHHHH—!” Friday smashed through the drywall, stone facade and busted right out, taking the one-story drop to the grass that surrounded the building, taking a selfie as he did so. Coughing as he waved a cloud of plaster dust out of his face, he looked back up. “Suck it, loser! You may still be the boss of this place, but you’re also a girly man. And I can get another job.” He thumped his chest. “Hell, maybe I’ll finally have some time for my music career again.” He crossed his hands over his crotch in an X, and took a selfie while he was doing that, too, before shouting, “Suck it!” And off he went, shrinking as he walked across the parking lot to the car.

“Good riddance,” Reed muttered, looking out the hole in the wall. It was quiet, but Friday heard it, of course.

Friday had almost made it to his car when he realized something. “Hey!” he called up.

Reed peered out at him through the mighty hole in the wall. “What?”

Friday stared up. “Can you give me a reference?”

Reed stared back at him, slow incredulity dawning across his face. “You just Kool-Aid man’d through my wall after calling me a girl like twenty-seven times. And accusing me of sexually harassing you.”

“Yeah,” Friday said. “But we’re like family.”

Reed stared at him for a long moment more, then sighed, rolled his eyes, and said, “Sure.”

“Totally kittens,” Friday said, and headed for his car, uploading the photos to his Socialite account. It hadn’t gone like he’d planned, but hey, busting through a wall. This video had some real awesomeness to it. Maybe it would go viral. 

This could still the best day ever.
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Sienna

Queens, New York

Three Months Later

 

I was not having the best day ever.

“Movement ahead,” FBI Agent Georgia West said, sliding up to the door frame opposite me. She had a modified Glock 17 in hand, barrel pointed straight up as I hugged the wall a couple feet from her, my own gun drawn and pointed at the ground.

“Copy that,” I said. “I can hear ’em.” I could, too. Loud crashing echoed through the hallways of this office complex.

Trouble.

We’d been called to this section of Queens by the NYPD, who’d gotten a report of a metahuman incident at a software development company. I’d been skeptical when we’d received the report. I mean, a software development company in Queens? But we’d gone, and sure enough, there was a company apparently developing some kind of software here.

Oh, and also a metahuman crashing through walls. That had been obvious from the holes in the wall when we’d pulled up.

“Back-up is ten minutes out,” West said, pushing her pixie haircut out of her eyes. I know, I was shocked too that a pixie haircut could get in your eyes, but hers did somehow. Needed to trim her bangs, I guess. “Holloway and Hilton.”

“You want to wait for ’em?” I asked. Another crash suggested our runaway meta had busted down another wall.

West grinned. “Hell no. You ain’t afraid of a little trouble, are you?”

“Not if you’re covering me,” I said, and swept off the wall, heading in. West was a hell of a shooter. She could just about pick a flea off a dog’s back with a pistol at a hundred yards. And she wasn’t even a meta.

“On your six.” She fell in behind me, and down the hall we went.

There were definitely signs of this meta’s passage. Doors knocked off the hinges. A computer on a cart overturned and destroyed. Looked like this troublemaker had stomped it for good measure, electronic guts blasted all over the hall along with shards of the monitor.

“Somebody had a good time here,” West opined. I could not disagree. If I was visiting a software company criminally, trashing it sounded like proper fun to me, too.

I locked my eyes on a shadowed lump on the floor ahead under a flickering light bulb. Traces of crimson streaked out from it, leading beyond and around a corner. “Got a body here,” I said quietly, keeping my gun up.

Holes in the ceiling showed evidence of something ripping through it, tiles knocked asunder as though whatever had left this mess had thrown someone up. I stooped to check on the pulse; none was evident. The face was streaked with red; serious gashes in the face made it impossible to tell if it was male or female. White skull peeked out from beneath dripping blood, the signs of a heart long stopped.

“Moving,” West said, two steps behind me as I cleared the corner, Glock pointing forward. No dislodged lights or ceiling tiles ahead, but the thundering sounds had died down, leaving us in the quiet. It felt eerie, walking in this place with this inherent danger lurking somewhere out of sight. “See anything?”

“Just signs of passage for something big and angry,” I said, glancing at a deep scarring on the wall to my right. It looked as though something strong had buried three fingers into drywall and gouged it out in a five-foot line that shredded the painted surface. Blood-soaked footprints led down the corridor, strangely shaped. I knelt to take a closer look.

“What the hell made those?” West asked from over my shoulder. Her breathing was steady, and the only noise I could hear other than my own.

The footprint arrangement was truly strange. It almost looked human, but was at least twice the size of a normal man’s footprints, and correspondingly wider. There were also bloody points an inch or two out of every toe print and off the back of the heel, as though claws radiated from each of those places.

“This is new,” I said, keeping one eye firmly on the hall ahead as I examined the bloody footprint.

“What do you mean, new?” West asked. She sounded calm, mostly, though there was an edge of unease beneath it.

“New, as in nothing I’ve ever seen before,” I said. I stayed right in place, thinking for a second. “You know, it might behoove us to call in some additional backup.”

West shuffled behind me. “Local help?”

“I was thinking Gravity, yeah,” I said, lifting my cell phone out of my pocket. Gravity was Staten Island’s own superhero, but she worked all over the five boroughs. I had talked to her once or twice since arriving in New York six months ago, and I had a feeling she’d be more amenable to showing up if I called for her than, say, Captain Frost. Who was a douche-bag, and whom I’d talked to zero times since getting here. A trend that would continue into perpetuity, hopefully. I dialed the number and waited as it rang. “Come on, pick up.”

“Holloway and Hilton are five minutes out,” West said, keeping her Glock pointed past me.

Gravity’s voicemail picked up and it was a standard, electronic voice greeting. I waited for it to finish and beep and then I started with, “Hey, Jaime, this is Sienna. I wouldn’t normally call you, obviously, but I’m up in Queens and I’m running into something really weird—”

The wall in front of me exploded in a shower of drywall, steel beams and a metallic desk, and I dropped my phone without thinking about it. Both my hands went to steady the Glock for aiming as something stepped through the wall—

Something...huge.

Twice the height of a normal human, its head dragged across the ceiling tiles as it landed a massive, bloodstained foot on the tile, cracking it. The flesh almost looked human, except...more yellow-hued than any I’d ever seen, as though they were suffering from a wicked case of jaundice. The chest was as wide across as a Cadillac grill, and attached by a thick neck to a bald head that bore no resemblance to a human being’s. It was squat and bereft of hair and set with eyes even more yellow than the skin surrounding them. They found me, like little pinpricks of corn in a sea of grain as the massive creature—monster, really—knocked down a couple more ceiling tiles before stopping in the middle of the hallway to stare at me.

“Whoa,” I said, taking aim at the head.

“What the hell is that?” West asked, and now all the panic had left her voice. She sounded like a surgeon asking me to pass her a scalpel.

“That,” I said, staring at the thing before us, “is what we’re here for, I’m guessing. But as for what, specifically, it is?” I looked at it, it looked at me, and I could see some kind of basic intelligence behind those eyes, some rudimentary process of consideration as it cracked its knuckles—

Oh, man. Its knuckles.

Bones stuck out of the joints on its hands like claws, six or seven inches of craggy, rocky sharpness, and suddenly those marks in the wall made total sense.

“Hell if I know,” I said, as it raised its hand and lowered its shoulder, cocking them as though ready to charge. “But I’m thinking we’re about to find out.”


 

 

 

 

3.

 

 

It came at us in a bull rush, quickly, and we found out that bullets did absolutely nothing. They ricocheted and spanged off the beast’s yellow skin, embedding themselves in the walls and ceiling, the roar of gunfire almost lost under the roar of that thing. The smell of dead flowers filled the corridor, sickly and sweet, rushing up my nostrils as I moved.

I shoved West sideways and didn’t quite get clear of the charging path of the beast in time. It caught me in the shin as it went by, its kneecap catching me like a baseball bat to the bone. West and I landed in a tangle denoted with another gunshot as hers fired off into the ceiling about a foot from my ear before she could pull her finger off the trigger. Landing atop her, I rolled, coming back to my feet and emptying the rest of my Glock’s mag into the monster’s back.

The bullets did nothing.

The creature turned on me, teeth glinting in the flickering light. Either his bony head or stray shots had wrecked the nearest fluorescent lighting fixture, casting this part of the hallway in an alternating white light followed by shadowed darkness. The tiles where the thing had stepped were cracked and crushed from its sheer weight and power.

“Holy shit, what are you?” I asked as it came around, looking at me with those yellow eyes. I caught a glimpse of anger, and there, below the belt, un-bridled male anatomy. “Geez, guy. Put on a loincloth, maybe?”

It didn’t answer. Instead it bared its teeth and roared, coming at me again. I hooked a foot on West’s leg and, with no time for politeness, landed a foot in her crotch and shoved her down the hall before trying to get clear of the damned beast as it came at me again.

I didn’t quite make it.

The thing caught me with a low punch as I tried to roll clear, burying its clawed hand in my shoulder in a barbed punch that made me shout my displeasure to the world as I flew sideways, droplets of blood trailing after me like I was in space. They all hit the floor shortly, as did I, but for a moment it seemed like time was slowing down.

I managed a rough roll, bumping the back of my head as I came down. My shoulder was screaming, but I didn’t have time to do anything but tell it to take a number and wait. The beast was already coming back around from his latest bull charge, my blood dripping down the bony protrusions from his hand.

“What’s your name?” I asked, setting my feet so that my injured shoulder was back. He’d gotten me on the right side, which was my dominant hand. That’d put me at a slight disadvantage for the rest of this fight, but not an insurmountable one. I often practiced “disabled arm” drills. This was just the real-world test of those training sessions. “Is it Doomsday? Tell me it’s not Doomsday.”

The thing snorted, and I felt like I could see the rush of air out of its over-sized nostrils, and that dead-flowers smell nearly gagged me.

“So you’re Gardener Satan, then?” I asked, waving a hand in front of my nose. It was watching me with those yellow eyes, assessing, planning its next attack. It was strong, brutal, had a killer instinct. I’d never seen this kind of meta before, but it wasn’t so radically different from a shifter like Glen Parks. It’d just chosen something other than an animal form. Which was probably not possible for a shifter.

So...different. Yeah.

It came at me, and this time I stood my ground. I had to assume it was stronger than me, at least with my right shoulder at less than maximum effectiveness. It seemed like we were evenly matched in terms of reaction speed over this short of a distance, and so I had to use that to my advantage.

As it charged, I readied myself. There was no subtlety to its movement; its plan was “Get her!” and nothing more sophisticated. What it did when it “got her” was something I wasn’t eager to find out, but continuously dodging around the hallway wasn’t going to be a viable strategy forever. I had backup coming, but backup wasn’t going to do diddly shit against this thing unless they brought a Javelin missile launcher with them. Which they probably wouldn’t, in spite of my constant carping to add it to our arsenal. 

Stupid FBI and their concerns about firing explosives in the US mainland. This was the problem with working for the government; always so worried about managing their downside risk that they didn’t let me play with the fun toys.

I noticed for the first time that this monster had bone protrusions out of his knee joints, too. They were smaller, but present, like yellowed calcium-deposit knee pads. I needed to avoid those in my next move, as I threw myself, feet-first, into the monster’s legs, like I was sliding into third base.

It was not my most elegant plan. When fighting monsters, seemingly unstoppable creatures, or invincible men, I had a few cardinal rules. Number one was “go for the weak points.”

This thing was huge. Its balance was a key thing. Taking the legs out meant dropping it to the floor.

To that end, I collided with its left leg, twisting to wrap my own around it as it was mid-stride. It swiped low as I passed, trying to annihilate my head before I could crash into it, but it failed because it couldn’t stop in time.

Once I had my legs in a nice figure-four pretzel with its, I twisted my entire body to put pressure on the back of its knee. And when I want to put pressure on something, I don’t do it in small amounts. I threw all my meta strength into it, and it was the equivalent of being knocked in the knee with a sledgehammer. By Superman.

The beast collapsed in a slow-motion crash as he tangled in my legs. The thud was epic, like an earthquake beneath me, running through my bones as we ended up in a pile of limbs and torso and all else. He got mad when he landed, panic translated into a wild thrashing, and I hurried to remove my legs from harm’s way.

It didn’t work.

One of his knee spikes laid open my calf, and I let another small shout as I jerked away like he’d burned me. It certainly felt like it, nerves on fire as I tried to get to my feet. “West, tell backup to stay the hell out of here,” I said, unable to actually see my wing-man. Wing-woman. Whatever West was.

West didn’t answer, or if she did, it got lost in the screaming roar of the beast. It kicked out at me and I jumped, missing a flailing, bone-clawed leg as it swung under my feet. It only missed me by inches, and when I came down my wound let me know of its displeasure at all my life choices up to this point.

I ignored it. Not dying was more important than answering pain.

The beast surged back to its feet, clearly pissed off but lacking the two bleeding wounds that I was laboring under. I took a couple steps back, but it roared as it lunged at me. My leg faltered a little; not much, just enough wobble to slow me.

And the damned thing caught me.

It buried its bony knuckle protrusions in my gut and ran me into a wall like a runaway freight train bearing me down the tracks. The pain was indescribable, analogous only to the other times people had shoved sharp objects into my guts. I hit the wall and it battered my head, my entire nervous system overwhelmed. 

The beast’s face was right there in front of me, and I spiked a punch into it.

It hurt. Me, not him. 

Blood slicked my knuckles and dripped down its flat nose, which was hard as a stone and sharper than one. My hand hurt, but it was the least of my pains.

The beast shoved its fist deeper into my belly and I gasped. My hands stopped working, and I stared into those yellow eyes, saw the rage and malice mingled with the beastly uncaring.

Whatever this thing was...it was not human. At least not now.

It was anger, pure and unmitigated, unstoppable fury given a disastrous form. Blood bubbled to my lips and I tried to form words.

None came out.

My nervous system had short-circuited, taken too much pain in too little time. Nothing was working anymore, everything was pain, the whole world was pain, my vision a black tunnel centered on the creature before me.

Something hit it in the side of the head. Long, flexible, it shattered on impact, and those yellow eyes barely registered the hit.

Oh, shit. West.

I could see her, barely, behind the thing. My lips wanted to move, wanted to scream, wanted to warn her to GET OUT in the loudest possible voice.

But I had no breath. No motion. My hands didn’t work, my legs didn’t work. Neither did my mouth.

It lashed out with the hand that wasn’t buried in me, and West just disintegrated under the blow. The blood splatter was all I could see through the black clouding the edges of my vision.

My neck started to sag, eyes fighting to close. The smell of blood, that tang of iron, was flooding through my nostrils, filling my mouth.

“Enjoy the show,” the thing said, harsh and low. Was he talking to me? I couldn’t tell.

A whisper like a blast of thunder seemed to shake me, as my eyes slid off those yellow pools staring into me. The beast’s hand grabbed onto something up in me, hard, and I jerked.

He’d found new ways to hurt me, it seemed, and I shook as he ripped his hand free—

I slid down the wall and fell over, looking up, the world almost totally black. The beast held something in its hand, something ovoid and oblong, dripping—

My...heart?

I tried to take another breath, to form a word, any word, but none came. The blackness clouding the edges of my vision puffed up, wider, into the center, and my breath left me...

...As I died.
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Xavier Holloway

 

“Do we have eyes on the thing?” Holloway asked, slipping down the hallway of QuantiFIE, some tech company set up in Queens.

“Not sure.” Kerry Hilton had one hand out with her drawn pistol, the other tapping her earpiece. They’d hooked into the local police chatter when they’d reached the scene—damned traffic had set them back ten minutes, and they’d gotten off light at that. “The locals are trying to establish a perimeter, but they’re still arriving and getting set up.”

“Nealon and West have been here for ten minutes without backup,” Holloway said, straining as he looked at the torn-up walls. Something had ripped through here. It looked more like a monster movie than any normal crime scene he’d been to.

That was the shitshow about this job. Metahumans were a disaster, always. Normal criminals didn’t leave this kind of a mess unless they were stealing the copper out of the walls.

“It’s an industrial park, Holloway,” Hilton said, covering him as he sliced the pie, pointing his gun around the corner a few degrees at a time so he didn’t totally expose himself to enemy fire. “Lotta ways in, lotta ways out.”

“Doesn’t help that half the park is abandoned,” Holloway griped. The hallway ahead was clear, but seriously torn up. He keyed his radio mic. “Nealon, West, you copy? Holloway and Hilton on scene. Following the trail of carnage. Oof, body.” Holloway saw the lump under the flickering light ahead, but didn’t bother to check as he passed. That sucker was dead, no doubt. Looked like the monster got them.

“Think we’re getting close?” Hilton asked, moving up to just behind him as they reached another corner.

“Why?” Holloway asked, setting up to take the corner. “You worried about your metahuman girlfriend? She’s fine, I’m sure.”

Hilton let out a low grunt of impatience. “Then why isn’t she answering? And Nealon’s not my girlfriend, Holloway. Don’t get your fantasies tangled up in reality.”

“A man can dream,” Holloway muttered, but there wasn’t much enthusiasm in it. Nealon would just as soon skin him alive as have anything to do with him in the bedroom department, and she’d made that abundantly clear in New Orleans. Mostly he was trying to avoid her wroth these days, which seemed fine by her. It was doubly fine by him, but hell if he was going to let a fellow agent go into danger without backup, even if she did hate his guts. He took the corner slow, and saw—

“Holy mofo hell,” Hilton said, taking the corner behind him as Holloway slipped out before fully checking all the angles. He’d seen the figures on the ground, the blood everywhere—

Blood.

Everywhere.

—and caution had gone to the damned wind. He keyed his mic—“Agents down, agents down!”—with all the urgency he had, breaking into a run into the disaster area ahead.

“EMS is already on their way up,” a distant NYPD officer crackled over the radio. “Scene is not secure, repeat, scene is not secure.”

“Tell me something I don’t know,” Holloway said, taking it all in with a glance.

Something had come through the wall ahead. Something big.

Nealon was in a pile on her left side, slumped against the wall, glassy-eyed and staring. Blood covered her chin, her chest—hell, all of her. He looked down, then blinked what he’d seen away.

“Holy hell,” Hilton said. “What happened to...?”

Holloway didn’t feel the need to answer, because it seemed self-evident. 

Something had got her. 

A little ways beyond, that same something appeared to have gotten... “Shit,” he whispered. “West.”

Georgia West was dead, too. Whatever had hit her had left only half her face intact. Enough to identify the body and that was it; she was otherwise shattered from the collarbones up on one side.

Hilton gagged behind him. Holloway sympathized; he’d seen some pretty crazy shit in the war, but this was right up there.

He keyed his mic again. “Nealon is down. West is down. Repeat, we have two agents down. They are dead. Repeat, two agents down...definitely dead.”

Hilton retched again, but squatted next to Nealon, pushing two fingers into her throat and looking away.

Holloway watched, unsure there was much point to that, but not wanting to call the junior agent out for it. “Anything?” he asked after a few seconds.

Kerry Hilton just shook her head, rising to her feet. She looked at West for a second, then quickly away. “The perp...?” she asked, wavering a little. Probably still trying to get command of her stomach.

“No idea,” Holloway said, listening. There was no noise other than some footsteps coming up behind them. The cracked floor tiles suggested to him that whatever had done this was big. Mammoth, even, putting the floor damage together with the shredded ceiling. “Cover our six while I deal with these guys.” He pointed his gun toward the corner the footsteps were coming from. Just to be safe.

Hilton nodded and pointed her pistol past him. 

An EMT in a yellow vest came around the corner holding the front of a stretcher, hat pulled down over his face. As soon as he knew it was EMS, Holloway lowered the pistol. “Might as well just go back the way you came,” he said, keeping it at low rest in case this was some sort of ambush or trap. “Not going to be a need for your services here.”

The EMT kept coming, though, and another emerged from the corner behind him, this one female, shorter, hair long, dark and pulled up under the brim of her hat. “Hear that?” she asked with a Texas twang. “Lawman says we ain’t got no reason to be here.”

“Well, let’s just take a look anyway,” the man in the lead said as they jogged down the hall. He brushed past Holloway and went right for Nealon, ignoring West completely.

“This scene isn’t clear,” Holloway said, scanning the hall behind them. “Whatever did this to them is still on the loose.”

“I guess you’ll just have to watch our backs, then,” the guy said, already on his knees next to Nealon. He’d shaken the bag off his shoulder and was pulling out—

The hell?

He had a cooler of blood and was setting up an IV for a transfusion. 

“That’s not normal gear for a paramedic,” Holloway said, squinting down at them.

“It’s a field trial for new equipment,” the guy said. “Lucky us, we’re the guinea pigs. Or she is, I guess.” He chuckled as he nodded at Nealon’s corpse, but it didn’t sound very humorous. It sounded dry, actually, like the guy struggled to get it out. He said something else, but it was so low that Holloway didn’t catch it.

The female EMT scrambled to grab something bloody on the floor, picking it up in her un-gloved hands and carefully shoving it back into Nealon’s gaping stomach, like she was putting a missing piece back in a plastic model.

Holloway cringed. Sure, Nealon wasn’t feeling anything at this point, but what the hell was that EMT doing? And without gloves?

“Sir, please stand back,” the male EMT said, holding up a hand. He had the blood going now, and turned his attention to her chest. “Start compressions?”

“Sure, if that makes you feel better, sweetheart,” she said in that dripping Texas drawl.

“Aren’t you a little old for this job?” Holloway asked, looking down at the lady EMT. She had a few lines on her face and a couple stray grey hairs peeking out from under her hat.

She didn’t even spare him a glance. “Well bless your heart, son. You’re lucky we’re in civilized New York and not back where I come from, or you’d be in a lot worse shape than her pretty quick.” She looked at the male EMT. “Getting anything?”

“Probability is dropping,” he said, just low enough Holloway caught it. “I need to restart her heart.” He rummaged through his bag and came out with a portable defibrillator. “You want to do it?”

“I’m holding her together,” the lady EMT said, shaking her head. “You do it.”

“He can’t shock her while you’ve got a hand up there, lady,” Holloway said. This was like watching the Three Stooges try and do emergency medicine. “Maybe you ought to retire.”

“Sonny, I’ve forgotten more about healing people than you’ve ever known about harming ’em,” she muttered under her breath. “And I know just from looking at you that you’ve got experience harming people.” She turned her attention back to the male EMT. “Hit me. I can take it.”

“Hey, can you get me that fire extinguisher over there?” the male EMT asked, looking right at Holloway.

Holloway just gaped back at him. “She’s dead. What are you doing to do with it? Club her back to life?”

The male EMT just smiled. “Listen, Agent...?”

“Holloway.”

“Holloway, right,” the EMT said. “Why don’t you let us at least try and do our job? What’s the worst that can happen if you do?” He arched his eyebrows. “She’s still dead, right?”

Holloway just shook his head and turned to get the fire extinguisher. “Crazy-ass medics,” he muttered under his breath.

There was a sound and Holloway spun in time to see—well, he wasn’t quite sure what he saw.

But it looked like the male EMT had used the defibrillator with the lady EMT’s hands still inside the body of Sienna Nealon.

That should have shocked Holloway, too. But...

It got a little lost in the fact that Nealon was jerking and gasping for breath.

“Hold her, hold her!” the male EMT said, leaning on Nealon’s shoulder, which was oozing blood. 

“Just settle on down, girl,” the lady EMT said, pulling her bloodied hands out of the wound canal. She placed one right on Nealon’s chin. “We gotcha. We gotcha.”

“Holy shit, you brought her back,” Hilton said, standing in the middle of the hallway with her gun hanging in nearly-limp fingers like she’d been the one who’d gotten shocked. The smell of burning hair wafted through the corridor.

“Shhhhh, shhhh,” the lady EMT said, hands planted firmly on Nealon’s chest as Nealon writhed. “It’s okay. It’s okay. It’s all gonna be okay.” That drawl was so thick.

“I’ve got her,” the male EMT said, leaning all his weight on Nealon’s shoulders. “Pull back.”

The lady EMT didn’t, at first. She kept holding on, looking Nealon right in the eyes. “It’s okay.”

Nealon was gasping, trying to form words. She raised a shaking hand, ran her bloody fingers over the lady EMT’s face, leaving twin smears of blood down a slightly weathered cheek. She was mouthing something, but it was impossible to hear. “P...P...” was all that came out.

“Damn,” Holloway said, coming back down the hallway to them on tottering legs, the requested fire extinguisher all but forgotten. “You really did it.”

“Okay, we’ve done about all we can here,” the male EMT said. Nealon was gasping, looking up at him. Words still weren’t coming out.

“Shouldn’t you stabilize her first?” Holloway asked. “Before moving her?” He caught a withering look from the lady EMT and held up his hands in surrender. “Never mind. I bow to your expertise at reviving the dead.”

“This is as stable as she gets here,” the male EMT said, slipping the backboard under her. He and his female counterpart ran the straps over her, bolting her down. “She needs a hospital, now.” Nodding at his partner, they both lifted, and started carrying her down the hallway.

Hilton eased up at Holloway’s side. “You ever seen anything like that before?” she asked.

“No,” Holloway said. “Metahumans are a whole new ballgame.”

The lady EMT almost ran into another team coming around the corner; she only missed them by dodging, pretty damn quickly for an old dame, at the last second.

“What the hell?” one of the new EMTs asked as he almost struck a wall trying to avoid her. “No one told me another crew got this call. Where’d you guys come from?”

“A warmer place than this,” the lady EMT said, turning the corner and disappearing from sight, leaving Holloway wondering what the hell had just happened here.
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Sienna

 

I awoke in pain and coughing blood, tubes sticking out of my collarbone and wrists. White was everywhere, filling up my vision.

A hospital.

Owwww.

“Whoa, take it easy there, cowgirl,” the slightly panicked voice of Agent Xavier Holloway intruded into my unpleasant wake-up, and suddenly there was a slight pressure on my arm. Not enough to keep me from thrashing, but enough that it was almost reassuring.

“Lose the hand or lose the hand,” I said. His spray-tanned face came into focus as my eyes adjusted.

“Sienna, it’s all right,” came a more soothing, female voice at my other side. Her mocha skin was a haze into which formed two dark eyes, rimmed with concern and boring in on me as I came back into the world. Agent Kerry Hilton. “We got you.”

“Somebody damned sure did,” I said, and my voice box sounded like it had been roughly sanded before being shoved back into my body via my stomach. Which also felt like someone had pounded it until it exploded. My head felt hazy, like someone had poured concrete in both my ears and let it harden. “What happened?”

“You clashed with some unidentified thing out in Queens,” Holloway said, his hand long gone from my arm. Smart move. “The fight doesn’t look like it went to split decision. Seems like your opponent pretty much did a KO and then kept going.”

I closed my eyes for a few seconds, hoping the cobwebs—no, scratch that, these were full-on Shelob webs—would clear. “I remember going there. The hallways.” I opened my eyes. “What happened to West?”

Hilton and Holloway exchanged a look that told me everything I needed to know. Even in my bleary, muddled state, I couldn’t have missed it. “Damn,” I whispered.

“Shaw is talking to her family right now,” Holloway said, and his tone was soft, conciliatory. “Honestly, when we got there, I was pretty sure he’d be doing the same with your brother right now.”

“He wouldn’t need to bother,” I said, stiffly, remembering through the haze the lie I’d been repeating for months now. “My brother and I are on the outs. Way out. I’m sure he wouldn’t give a damn.” Super lie. Reed was probably sitting by a TV set right now, chewing his fingernails to nubs if this was being reported.

“That’s a hard outs you’re talking,” Hilton said. “Is there anyone else we can call for you?”

Even in my addled state, I knew I had to toe the planned party line. “No,” I said quietly, averting my eyes. “No, there’s no one.”

“Whew,” Holloway said, almost under his breath. “Well—”

“Excuse me,” came a familiar female voice from the door, past a white hanging curtain. It was loud and forceful and unyielding as hell, umbrage just dripping from it. “You can’t be in here. She hasn’t been cleared for visitors.”

“Sorry, doc,” Holloway said, looking over his shoulder. “She’s FBI, and she damned near died. She gets a protective detail whether you say—”

“Get the hell out of here so I can talk with my patient in private or I’ll have our entire security force physically throw you out of the building,” the doctor said, and her voice was, predictably, like iron.

“I’d like to see you—” Holloway started.

It was my turn to grab his arm. “Go,” I said when he looked down at me. “Just step out into the hall. I’ll make a loud yodeling sound if the doctor attempts to murder me while you’re gone.”

Holloway just blinked. “I’m not sure that’s a great idea—”

“This is me reminding you that you’re a terrible judge of great ideas,” I said. “I mean, you probably bought a Snuggie at some point off a television ad.”

“It was a good deal,” Holloway said weakly.

“Out,” the doctor said, making her appearance at the edge of the curtain, dark hair lightly curled and hanging down to her shoulders, look of stern irritation and oh so familiar storm clouds expressed through the narrowing of her eyes.

Hilton went without a peep, but Holloway lingered, shooting me one last look. “You sure?”

“I’ll probably be fine with her,” I said, and Holloway took his exit, albeit reluctantly. 

The doctor watched him go until the door clicked closed behind him, then she turned on me.

“Hey,” I said, “has anyone ever told you that you look like—”

“Sigourney Weaver?” She rolled her eyes as she cut me off. “That’s getting old.”

“Sorry, Dr. Slaughter,” I said, barely able to keep in a smile, in spite of the pain and the haze. “Or do you prefer ‘Grandma’?”


 

 

 

 

6.

 

 

“I’d prefer not having to come to New York City to visit you disguised as a doctor,” Lethe said, crossing to the window and peering out between the curtains. “I’d also prefer that you don’t get yourself killed in the line of duty, but...” Here she looked back at me, and the anger was replaced with a furrowed brow that hinted at deep concern. “I don’t always get what I want, obviously.”

“You think I wanted to get ripped apart by a...hell, I don’t even know what that thing was,” I said, shifting in my hospital bed. My back hurt, too, though whether that was from the initial gutting procedure that the yellow-skinned monster had engaged in or something that followed after I’d gone out, I didn’t know.

“Harry says it’s a Grendel.” My grandmother looked out the window again, which kept her from seeing the wide-eyed look on my face.

“‘Harry says’?” She turned back in time to catch me blinking furiously. “My Harry? Harry Graves?”

“On a first-name basis with a lot of Harrys?” Lethe asked, finally doing her doctorly duty and strolling over to me. “Yes, your Harry. He came to us in Texas, told us what was going to happen.” She snapped a glove on her hand and then made a show of taking my pulse at my wrist. Or maybe was doing it for real. “Told us you’d die if your great-grandmother didn’t come help.”

“Wait,” I said, closing my eyes in order to try and get my brain to process what I was hearing. I’m not sure it worked. “Persephone is here?”

“I think she wants you to call her ‘Mimaw,’” Lethe said, dropping my wrist unceremoniously and lifting my gown to look at my stomach. It was not pretty. “And yes. She and Harry were the EMTs that revived you at the scene of your...” She stared at my belly, which was just one giant scab, some wet spots still lingering in its middle. “Massacre, I’d say.”

“I’m sorry,” I said, trying to get my head around what was happening. “My boyfriend is conspiring with my grandma and, uh...‘Mimaw’ to save my life?”

“Someone needs to look out for you,” Lethe said, pressing on my wound.

I barely held in a scream, and only because I deemed it would bring Holloway and Hilton crashing in. “Hey! That hurts!”

Lethe raised an eyebrow coolly. “Good. Let it be a lesson not to let a Grendel impale you next time.”

“Did you even take the Hippocratic Oath? I’m beginning to think you’re not even a real doctor. Though your alias is well chosen, ‘Hell and Slaughter.’”

“I took the Hippocratic Oath back when it still read, ‘I swear, by Apollo,’” Lethe said with a thin smile. “Which struck me as hilarious, because Apollo was a Grade-A asshole in so many ways. But it doesn’t have an expiration date.”

“Isn’t Apollo related to us somehow?” I put my hands over my belly in hopes of staving off any more of her probing. “He’s Janus’s dad, and Janus is your brother-in-law?” I frowned. “Nephew-in-law? Something like that?”

“Janus can kiss my ass, the old bastard,” Lethe said, “but let’s not get bogged down in old times when there’s this to discuss.” She waved a hand over my belly and I recoiled in fear she’d touch it.

“What the hell is a Grendel and what does it want?” I asked.

That brought out a frown. “Grendels are a horrific combo of an Achilles, Hercules, and...hell if I know where those bone protrusions come from. I think there was some Mideastern meta that could extend bone claws from their joints, but I can’t recall the name—”

“Just go with ‘Vanilla Wolverine.’” Reed would approve.

“Regardless,” Lethe said, now checking my vitals like she was a real doctor, “Grendels have a long history, stretching from the ancient originating myth of the same name. I thought they were extinct.”

“They probably were,” I said, shifting to try and alleviate uncomfortable internal pressure on my belly wound. “Seamus Heaney seems to have undersold their efficacy in his translation, though. What do you bet the serum brought at least one back?”

Lethe thought about it for a second. “That seems likely.”

“What does it want?” I asked. “It trashed that software company, and I doubt it picked a Queens industrial park at random just to get its destruction on.”

“I don’t know,” she said, dropping her clipboard in front of her like a shield. This disturbed her lab coat, allowing me to see, for the first time, her name tag. It actually did read ‘Dr. Helen Slaughter.’ “And before you ask, neither does Harry.”

“There’s not much Harry doesn’t know,” I said, frowning. “Is it possible he didn’t tell you because he thinks I need to puzzle this out for myself?”

“Many things are possible,” Lethe said with a light shrug. “I wouldn’t care to speculate on how truthful your boyfriend is being with me and your ‘Mimaw’—”

“Texas has really done a number on Persephone. You tell her I said that.”

“Here’s something he did tell me, though,” Lethe said. “This is the last time we can help you in this.”

I blinked. “Um. I just got gutted by this Grendel. My partner got killed with one hit, and I don’t think that thing was even trying to hit her very hard because he was holding me up with one hand while he wiped her out with the other like it was an afterthought. And you’re telling me—”

Lethe shook her head. “We can’t help you. Harry says the FBI has a digital surveillance net around you, that they’re using some outside company for improved facial recognition software. We’re all tagged in it now, which means if we show up anywhere in the FBI’s monitoring web near you after this—”

“You become an immediate person of suspicion related to me,” I said, covering my face. “Talk about a tangled web. Literally.”

“Tell me about it,” Lethe said, sitting gently on the bed next to me. “I’m not a fan of this internet business. Like many things, I almost wish it would go away. But then I’d miss streaming ER repeats on Hulu and The Great British Bake Off, so you have to take the good with the bad, I suppose. Unless you’d care to revise this plan of yours that has us operating at a distance...?”

“No, I don’t want to revise the plan,” I said, almost whispering. “You need to stay out of this and away from me. They have to think I’m alone, that no one wants to help me, that I don’t have any friends left.”

Lethe just rolled her eyes. “I’m sure they’re going to just discount the fact that your brother and all your friends came flying over to Revelen to save your life a few months ago. What is it they call that? ‘Memory hole’?”

“Yeah.”

“I’m sure it’ll just vanish down the ‘memory hole,’ that little bit of knowledge,” she said, getting to her feet. “These highly organized, highly skilled people you’re being used by, they’re definitely going to conveniently forget something as important as this.”

“I’m just playing by the rules Harry gave me,” I said, looking her right in the eye. “It’s a tough needle to thread. But I’m trying.”

She looked back at me, and there was a flicker behind hers, then she nodded. “I know. But I don’t have to like it.”

“I wish we could skip ahead to the face-punching part of the story, too,” I said. “But we can’t, yet.” I stirred in my bed. “This is the way it has to be, at least for now.”

“Even if it means you have to face this Grendel on your own?” She made a face. “Because this sounds suicidal.”

“I guess,” I said, feeling a little air deflating out of me. “Did Harry say I have to face it on my own? No chance it’s just going to slither back to wherever it came from?”

She shook her head sadly. “No chance of that. But you won’t be totally alone.” She pulled back the curtain, revealing an empty bed.

I stared at the bed. “Was that supposed to be a dramatic flourish? A metaphor for how I really am alone in this? I don’t get it.”

“No, I was just fidgeting because I’ve run out of doctor things to do and we weren’t done talking,” she said, fluffing the curtain. “Harry said to tell you that you’ll have one chance for help, and you should take it, no matter how little you want to.”

I bowed my head and closed my eyes. “If I didn’t love him and trust him, I’d punch his handsome face for being so damned cryptic all the time.” Letting out a long sigh, I asked, “But he really can’t give me any insight on this Grendel?”

“Like I said, you’re on your own,” Lethe favored me with a small smile. “But you’re definitely likely to get through this. He gives you decent odds.”

“Was that metaphor a subtle reminder of my boyfriend’s former penchant for drinking and gambling?”

“No. I’m sure you’ve got this, kiddo,” my grandmother said, now almost to the door. “But if you wouldn’t mind a little advice from your elder?” Her smile vanished. “Try not to get hit next time you face the Grendel.”

“That’s not helpful at all!” I called as she disappeared through the door without another word. “Because I was trying to do that this time,” I muttered, “and we can see how well that worked.”
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I escaped the hospital an hour before shift change the next morning, sneaking out in a gown after snagging my personal possessions, which consisted of a shattered cell phone and my wallet and FBI ID. 

All of them were smeared with blood. Mine, I hoped.

I stole a pair of scrubs from a cart in the hallway and wrapped a surgical mask around my face before I left through a service hallway, nursing a limp and severe stomach pains. I trusted my body to fix itself more than I trusted any doctor to do so, and hanging around here waiting to heal wasn’t likely to produce anything but angst from me.

No phone meant no Uber, so I looked for a cab and flagged one down as the sun started to come up. I was in Queens, though I didn’t recognize the hospital, and wanted to get back to Manhattan before traffic got too insane.

“Where to?” the cabbie asked with a strong Middle Eastern accent.

I gave him the address of my walk-up broom closet in Midtown. 

“I remember back when they called that Hell’s Kitchen,” he said.

“I stay there long enough, they’ll probably start calling it that again,” I muttered as he drove. Thankfully, he didn’t say much. I stared out the window, and as we stopped at a red light, I caught a glimpse of a familiar face hanging out under a lamp post up the cross street.

Harry.

He waved as I went by, though I only saw him for about a second before the light turned green.

How long had he been waiting there just to catch a glimpse of me as I went past?

I didn’t manage to wave back in time. Hopefully he knew I wanted to.

Not for the first time, I cursed this whole circumstance.

Whatever. I had a job to do.

The cabbie dropped me outside my building and I showered, taking care with my wound, which was still an angry scab the size of a coffee cup just above my belly button. Things weren’t quite right inside me, either, probably owing to the fact that the Grendel had done insane amounts of damage to my innards, but I was upright, walking and angry, and that was all that mattered, at least for now.

When I was done showering I checked the mirror. There was a message in the steam. Of course.

I love you.

“Love you, too, Harry,” I said under my breath, too low for the bugs to pick it up. I wanted to see him in my dreams tonight.

But for now...

There was work to do.

I pulled my usual backup Glock 19 out of my gun safe and strapped it to my hip as my new, albeit temporary, primary. Then I snugged a Glock 43 to the small of my back in a backup holster. It was mid-December, and I wore a leather coat in place of my usual work blazers, allowing me to hide my weaponry more effectively.

I looked at myself in the mirror by my shoebox apartment’s front door as I prepared to leave. The clock told me that it was five minutes before eight in the morning. I had dark circles under my eyes, but otherwise looked about like I always did. I checked my stomach with a quick press against the wound. 

It was shrinking by the moment, and my belly already felt better.

I didn’t even need a cab to get to the office; it was less than four blocks away. I tried to ignore the heavy foot traffic (and car traffic) around me in Midtown, ignored the occasional call of “Slay Queen!” and walked like I had a purpose. People mostly got out of my way, because I didn’t walk human speed. I booked it, and I made it to the FBI office in minutes.

When I stepped off the elevator into the department bullpen, I could almost taste the pall of death that hung over the place. Special Agent-in-Charge (SAC) Willis Shaw’s door was open, though it didn’t look like he was in yet. Neither was Holloway, but Kerry Hilton was at her computer already, leaning against the armrest of her chair, staring off into space. Or at her computer monitor. It was tough to tell whether she was zoned or legitimately reading.

“Hey,” I said.

Hilton almost exploded out of her chair like her ass was spring-loaded. When she caught hold of herself she did so with a hand over her chest, breathing in and out quite heavily. “Whoa,” she whispered, “what are you doing here?”

“I work here,” I said, glancing at Georgia West’s cubicle. It had a wreath of flowers draped over it, and a black ribbon was wrapped around her computer monitor. Hilton must have done that, because neither Shaw nor Holloway were the sentimental types and we were the only four left alive in this office.

Hilton followed my gaze. “It doesn’t feel like she’s gone. Feels like she’s going to walk through that door any second—”

I glanced at the open door to the elevator bank. “She’s not,” I said simply, then sat down. “What do we have in the way of evidence for this case?”

Hilton circumnavigated around the bank of cubicles over to my chair. “Lots, but I’m not sure much of it is going to be of use. That thing, whatever it was—”

“It was a Grendel-type,” I said. “Kind of an old legend. Never run across one before.”

Hilton was frowning. “I’ll add it to the case notes. I don’t remember reading about those in the handbook.”

“You could fill several more books with what the handbook doesn’t say.” I typed my login and password into the computer and waited while it took approximately forever for it to boot up. Stupid FBI network.

“Anyway, we’ve got a lot of blood, a few bodies, a ton of wreckage, general mess, and some computers,” Hilton said. “Plus a mountain of surveillance footage from the building’s security system.”

“No idea where it went after it left?” I asked.

Hilton shook her head. “Retreated into some nearby woods and vanished. NYPD is checking with other businesses in the area, trying to see if it stumbled into their security footage, but so far nothing.”

“I hate to go all Cotton-Eyed Joe on this thing,” I said, “but where did it come from? And where did it head after it left?” My computer still hadn’t finished booting up yet.

“Great questions,” Hilton said, threading her way back to her desk, grabbing a notepad and making her way back over. “Critical ones, even. But I have no answer for you. Furthermore, we have no record of this thing before today. Ever.” She leaned in on the edge of my cubicle wall. “How is that possible? That thing killed one FBI agent, nearly got you, and we have nothing?”

“It’s a real mystery, all right,” I said, reconciling myself to the fact that my computer just wasn’t going to boot up today. “But I think we can assume that just like I used to be able to turn into a dragon, that thing usually looks like a human being.”

She blinked a few times. “Really?”

“It wouldn’t be able to hide if it looked like that all the time,” I said, wishing I could pull up the surveillance footage to see it again for myself. “It’s human most of the time. The Grendel part is a transformative ability. And a hell of one, too.” I shook my head. Man, it would have been nice to have Roberto Bastian back right now. My dragon form could have walloped that yellow sumbitch. I’d have been picking him out of my teeth right now. Not for the first time and surely not for the last, I cursed Rose Steward for being such a damned malevolent ginger.

“What was this thing after?” I asked. “If we can find out why it was there, maybe we can get to who it was.”

Hilton nodded, then looked at her pad. “Shaw has the main office doing some legwork on that. So far all we’ve got is that the office in question is a relatively new tech startup, QuantiFIE. Capitals on the last three letters for cuteness or something.”

I frowned. “As in ‘fie on this’! Like in Camelot?”

She nodded again. “It’s some sort of data sift company. Highly technical, to the point I don’t understand what they do. Ownership is split right now between the CEO, whose name is, uh...” She paused, eyes glancing at the pad. “Stephanie Sandoval.”

“Should I know that name?” I asked, unimpressed.

Hilton shrugged. “I guess not. It’s her first company. Her 302 form is in the system already. Our people caught up to her last night. She claimed not to know anything—”

“Did our agents believe her?”

“She seemed to be telling the truth in their estimation,” Hilton said. “But since she hasn’t been allowed back to the office or reviewed security records since the incident, she claims she doesn’t know what the thing did or took there. If anything. But she’s not the only owner, I guess?”

I raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

“She’s gone the venture capital route,” Hilton said. “So there are other investors. The primary is that one famous guy, the billionaire dude with the funny haircut—”

I blinked. “Cameron Wittman?”

She looked up. “Yeah, that’s him. We haven’t been able to get hold of him yet.”

“I know him,” I said, as my computer finally, FINALLY finished boot-up and brought me to the desktop.

“Everybody knows him,” Hilton said, unimpressed. “He’s a tech billionaire. Guy’s a household name.”

“No, I mean, I know him personally,” I said. “He’s one of the few people who’s had me absorb their soul and lived to tell about it.”
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“Please have Mr. Wittman call me back right away,” I said, speaking into the phone. “It’s urgent.” The male receptionist on the other end mouthed a peppy platitude and hung up on me, leaving me staring at my computer screen as I let out a long sigh.

“That’s the problem with trying to reach the big shots,” Hilton said. “Always busy, right?”

“I guess so,” I said. “I miss flying, if only for being able to cannonball through someone’s boardroom window instead of dealing with gatekeepers.” I hung my phone up on its base. A desktop, corded model, because I no longer had a functional cell phone, at least at present.

The elevator outside the office dinged, and I turned to look. Broad-shouldered, slightly pudgy Willis Shaw entered the office door a moment later, followed shortly by dark-haired, dark-eyed, slightly orangey Holloway.

Shaw took in me and Hilton with a glance, then said, “Looks like the gang’s all here.” His voice took a dive, and he added, “What’s left of us, anyway.”

“How’d her family take the news?” I asked.

“’Bout as well as can be expected,” Shaw said, and I could tell by his face the topic of conversation was closed, as far as he was concerned. “Shouldn’t you be in the hospital, Nealon?”

“I don’t see why,” I said. “There’s nothing they can do for me there.”

“They could dope you up to make you less annoying,” Holloway said with a gentle smile.

“I prefer to consider myself  ‘forceful’ rather than ‘annoying,’” I said. “And we’ve got something interesting. A possible lead. One of the primary owners of the company our villain hit is Cameron Wittman—”

“The tech billionaire,” Holloway said.

“That white boy with the funny haircut?” Shaw asked.

“Yes and yes,” I said. “And I kinda know him. So I reached out, figuring maybe I could get the inside scoop on what this thing might have been doing in that particular gin joint in all the world, if you know what I mean.”

“‘Gin joint’?” Holloway asked.

“I thought it was an industrial park...?” Hilton’s face was all screwed up.

“It’s a quote from Casablanca, you uneducated swine,” Shaw said, frowning at both of them. “‘Of all the gin joints in all the world’...forget it. You people are children.” He nodded approval at me. “Go on, Nealon.”

“Really, that’s it for now,” I said. “I’m waiting on a callback from Wittman. It’s a small thing, but it’s what we’ve got. NYPD and our fellow agents here in town don’t seem to have turned up anything else.”

“Good work,” Shaw said with a curt nod.

“Can we talk about what we do after we get a lead on this thing?” Holloway asked.

“We find it, we kill it,” I said. “Duh.”

“Uh, yeah, about that,” Holloway said. “I’m guessing you tried that once before, and it didn’t work. I’m all for ‘find and kill’; I’m just asking...how are we going to do that?”

Well, he had a point.

“Do you think Washington would allow us to borrow a Javelin launcher?” I asked. “Or an M1A2 Abrams tank?”

“No,” Shaw said. “And definitely no. Washington—” by which I knew he meant Heather Chalke, the FBI Director “—wants this situation contained with a minimum of noise and fuss. They haven’t even released the fact you were critically injured to the press.” He looked at me with great significance.

“Uh, she died,” Holloway said. “That was no ‘critical injury.’ Nealon was dead as MySpace.”

“I hear that’s making a comeback,” I said. “Along with Pauly Shore and polite discussions about politics.”

“I checked her pulse myself,” Holloway said. “She was room temperature. Those paramedics brought her back.”

“Good thing they didn’t report that in the press,” I deadpanned, trying to keep a strange hoarseness from crawling into my voice. “I don’t need any more of these people who shout ‘SLAY QUEEN’ to be following me around thinking I’m a modern-day lady Jesus or something. Because I have no parables that will help them. And most of the anecdotes I do have are pretty ribald.”

“I could imagine the Book of Sienna,” Holloway said. “‘And lo, I didst see a dickwad with fire powers come before me in the night. And unto him I proceeded to whoop ass and taketh his name, but not in vain’—”

“Enough of this shit,” Shaw said.

“That’s exactly how it would go,” I agreed. “But seriously—this thing? Grendel? It is bulletproof. So what are we supposed to do if we catch it? Ask it to cease and desist its assholery forthwith or we spit on it?”

“There’s a parable in there somewhere,” Holloway said. “‘Nealon 14:12—I didst spit upon the unholy and it clapped back hard. From thence ye shall come to learn not to spit on the vicious and murderous’—”

“Very wise,” Hilton chimed in.

“I’ll work on Washington and see what we can come up with,” Shaw said, a little grudgingly. “You all stop blaspheming and work on catching the thing before it does any more damage.”

“Yes, you work on Washington,” I said. “Learn hypnotism, and convince Chalke to give me a Javelin. Or else I’m going through black market channels to procure an old RPG-7.”

“Having been on the receiving end of a near miss from an RPG-7 at one point and having watched the footage of this ‘Grendel’...I’m not even convinced one of those would kill this thing,” Holloway said. 

“Well, I doubt the Air Force is going to part with a tactical nuke,” Hilton said.

“I’ll work on...something,” Shaw said, waving us all off as he headed for his office. “Do your jobs, find this thing. Let me worry about the rest.”

“Yeah,” I said, nodding with utter insincerity, “I’ll just put out of my mind the memory of a giant, clawed hand pushing up through my abdomen into my rib cage—” The phone on my desk started ringing. “Excuse me.”

“You’re extra excused if you never finish telling that story,” Hilton said, a cringe on her face. Shaw slammed his door loudly and obviously.

“Nealon,” I said, answering my phone.

“Ms. Nealon,” came a smooth male voice from the earpiece. “My name is Aaron Mendelsohn. I’m a managing director for Wittman Capital. Mr. Wittman asked me to give you a call back regarding the incident at QuantiFIE yesterday.”

“Great,” I said. “I’m glad I got a call back from his secretary, but I was actually hoping to talk with him about this. I’m with the FBI—”

“I know that,” Mendelsohn said. “Mr. Wittman requested I help you in this matter.”

I let out a small sigh over the phone. I’d gotten stuck with a lackey when I’d been hoping to speak with the big cheese. “Well, all right,” I said, trying to reconcile myself to another disappointment in a veritable sea of them. “I was hoping to get an explanation of what QuantiFIE does from someone who understands this sort of geekery.”

“I can absolutely do that for you, Ms. Nealon,” Mendelsohn said. “In fact, I’ve prepared an entire presentation for you when you get here.”

I blinked. “Oh. To Mr. Wittman’s office?” I grabbed my pad of paper and a pen. “Okay, I’m ready for the address.”

“Mr. Wittman’s private plane is waiting to bring you to us,” Mendelsohn said. “With a car waiting on this side of your journey as well.”

That took a second to sink in. “Uh, no,” I said. “See, I’m in New York, where this QuantiFIE thing happened. I can’t just fly off to—where the hell are you, anyway?”

“Mountain View, California,” Mendelsohn said. “Silicon Valley.”

“Yeah, I can’t just pick up and fly off to Silicon Valley for a briefing,” I said. “This thing struck here, and it seems likely—”

“Before it struck there,” Mendelsohn coolly interrupted me, somehow managing to be polite with an edge that said he knew what he was doing, “it attacked one of Mr. Wittman’s operations here. And I believe that whatever it is after, it’s very centered in the tech world. So while it is eminently possible that your ‘case’ will require you to be in New York, I believe—indulge me in this arrogance—that your task is much more likely to be coming in this direction. Ergo, it would be better if we were to brief you here, show you what we have from this thing’s previous attack, and bring you up to speed with what its possible objectives might entail.”

“You’re saying it’s already struck one of Wittman’s operations out there?” I asked, feeling my eyes narrow in concentration.

“Yes.”

“Why haven’t I heard about it?”

“Because the San Francisco PD did not consider it a matter of interest due to—you know what, it’d be easier to just show you the footage once you’re here,” Mendelsohn said. “I apologize for this, really I do—but I need you to trust me. Whatever this thing is after, I believe it is tech-centered and thus will come back this way.”

I sighed. “That’s a big gamble.” There was a strange reaction in me, an odd feeling of calm that radiated from Mendelsohn’s voice. “Look, I can’t just drop everything and head there without talking to my bosses—”

“I understand completely,” Mendelsohn said. “And if there’s anything Mr. Wittman can do to make that easier—”

“He’s got connections,” I said, wondering why I would feel possessed to say this. “If he wants me out there, if you really think this thing...this Grendel...”

“That is a fantastic name for it,” Mendelsohn said. “Very poetic, given what it looks like.”

“No, it’s literally the same type of meta as the myth is derived from.”

“Oh,” Mendelsohn said. “Oh! That makes a great deal of sense.”

“Anyway, if you think it’s coming that way,” I said, “you might want to have Mr. Wittman make some calls to people up the chain from me. Because I—”

“Consider it done, Ms. Nealon,” Mendelsohn said. “See you soon.”

And he hung up.

I pulled the phone from my ear and stared at the black lump of plastic for a second before hanging it up. That was a bold proposal. Who knew if he’d actually get anything done about it?

Not me, that was for sure. But I kind of hoped he did, because without the info that Mendelsohn had, I was already at an impasse on this investigation.
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I knocked on Shaw’s door and saw him through the slatted blinds, waving me in. His phone was still up to his ear, and I wondered if he knew he was nodding even though the person on the other end couldn’t see him. “Yes, ma’am,” he was saying as I opened the door. “Yes, ma’am.” He was talking to Chalke, then. No one else but the FBI Director could have made him quite so acquiescent. “Right away.” Then he hung up.

“I just got a callback from Wittman’s office,” I said. “They claim there was another incident with this Grendel out in the San Francisco/Silicon Valley area.”

“Recently?”  Shaw’s frown turned into a scowl.

“I think so,” I said. “The guy I talked to was a managing director for Wittman. Said he had details, was preparing a briefing for me. They offered a private jet to bring me out there.”

“How fortunate for you,” Shaw said, and boy, did his voice reach deep freeze levels quick. “Director Chalke would like you to proceed to the Bay Area immediately.”

I blinked. “When did that happen?”

“In the middle of our call, actually,” Shaw said, slipping out of his jacket and tossing it onto a credenza in the corner of his office. “You should have heard it. Never experienced someone doing a dramatic one-eighty mid-conversation like that. Especially not someone as high up as Chalke. Some serious crap must have trickled downhill to make that happen.”

“Wittman was a big donor for Harmon.” I shrugged. “Maybe he’s putting money into Gondry’s re-election campaign now?”

“Seems likely given the velocity of Chalke’s shift on the matter,” Shaw said, and his expression relaxed into annoyance. “One minute I’m briefing the woman on what’s happened, the next she’s making demands that have little sense to them.” He put his right foot up on his desk. “Looks like someone else is running you now, Nealon. Best of luck.”

“Wait,” I said. “Who am I taking with me?”

“No one from this office,” he said. “See, I asked about that firepower problem, too. Director Chalke does not believe putting any more of our human agents in the ring with this creature is a sound operating principle. Holloway and Hilton will remain here and continue to catch any other cases that come our way. As will I.”

“But I get a grenade launcher, right?”

Shaw sighed. “No. We don’t have any of those.” He put a hand on his computer mouse and clicked something. “What you get is access to a government registry of metahumans that have been cleared to work for us but that are currently either not on the payroll or are presently unassigned.” He clicked a couple more times. “I swear these computers have been worthless since they upgraded to Windows 10. Ah, here we go.” He squinted at the screen, then let out a pffffft noise between puckered lips. “One name.”

“Wait, let me get this straight—I’m facing off against a meta that killed me yesterday,” I said, taking it nice and slow, “and my backup is one person? No grenade launchers, anti-tank weapons, or other similarly powerful implements of badassery?” I sagged at the shoulders. “God, let it be Warren Quincy.”

Shaw just shook his head. “I’m guessing whoever that is, they’re busy or compartmented off from the Bureau. Government metahuman resources are very finite, Nealon, in case you didn’t notice.”

“I could tell by the way they strong-armed me into doing this job that they might be in a bind, yeah,” I said. “So...who is this mystery person?”

Shaw stared at the screen. “Not sure. Looks like someone who got cleared a long time ago but is in some sort of indefinite hiatus. File suggests they’ve been contacted, that the phone number is up to date, but he’s unwilling to accept assignments?” He shook his head. “Intransigent sumbitch, then. Good luck with this...Michael Jacksen?”

“You have got to be kidding me.” I slumped.

He spun his computer around. “No, really. With an ‘e-n’ instead of ‘o-n’—”

I stared at the name and number, then closed my eyes. “No. No no no no—”

“He’s turned down the last fifteen attempts at contact through phone calls, according to this,” Shaw said. “So...good luck getting him to take your call, Nealon.”

I closed my eyes. Harry’s direction, passed through my grandmother, came back to me: You’ll have one chance for help, and you should take it, no matter how little you want to. “Oh, he’ll take my call,” I said, letting out a slow breath. “That’s not going to be the problem.” I let out a long, low sigh, and headed for the door. It sounded like I had a couple things to do before I caught my plane.

“You’ve got a monster out there that’s already killed you once,” Shaw said, staring after me incredulously, “and your only backup is a guy who won’t answer the phone or deal with the government once he does. How is that not your problem? And if that’s not it...what the hell is your problem?”

I paused, leaving the door closed, and sighed again. “It’s that I would bet you almost anything that ‘Michael Jacksen’...is actually a guy I call Friday. And the problem is...what the hell do I do with him if he says ‘yes’?” I closed the door on Shaw’s expression, which was just this side of priceless.
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“I’m droppin’ deuces/deuces

I’m killin’ Cupid/Cupid”

The bass beat was hotter than a cheap stripper doing a discount dance. And those were always hot. And affordable.

“I’m droppin’ deuces/deuces

Not listening to what she says/says

This is my songy-song-song

I’m goin’ all the night long”

Friday made the record scratch motion. This song was so perfect, it was like the Mona Lisa’s flawless smile. But in song form.

But it needed more bass. And maybe an electric guitar.

“I’m droppin’ deuces/deuces

Drippin’ like sluices/sluices

Tight shit I’m brewin’/brewin’

Fallin’ for...who’in...who’in?”

“No, that’s terrible, that’s not going to work,” Friday said, bringing his jam to a stop with the press of a button. This recording session had been going so well until now. “I need to spit another verse, dammit.”

He pulled out his phone, snapped a selfie of him looking pensive, and uploaded it to the greatest Social Network on the planet, Socialite. Feeling thoughtful, might delete later, IDK, he captioned it, then put the phone back where it belonged so he could focus on the lyrics again.

This would require careful thought. His art needed to be perfect. Perfection required a little time. He settled a finger on his lip, gently moving it against the leather of his mask.

“What rhymes with ‘deuces’?” he asked the empty rental house. “I already used ‘Cupid,’ and it was good. Maybe I need a rhyme change. Use ‘deuces’ as the anchor of the first part of the verse, but set up another rhyming scheme with this line, something that pays off in the line after.” He tapped his lip again. “‘I’m holding the TP holder/and it’s making me bolder.’ Or even better—‘I’m squeezing out a boulder!’”

He stopped and wrote that down. That shit was gold.

“And thematically it fits,” he muttered to himself, and cranked the bass again. “Now lyrically I just need to squeeze it in. Like my giant penis into a tiny lover.”

“I’m dropping deuces/deuces

I’m rockin’ Las Cruces/Cruces

Makin’ girls stupid/stupid”

He stopped the beat again and laughed at that line. “Haha! Girls are already stupid!”

He chuckled at that for a long while. Eventually he settled down, and wondered what that curious buzzing feeling was on his genitals. It felt good. Hopefully it would continue for a while.

“Oh, that’s right,” he said, reaching for his zipper and undoing it. He’d put his phone down there when it had started blowing up this morning with DC numbers. Might as well get some joy out of the Feds calling him nonstop.

This one was a New York number. Answer it? Hmmm. He looked at his recording session info on the laptop keyboard. It was a really revolutionary device, the laptop. A total music machine and recording studio all in one. He’d already spliced in some other sound files to make this track more artful. One of them was a burst of flatulence he’d had this morning that rattled the bathroom fixtures. It was totally kittens, and it had created a deep, resonant bass line that really added to the piece.

Maybe a conversation with someone in New York would provide more inspiration to get him through this creative slump.

He answered the phone after hitting record. “Declare yourself.” 

There was a pause. “Friday? It’s Sienna.”

Friday stared at the phone. “Sienna who?”

“Your niece, numb-nuts. The Slay Queen.”

Friday’s eyes got tighter. “How do you know the name of my niece?”

A sigh was born from the phone like a bastard child from a hooker’s filthy, diseased vaj. “Dude. I’m your niece. I know my own name and how we’re related. I was there when we figured out that Simon Nealon was my grandfather and your dad. Remember?”

“I’m not sure what you’re talking about,” Friday said, standing up and looking around. Was he swole enough for this? Probably. Seemed like trouble was coming since they knew his name and knew his niece’s name. 

Was someone watching him right now? How could this Sienna imposter have found him? “I know this isn’t the real Sienna.”

“Okay, just for kicks, let me ask you—how do you ‘know’ that?”

“I hear you using scare quotes around the word ‘know,’” Friday said. “Like I’m a moron. Well, I’m many things, but not a moron. I’m a super genius. Social media influencer. Musically talented. Immensely well endowed. You are none of those. You’re a government agent, and the government is after me because of the abnormally large size of my genitals. They want to study them to solve the manhood crisis of this decade.” He took a breath after letting all that out. “And you can’t be Sienna because Sienna would never have let her brother fire me.”

Another sigh was born. Another bastard sigh. “I don’t have anything to do with the agency anymore, Friday. I work for the FBI now.”

“That’s a lie.”

“Dude, I literally have an FBI badge.”

“Oh, I’m sure you do...‘Sienna.’ See, I can use scare quotes in my dialogue, too.”

“Friday,” she said, right as he was about to hang up, “I died yesterday.”

Friday paused, frowning. “Then how are you talking to me now?” His frown deepened. “Wait...are you a ghost?” He looked around the apartment in alarm. “Where are you hiding?” Two steps and he was at the curtains, ripping them down, frantically. “Are you behind the toilet again? I knew those fart acoustics were too good to be true—”

“I got revived by the paramedics,” she said, and there was a strain in her voice. “But I came up against something. A meta. Tougher than hell. It’s called a Grendel, and it ripped me up like I was nothing.”

“If you’re a ghost, how did a physical being rip through you?” Friday asked. “Hah! Gotcha. I knew you were lying. About everything. ‘Sienna.’ Check and mate!”

“Friday,” she said. “I’m going to California to try and track this thing down. I need help. Backup.” She took a deep breath. “To keep from dying again.”

“But if you’re a ghost, how is it going to—”

“I’M NOT A DAMNED GHOST!” she thundered through the phone. “I mean, sure, my complexion is kinda pale, but...I’m alive. And I’m going against this thing again when I find it. And I could really use someone strong and tough to...help me.” Her voice went low. “I really need you to help me.”

Help me.

The words cut right through him, drilling into his brain like a particular virulent set of lyrical awesomeness. “I’m in,” he said, and hung up.

Then he remembered he didn’t know what he needed to do.

Fortunately, the phone rang again. “Sorry, sorry,” he said as he picked up. “I just got excited about making that declaration and wanted to go out on a high dramatic note.”

“It’s fine,” she said. “The mission’s in the Bay Area. California. Silicon Valley and San Francisco. I’m about to catch a private jet—”

“I’ll meet you there,” Friday said. “Text me the address. I’m already on my way.”

“Okay, but how are you—”

“Don’t worry about it,” Friday said. “You call, I’m there. That’s a promise. From me to you. Like pizza delivery from Domino’s or the certainty of insults at Dick’s Last Resort. Now if you’ll excuse me...I have to requisition some wheels. Friday is rolling!” And he hung up again, snatched up his computer, threw it in his backpack and charged out into the bright day.

“God, that’s blinding,” he said, shoving his hand into his eyes as he staggered out into the street. “They should have named this place the Sunshine State.”

“¿Qué fue eso?” A small Latina with grey hair stood hanging her wash nearby. This was her backyard, after all. He was just renting the guest shed while he was working to create his mega-selling debut album. She got very frantic all of the sudden at the sight of him, clearly excited about his famousness and future success having a chance to rub off on him. “¿Qué haces en mi cobertizo?”

“Thank you so much for the kind gift of my creative space,” Friday said, waving at her as he ran for the fence separating the yard from the alley. “I really needed the room to create. Artistically!”

“Pensé que el ruido venía de los pendejos que vienen atrás de nosotros!” She was really shouting her enthusiasm now. So excited for him. “Pinche intruso!”

“I’ll be back to sign autographs later!” He leapt the fence as someone came screaming toward him on a moped. “Until then, spread the love!” And he waved his hands at the moped driver to flag him down.

The guy stopped about ten feet from him. “Dude.” The guy flipped up his visor. “Who are you and what are you doing—”

“I’m a federal agent and I’m requising—requisiting—no, req’ing—no, that’s not it. Whatever—it’s an emergency and I’m taking your moped.” He grabbed the little guy and tossed him over the fence without thinking much about it. He’d catch the clothesline and be fine. Friday jumped on the moped and spun it around, pulling out the phone and snapping a moped selfie for upload later. “Keep the fame warm, wet and ready for me, Los Angeles.” He gunned the throttle, and the moped skidded against the asphalt as he lifted his legs and sped toward the end of the alley and into the sunny day. “I’ll be back before you know it, but first...” He tightened his grip on the throttle. “I’ve got someone who needs my help like a dirty, dirty hooker needs a shot of penicillin.”
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Sienna

 

“Ms. Nealon,” Aaron Mendelsohn said, waiting for me at the bottom of the jet’s staircase. Just beyond, a limo was parked, long and black, old school in design. An actual red carpet waited for me down there, bridging the tarmac gap between the steps and the car. A driver already held the door open, and the car was running.

The air was a brisk 70 or so, the December wind here in San Jose surprisingly cool even to this Minnesota girl. I flashed my badge at a security guy waiting at the bottom of the ramp and he nodded. The ground crew was already unloading my two suitcases, one of which held my clothes.

The other? It had a little something extra in it from the FBI Armorer at the Midtown location. I’d stopped off at the “real” FBI office in Manhattan before I’d caught my plane, and he’d indulged me with something that was bound and guaranteed to piss off California’s more sensitive citizens. And it wasn’t a plastic straw dispenser, either.

“Welcome to the Bay Area,” Mendelsohn said. He was probably in his early thirties, just a little overweight, with slightly longish, curly hair that hung around his ears. I couldn’t decide whether it was stylish or sloppy and had to concede that in California, maybe it was both. He wore dress pants of the tweed variety, a jacket that matched over a dress shirt that was somewhere in the range of red and magenta. No socks under his loafers, either. Glasses completed the look, but the thin-framed variety. He was a geek but not a hipster. My first thought ran toward ‘absent-minded professor.’ He even had patches on his jacket.

“I’ll take that,” I said, snagging the special surprise suitcase from the ground crew guy unpacking them. It was huge, about three quarters the length of a casket, but all industrial steel. “You can take that one.” I nodded at my other bag. “Nothing personal, this one’s just illegal for you to handle or touch or maybe even breathe in the presence of, honestly.”

The ground crew guy backed away from it a few steps like I was carrying a bio-genetic plague. Which I totally wasn’t. This time.

“Well, all right,” Mendelsohn said, staring at my steel suitcase. “I’m not sure that’s going to fit cleanly into the car...”

“It’ll work,” I said, and promptly made it work, though I did ding up a couple places on the door jamb as I did so. Also, Mendelsohn had to content himself with sitting in the front seat of the limo. Which was fine with me.

Pretty soon we were cruising away from the airport, heading along the green, palm-tree-lined freeway. San Jose was hardly a city on par with LA or the sort, and the section we were driving seemed to have the feel of a pretty normal, built-up suburb.

Mendelsohn peered at my suitcase from the seat opposite me. “So...what is that?”

“My own personal can of whoopass,” I said. “Only to be opened in case of emergency.”

He eyed the steel case, then me, and seemed to be making a calculation about whether he wanted to know what was within. He erred on the side of NOPE. Smart. “Mr. Wittman is a bit busy right now with meetings dealing with the aftermath of the incident at QuantiFIE, but I’ve prepared a presentation that will bring you up to speed with what we have.” He looked down at his watch, which was some sort of strange, over-sized CRT thing out of one of Reed’s post-apocalyptic nuclear video games. “Will your associate be joining us?”

I checked my brand new phone, which Shaw had sent Hilton to fetch for me before I got on the plane. It hadn’t synced anything yet, but it did have the time, and Friday’s number, programmed into it. “No idea,” I said, and looked out the window. “For all I know, he could be in Canada by now.”
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Friday

Oakland

 

“Whassup, my homies?” Friday asked the two young, black men sitting on the stoop.

“Nothing much, white boy,” one of them said. He wore a red t-shirt, his companion wore yellow. Good colors. Very eye-catching, suggesting high funk levels.

“Cool,” Friday said. “But seriously, you shouldn’t assume my race. That’s very racist of you. But we’ll talk about it later. I’m trying to find an address—”

“You check your GPS?” Yellow Shirt asked.

“I’m just looking for an address,” Friday said. “I think I might have taken the wrong turn.” He shook the cell phone. “I can’t hear this thing very well as I’m driving for some reason.”

Red Shirt just stared at him. “Uh...is it because you’re on a moped and you don’t have a helmet with a speaker?”

“I don’t think that has anything to do with it,” Friday said, and shook the phone again. This was all basic technology, evolved from the Etch-A-Sketch. Shaking should reset it. “I think it’s just being racist against me. You know what I mean, right?”

The two dudes exchanged a look. They were clearly impressed with his brilliant analysis and down with his struggle.

“Anyway, I’m looking for downtown San Francisco,” Friday said. “Can you help a brother out?”

“You are in the way wrong place,” Yellow Shirt said. “This is Oakland.”

“That’s an incisive bit of knowledge,” Friday said to Mr. Yellow Shirt. Now the map on the phone was working again. Shaking helped, clearly. “I can see why you wear the colors of command.” He nodded at Red Shirt. “You, though, you’re destined for death on an away mission if you don’t change up your fashion sense.”

“Huh?” Red Shirt asked.

“I think he’s talking Star Trek,” Yellow Shirt said.

Friday pointed at him. “Command material, clearly. How do I get to San Francisco from here?”

The guy in the yellow shirt just stared at him for a moment before shaking his head. “You go...” He pointed down the street. “That way to the 580, which leads to 80. Follow the sign that says San Francisco. Go over the Bay Bridge and you’re there. Hit the ocean and you’ve gone too far.” He looked at his companion. “Directions even a dumbass can follow.”

“Thanks for being a solid bro.” Friday stuck out his fist. Waited for the bump back. Waited. “Don’t leave me hanging here.”

The guy in the yellow shirt stared at him, then pushed off the stoop, slowly walked over, bumped fists with him, and Friday did the explosion move. “Totally kittens,” Friday said, then started the moped again. “Hey, huddle in, let’s get a pic together.” He turned the phone around, got all three of them in frame—those guys seemed a little skeptical, but whatever, they were solid bros—and hit the auto-upload after hashtagging it #thuglife. “Excellent. Don’t do any drugs without me.” Then he clapped his wrists together in an X. “Wakanda forever!” And hit the accelerator.

“What do you think he got high on?” Yellow Shirt asked as Friday drove away, the moped purring like an angry kitten. With rocks in her ass.

“I don’t know what it is, but we need to get it the hell out of this neighborhood before any more cracked-out white people come down here being like that,” Red Shirt said. “You want to play Scrabble?”

“Hell, yeah. I’m gonna blast your ass with another triple word score that will make you cry like the bitch you are.”

That was the last thing Friday heard as he left them behind in the dust, riding his bold stallion of a moped off to destiny—and probably the I-80 freeway, if he could find it.
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Sienna

 

Cameron Wittman’s Silicon Valley digs were in a four-story office building that, from the outside, looked to be only a few steps, stylistically, above my old offices in Eden Prairie. 

Once I stepped inside, though, I realized I was in a whole different world.

There were conference rooms with bean bag chairs pulled into a big circle, which we passed as we headed along, couched between concrete floors and industrial ducting and venting ceilings, like a warehouse had been converted into this space. It was Chipotle meets hipsters, and it offended my more buttoned-up sensibilities as I walked through a cubicle farm where the workers were sitting on balance balls instead of chairs.

“What do you think of our set-up?” Mendelsohn asked with a little enthusiasm as we picked our way through the aisles.

“Like I’ve died and gone to Brooklyn’s Weirder, Western Outpost,” I said, trying to avoid accidentally knocking nerds off their balance balls with my giant metal case. I heard whispers of, “Slay Queen,” as I made my way through the place. There were posters for bands I’d never heard of on the walls, and that made me feel good about myself.

Mendelsohn chuckled, and we passed out of the valley of the balls and cubicles. Ahead was a conference room that was glass on three sides, jutting out into this central bullpen like one of those prison cells from the movies where the bad guy meets the good guy then proceeds to taunt him and lay out his evil plan.

There was no great evil in the middle of this one, though, I didn’t think. Just Cameron Wittman with a group of surprisingly uniform-looking metrosexuals and people with different hair colors and varieties of piercings. I glanced at Mendelsohn, then at Wittman’s little council.

Mendelsohn smiled like he knew what I was thinking, then ran a hand over his tweed outfit. “I don’t look like I belong here, do I?”

“You’re a little old to be a tech geek, aren’t you?” I asked. “It doesn’t even look like a young man’s game, it’s like a preteens versus fetuses game around here. With lots of blue hair and enough metal in their faces to put them in real danger of sudden flight if they ever visited a junkyard where the electromagnetic crane strayed a little too close to them. I mean, your hair’s not even an oddball shade. It’s like you’ve made the most individualist fashion statement in the room by dressing that way, and it’s not even ironic.”

Mendelsohn let out a solid laugh. “I don’t think I could pull this off ironically.”

“You’re right, you couldn’t,” I said. “You’d need one of those beards to tie the look together.” I pointed at the dudes with the long beards around the conference table. Like a youthful version of some medieval council with patches of blue, pink, and aqua hair mixed in.

“I don’t think I can grow a beard like that,” Mendelsohn said, smiling. “Mine’s very patchy.”

“It’s very strange how close hipster beards are getting to what I call ‘tactical beards,’” I said, prying my eyes off the cornucopia of humanity in Wittman’s conference room. “The trend is very bushy, but I feel like the ‘tactical beards,’ which you see on guys who have been in the military, have a real rugged edge to them that’s attractive.” I glanced back at the conference room one last time. “These hipster beards scream ‘My mommy let me groom myself and I didn’t know what to do with that freedom’!”

Mendelsohn let out another chuckle, his bare cheeks and chin marking him in contrast to the male employees here. Wittman, too, lacked any facial hair, but they seemed to be the outliers. Also the oldest people in the open, warehouse industrial space. Hell, I felt old in here and I was all of twenty-six and looked twenty, I’d been reliably informed. By people wanting tips and such, but still. “It’s just as well,” Mendelsohn said. “Research shows that beards are catch points for fecal matter and other varying bacteria floating in the air.”

“I heard about that,” I said, raising my finger and pointing with excitement. “Beards are poop magnets. Yes. Another argument for the smooth-faced look. You’re seeming more calculatingly genius all the time, Mr. Mendelsohn.”

“Call me Aaron,” he said with a hearty chuckle, and gestured me over to a desk in the corner just outside a small, glass-sided office. It sat just outside the door and opposite was another desk, this one manned by a small guy in a suit with a beard that was neither tactical nor hipster-y. It was wispish, barely there, as though he tried as hard as he could to grow one but failed. Every other detail of his appearance was perfectly maintained, from his pocket square (magenta, matched his tie) to his wingtips, and they hung on his rail-thin frame excellently. “This is Kelvin, Mr. Wittman’s assistant.”

Kelvin offered me a very limited handshake, almost as though afraid he’d pick something unpleasant up from my fingertips. Which I thought was fair, since he was in earshot for our discussion about poop beards.

“Nice to meetcha, Kelvin,” I said, and turned to Mendelsohn. “So he doesn’t have a cool title like ‘Managing Director’?”

“Ah, no,” Mendelsohn said with that same smile, though his cheeks reddened a little.

“Some of us have to content ourselves with being the buttress upon which the behind-the-scenes part of the business runs,” Kelvin said, a little snidely. Mendelsohn just chuckled, though there seemed to be an element of strain between them.

Mendelsohn filtered over to his desk and gestured for me to have a seat across from him. “Cam will be joining us shortly, I’m sure, but until then I’m happy to go over the presentation with you.”

“Sure, might as well get to it,” I said, checking my phone again. I fired off a text to Friday asking where he was, expecting he’d reply whenever he felt like it. Or pried his phone from where it was stuck, likely between his butt cheeks. To my surprise, it buzzed almost immediately.

ON I-80 BRIDGE FROM OAKLAND. BE THERE SOON. P.S. I THINK I JUST JOINED A GANG.

I frowned, prompting Mendelsohn to ask, “What?” I showed him the text without explanation and he frowned. “That’s...quite a long ways from here. Probably at least an hour. Where did your co-worker drive from?”

“Hell if I know,” I said. “He could have started from next door and decided this was the shortest route.” With a shrug, I proclaimed, “Start without him. There’s no point in us trying to make small talk for an hour, because we’ll exhaust my supply of small talk in about five minutes and plunge right into my big talk. That’ll send you screaming from the room, the city, the municipality and possibly the state and country. Since we wouldn’t want that—”

“I can tolerate quite a bit, Ms. Nealon.”

“You can call me Sienna if I can call you Aaron.”

“Fair trade,” he said. “And I’d actually be quite fascinated to hear your ‘big talk.’ I imagine it would involve themes I don’t often get exposed to in my everyday conversations. It’d be quite the paradigm shift, I’m sure.”

“Yes,” I said. “If by ‘paradigm shift’ you mean, ‘discussions about the most expedient way to kill people who are presenting an active threat to your life or the safety of others.’” I shrugged again. “I have a somewhat limited repertory.”

“I’d be interested to discuss it later,” Mendelsohn said, and he seemed sincere, though I had reason to doubt it. Who wanted to talk about killing people? Other than me and the kick-ass military operators I’d met? “But perhaps we should get to business since your associate is so far away.” He spun a computer monitor around on a swivel so I could see it, and turned up the brightness on the screen as he brought up a video.

“Ooh, a movie,” I said. “I should have popcorn for this.”

“Kelvin, would you mind getting Ms. Nealon some popcorn?” Mendelsohn said. Kelvin snapped right to it before I had a chance to say I was joking. Which was fine, because I realized I was a little peckish. “Two weeks ago, one of our employees was delivering servers to a subsidiary we have in the Tenderloin district of San Francisco.” He clicked something on the keyboard. “He had two extras in the back that were meant to be delivered to another facility we have out in East San Jose, but he never made that stop.” He smiled. “For reasons that are about to become obvious.”

The footage started running on the screen, and I could see a hi-res security camera had taken the video. It showed a panel van about the size of a FedEx truck, sitting on a dark street at night. I had a perfect view of the rear double doors, and in the background I could see a few pedestrians meandering a slow path down the sidewalk across the street. The detail was fairly crisp; they both looked like vagrants, complete with stocking caps and ratty jackets. Another was following along behind them with a shopping cart.

All three stopped with a jerk that rippled through them like an earthquake had hit. There was a full body recoil on the part of each. One in the lead was wearing a lime green shirt, and he reacted first. The other two—one next to him in a dark jacket, and the one with the shopping cart—both startled a second later.

It didn’t take long to figure out why. Grendel lurched into camera view, sending the first two running even though they were across the street and at least fifteen yards away. Smart move on their part; that was still too close. The third guy made his retreat a little slower, turning his cart around and bustling out of view behind the van, lagging behind them by a bit.

The Grendel ripped open the van doors without a lot of ceremony or much effort. He left them hanging there as he climbed in. The clarity of the camera didn’t do enough at this distance to give me a precise idea of what he was doing inside other than rummaging around, but when he emerged a few seconds later, it was with a black box slightly larger than a suitcase under each of his swollen, yellowed arms.

“Those are our servers,” Mendelsohn said, clearing that right up for me.

“It’s good you told me,” I said, “because I was going to guess they were mini-fridges filled with kombucha.”

Mendelsohn chuckled. “That stuff is quite popular here. You want some?”

“I don’t know that I’ve tried one before.”

“No time like the present.” He slid his gaze over to Kelvin, who was about thirty or so feet away in a kitchenette tucked in the corner of the warehouse space. “Get Ms. Nealon a citrus kombucha while you’re at it, Kelvin?” Kelvin signaled his acknowledgment of the request by—unless I imagined it—flipping Mendelsohn the bird.

“I guess I’m trying one of those, then,” I said, and turned my attention back to the monitor. “Also, is there some reason Kelvin dislikes you so much? Are you an asshole to people who you aren’t touring around?”

“I don’t think so,” Mendelsohn said, lapsing into what seemed to be genuine, introspective pontification. “I like to think I’m polite to everyone. I have some concern that Kelvin believes our desk positioning is some sort of slight to him, given that I’m considerably higher ‘ranked’ in the hierarchy around here.” 

“And consequently paid better?”

Mendelsohn nodded. “Naturally. Several orders of magnitude. He’s a personal assistant to Mr. Wittman; I help run the entire company.”

I nodded. “So...you don’t fetch kombucha for Mr. Wittman?”

“I would if he asked, out of politeness,” Mendelsohn said. “Just as I would for you if I were up and you needed something. But it’s not a function of my job.”

“Hm,” I said, looking back at the monitor. He’d paused the video. “So what is your job, specifically? I know you said ‘running the company,’ but—”

“I help Mr. Wittman seek and evaluate potential investments,” Mendelsohn said. “I have created several models to aid in valuation of tech companies that have no sales to speak of and—”

“Ohhhhh,” I said, finally getting it. “You help him put a price tag on unproven startups. Quantifying the unquantifiable, because they haven’t made a profit yet. Or are even taking in money, in some of their cases.”

Mendelsohn cocked his head at me in surprise. “Most laypeople don’t grasp that very quickly. Though I wouldn’t say they’re ‘unquantifiable.’ The variables are just a little more opaque than, say, a public company that has an established business model and generates regular revenue and profit.”

“Cool,” I said, and gestured to the monitor. “Now that we’ve got that squared away, please proceed.”

“That’s basically it,” Mendelsohn said. “As you can see, the Grendel made off with the servers.”

I nodded. “And what did the local PD find?”

Mendelsohn stared at me. “Nothing.”

I frowned. “It busted into the van and stole the servers and they found...nothing, forensics-wise?”

He shook his head.

“A giant metahuman creature out of a horror movie,” I said, trying to cut to the core of this problem, because I wasn’t quite getting it, “cracks open your company van like an egg, steals two servers, retreats into the night, and the SFPD just go, ‘Ahhh, yeah, NBD, let’s go back to sleep’?”

Mendelsohn blinked a couple times. “Uh, no. They just took down the report. They were very clear—they won’t be able to do anything about it.” He paused, as if for emphasis. “At all.”
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“There were over twenty-five thousand car break-ins in San Francisco last year,” Mendelsohn said as he settled back in his seat. Kelvin came wandering up with a bag of popcorn, offering it to me along with a pink liquid in a bottle that looked like someone had poured rosé in a juice bottle. “Which is down from the year before, so it’s an improvement, but still—that’s a lot of burglaries for the police to deal with.”

“Yeah, but they said they weren’t going to do anything?” I asked, staring at his near-impassive mien. I’d dealt with property crimes only occasionally, and yeah, there didn’t tend to be a great chance of recovering stolen stuff out of a vehicle, but the idea that a cop would say that there’s absolutely nothing they were going to do about it...well, it wasn’t great community relations. “Like, at all? About the giant, yellow meta that broke into your company van?”

Mendelsohn shrugged. “Don’t get me wrong, they’re quality servers, and it seems to me that they were probably targeted for theft given that this same creature hit QuantiFIE. But they’re insured and not particularly unique, as these things go. They’re not specialty equipment.”

I shook my head, trying to get the taste of the utter injustice of theft out of my mouth. I was still kind of boggling at the twenty-five thousand break-ins that San Francisco had seen last year. That seemed high to me, but again, I wasn’t exactly experienced in property crime. At this level, at least. I landed a hand on the big silvery suitcase next to my seat, thumping my knuckles against the cold steel for some sort of reassurance in light of this bit of news.

“So, Ms. Nealon,” a voice came from behind me, one that I didn’t even bother to turn for because I knew it, “how are you liking Silicon Valley so far?”

“It’s not bad, Cam,” I said, going right back to the nickname I’d given him last time we’d met. “Though I haven’t tried to drink from one of your ubiquitous paper straws yet. One of those suckers starts to fall apart while I’m sipping my water, I might get a little testy.”

Cameron Wittman came around my side, his familiar, terrible, Jack McBrayer partial-bowl cut bangs swinging just above his eyes. He didn’t offer his hand, and he didn’t sound quite as friendly as he had when last we’d met. Which had involved me busting into his penthouse in New York at near supersonic speeds and taking a memory from him so I could catch a bad guy. “You look well,” he said, giving me a cursory study.

“I’m not on the run anymore,” I said. “I think that’s doing wonders for my complexion and overall health. Dodging bullets can be very deleterious for the complexion and general aura, you know.”

“I hear that taking on explosively violent and over-sized yellow metas can result in a higher than usual death rate,” Wittman said, oh so casually.

So the rich and connected guy knew I’d died in Queens, even though that wasn’t public knowledge. Big surprise.

“Kill me once, shame on me,” I said, patting the silver suitcase, which he gave careful regard to. “Try again, it’ll be a different story.”

“I hope so, for all our sakes,” Wittman said, shaking his head and breaking eye contact. “I trust Mr. Mendelsohn has been walking you through the situation from our point of view?”

“He is,” I said. “We haven’t quite gotten to QuantiFIE yet, but the van break-in puts an interesting slant on things.”

“Seems a little strange to go from busting into a vehicle to steal servers to going cross country and killing you, doesn’t it?” Wittman stared off into space, considering...well, my death, maybe? Here I missed the Harmon powers.

“I am struggling to see the common link,” I said. “Of course, I don’t understand what was taken from QuantiFIE.”

“An algorithm,” Wittman said, and Mendelsohn must have taken this as his cue to start the presentation again, because the monitor screen transitioned from the San Francisco street at night to inside an industrial complex building.

It played, a camera view centered on a lone computer sitting against a greyscale wall. It took until the Grendel walked into the frame for me to realize that it was not black and white. His yellow skin really stood out in the high def, as the Grendel walked up to the computer—

And proceeded to use it like a normal person.

“What the hell?” I muttered, thinking back to my battle with the creature. 

“You were thinking it was like the Hulk, weren’t you?” Mendelsohn met my flicked gaze with a smile. “It doesn’t look very smart, does it?”

“It didn’t show a lot of intelligence in those eyes when I fought it,” I said, looking back at the screen. The Grendel actually pulled a zip drive out of somewhere behind it, which was weird since it wasn’t wearing any clothes. It inserted it into the computer and then proceeded to slowly and carefully peck away at the keyboard. Without destroying it. It looked up at the camera and mouthed something. Or maybe growled. It was tough to say.

“It’s intelligent,” Wittman said, standing off from the desk, not looking at me or the computer or even Mendelsohn. He just stared off into space. “It was very careful to download just this one thing, which limited its time in the QuantiFIE offices.” Now he looked right at me. “QuantiFIE is a programming startup. They were working on a few commercial products, one of which is an algorithm of incredible complexity which is designed to—”

“Hold it right there.” I shook my head. “Keep in mind that I am not a programmer, and make this as simple as you can.”

“QuantiFIE was creating a very complicated series of...programming steps, let’s call them,” Mendelsohn said, probably stepping in for his boss to pinch-hit idiot-ese I would understand. “Because that’s what an algorithm is. At its simplest, it’s an If/Then matrix for solving a certain kind of problem. Let’s say you wanted to understand an egg, and you wrote an algorithm around it, it’d go like this: ‘IF the object is ovoid and devoid of cracks, THEN it’s a whole, undamaged egg. IF the object is ovoid but cracked, THEN it’s a cracked egg. IF’—”

“Okay, got it,” I said. “But why would we need an algorithm for that?”

“We wouldn’t,” Wittman said, looking right at me. “We know what eggs are. Unless you’re vegan, they’re a staple of our diets. But a machine wouldn’t. These sort of algorithms are for machines, computers—it’s for them to solve problems for us.”

“See, humans define things in terms of their utility to us,” Mendelsohn said. “An egg is food. A hard-boiled egg could be used as a shoddy baseball.” He smiled. “There are, perhaps, other uses, but you get the point.”

“A machine doesn’t understand an egg,” Wittman said. “A machine doesn’t understand them because eggs have no utility at all to them. They don’t know a chair from a chainsaw. Algorithms help put the steps in place for them to solve a problem that we give them, whether it’s the optimal flight course to take a rocket from the ground to orbit and then to the moon, or you typing in, ‘What is a hedgehog?’ and the machine searching an index of the entire internet to present you results.”

“Then trying to sell me old copies of Sonic the Hedgehog, right?” I asked, smiling slightly. “Before then selling my personal information to vendors who then follow me around the internet trying to get me to buy old copies of Sonic the Hedgehog.”

“That’s an algorithm at work,” Mendelsohn said. “Deciding what the most optimal result is, what to show you based on even limited inputs. Algorithms are everywhere, especially in programming, whether in apps, internet search engines, social networks in terms of how they present your ‘wall’ or ‘page’ or ‘timeline’ or—”

“Okay,” I said, turning my attention back to the freeze frame of Grendel at the computer. “So it stole an algorithm. Was it a specific kind?”

“Very specific,” Wittman said. “QuantiFIE is looking at quantum computing solutions to everyday problems in the—”

“You’re butting up against the limits of my understanding of jargon again,” I said. “You say ‘quantum,’ I start thinking astronomy.”

“Artificial intelligence,” Mendelsohn said. “That’s what QuantiFIE was working on. Artificial intelligence that could add to and subtract from this algorithm when necessary in order to improve itself during problem solving.”

I blinked. “So...QuantiFIE had a learning AI and this Grendel stole it.”

“A copy of it, anyway,” Wittman said.

“And the Grendel also stole two high-powered servers.” My mind churned for a second. “You think the Grendel might be planning to...?”

“Some assembly required?” Mendelsohn got to the end of my assumption before I was required to fill it out myself. “It could be. Though the purpose is very unclear at present. The algorithm plus a couple high-capacity computers?” He shook his head. “There has to be more to it than that. The algorithm isn’t complete, and just plugging the servers in and putting the algorithm on them and letting them run? Well, it’d produce nothing.”

“Great, I love it when a terrible criminal has a plan that I can’t see coming together.” I stood, lifting my silver case.

Mendelsohn joined me in standing a moment later. Wittman eyed me—and my case—with something approaching nerves. “What are you planning to do?” he asked.

“I want to see the place where the servers were stolen,” I said. “Think you can arrange that?”

Mendelsohn shot a glance at Wittman, who gave a nod after only a short pause. “I think we can,” Mendelsohn said.

“Great, let’s get to it,” I said, and hefted the silver case as we headed for the door. “See ya later, Cam.”

“Good hunting,” Wittman said, though when I turned, I thought I caught just a hint of something out of him that I hadn’t seen before.

Anger.
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“You sent the new address to my associate, right?” I asked as we stepped out of the car in San Francisco’s Tenderloin district.

“Yes, ma’am,” Mendelsohn said.

“Great,” I said, wondering if having Friday show up here was going to be a good thing or a bad one.

Tenderloin was an interesting neighborhood, at least visually. Older buildings were mingled in with some refaced ones, giving the place a feel that this area had been around for a while and was turning over, some serious gentrifying in progress. This stretch seemed to be one that had really been worked over by the construction in the area, and while I saw a few tents with homeless people sitting in them just across the road, they seemed a little out of place in this part of the neighborhood.

“Watch your step,” Mendelsohn said, and he sounded a little tense.

I frowned, dragging the silver case out of the car while trying not to ding the paint job. “For what?” I glanced at the homeless across the street. “Those guys?”

“No,” Mendelsohn said, and pointed at the ground.

I looked down. “Oh.”

There were a half dozen discarded syringes just lying in the gutter about ten inches from my foot. I looked down the street and saw more of them. A lot more.

“Okay, that’s a new one for me,” I said, and turned as Mendelsohn circled the limo over to my side. He kept his eyes on his feet until he was on the sidewalk, and then he paused, looking at the side of the building ahead. 

I turned to see what had caught his attention, and my jaw dropped.

A homeless man was squatting against the side of a brick building, pants around his ankles. The veins were bulging out in his neck, and he was clearly straining to get his poop out.

“I’m sorry,” Mendelsohn said, once again blushing.

“It’s okay,” I said, trying to avert my eyes. “This is a thing that happens all the time. Usually indoors, in a toilet facility. I’m a little surprised to see it happening right here in the open because I thought I was in San Francisco, not Afghanistan, but hey. We live, we learn.”

“San Francisco has a few problems,” Mendelsohn said. “But they’re working on it. Trying new things. Hoping for a solution.”

I just nodded along, trying to synchronize my position on the street with where I suspected the camera was that recorded the robbery. I looked around, caught sight of a similar-looking facade on a building across the street, then turned until I found the camera in question. It was about twenty feet up on the side of the nearest building, mounted to the wall but disguised in a piece of signage.

“Found it?” Mendelsohn asked, catching me with a smile. He already knew what I was up to. “The van was parked here.” He’d positioned himself on the curb next to a VW van that would have looked more in place in the San Francisco of the 1970s than modern day.

“Thanks,” I said, and looked for signs of broken glass, a telltale mark of the place where the burglary had occurred. I frowned when I didn’t find it.

“There are street cleaners that come through here daily,” Mendelsohn said, once again guessing at my gutter-peering. “They’re here for the syringes but they tend to sweep up the broken glass, too.”

I gave him my best cock-eyed look. “Hell of a place, San Francisco.”

“Like I said, they’re working on it. Auto burglaries are down year over year, so...”

“Progress,” I said, positioning myself close to where I thought the break-in had happened. With all the glass swept away, and the news of daily syringe sweep-ups, I doubt there’d be a hell of a lot of physical evidence to see. Even if that VW van hadn’t been parked smack dab in the middle of where the break-in had occurred.

“In your wildest dreams, what might you like to find at this location?” Mendelsohn asked. There was a deep quality to his tone, a richness to his voice that suggested he’d have been a hell of a radio man.

“The Grendel all belted up in the heaviest restraints known to man,” I said, stepping off the curb behind the van. “Failing that, some sort of evidence or witness that gives me a clue I can work with to move toward that goal.”

“An eminently worthy aim,” Mendelsohn pronounced. “Do you do any canvassing in situations like this?”

I raised an eyebrow at him. “You ever do any police work?”

He waved me off as he shook his head. “No, all I know about police work I’ve learned from books and television.” He pointed to the tent across the street. “Care to try your luck talking to the locals?”

“I might just give that a try, yeah,” I said, thinking it over. I’d turned up a clue or two in the past talking to local homeless populations. If they were willing to talk, they tended to have seen more than your average passerby, mostly because they spent more time on the street and were thus more attuned to odd goings-on than your average millennial phone-dweller, who you could barely get to look up from their screen by setting off a grenade in front of them.

“I imagine that could be an interesting conversation,” Mendelsohn said. He sounded genuinely enthused.

I eyed his shoes. “Maybe take a few steps back, watch this from a distance? Not sure how street people will react to a managing director.”

“Let’s find out,” Mendelsohn said, and we both crossed the street, heading toward the tent on the sidewalk.

The guy sitting outside the tent watched me with lackadaisical interest. His eyes were slightly out of focus, and I had a suspicion he was on something, probably the sort of something that resulted in syringes being dropped all over the sidewalks and streets. Track marks on his arms confirmed it for me, but it was nice to know that I could deduce the cause of a thousand-yard stare even across the road.

“Hey,” I said as I closed in. “How’s it going?”

His eyes slid off me, past me, and settled on Mendelsohn behind me. “Hey, Mr. Aaron. How you doing today?”

“I’m doing all right, Jonah,” Mendelsohn said. “How are you feeling? You need a ride to a shelter?”

“I’m okay for now.” Jonah spoke with a slow drawl, his words dribbling out as he felt like letting them. “The shower truck came by this morning,” he said, with something like pride.

“That’s good,” Mendelsohn said. “Have you seen Uruk or Benji around today?”

I blinked. Uruk? Sounded like one of Reed’s geeky, Lord of the Rings characters. 

Mendelsohn seemed to catch my musing. “Uruk was an ancient city of Sumeria.”

“And this Uruk fellow is from there, surely,” I said, oh so dryly.

“Anything is possible,” Mendelsohn said.

“I saw Uruk earlier,” Jonah said. “Benji...he hasn’t been around for a while.” He stared off, eyes taking on a dreamlike quality. Now he was looking miles past us, though he was still talking to us like we were off in the wild blue yonder with him.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Mendelsohn said, closing in on Jonah. Jonah didn’t really react to his presence, but I saw Mendelsohn slip him a hundred, pushing it into Jonah’s palm tightly. “Get yourself something to eat, friend.”

“Will do, Mr. Aaron,” Jonah said, slowly blinking his eyes and then letting out a contented sigh.

“We should talk to Uruk,” Mendelsohn said.

“I’m not going to Mesopotamia today,” I said. Mendelsohn gave me a blank look, and I was forced to concede. “Fine, it was a lame joke. Where would you suggest we look?”

“About a block from here there’s a mission,” Mendelsohn said, pointing north. “Sometimes the locals gravitate there.”

“Before we do, though,” I said, “why are we looking for this Uruk?”

“He was on the video you watched,” Mendelsohn said. “He was the one in the yellow t-shirt.”

That raised my eyebrow again. Mendelsohn not only knew some of the homeless in the area, but was friendly with them to the point that they were on a casual, first-name basis. I started to wonder if he was, in fact, one of those oh so rare nice guys of myth and legend.

Before I had a chance to really follow that thought to its conclusion, my phone started buzzing in my pocket. I shifted the weight of my silvery case and went fishing in my pocket for it, eventually coming up with it to find that the caller ID said it was Shaw calling me. “Whassup?”

“I’m your boss,” Shaw said, sounding a little put out. “You could at least say, ‘Whassup, boss-man.’ Show some respect.”

“Whassup, boss-man?” I asked, pausing to press my cell phone to my cheek with one shoulder while shifting the silver case to my other hand. It wasn’t that heavy, but it was really awkward and digging into my fingers. Whoever had designed this thing hadn’t bothered studying ergonomics.

“I got a report from the Midtown office that you checked a little something special out of the armory,” Shaw said. “All I have to say about that is...please don’t make my life hell in any way with it.”

“No promises,” I said. “It’s not really the sort of thing that lends itself to making your life easier. Mine, probably. But yours? Nah.”

“Please,” Shaw said. “Just...please. Second, we have another strike by the Grendel.”

“Tell me it was in a mead hall in Norway.”

“Close. A robotics lab in Chicago. Last night.”

I full-on frowned. “What the hell? It drove through the night to Chicago and hit another target? What is this thing after?”

“Not sure,” Shaw said, “but I’m guessing it flew, in its human form. Also, I think you’ll find this interesting. The lab they hit is a recent acquisition of Inquest.”

“The search engine?” I asked, still fully frowning. Inquest had taken the crown from Google a year or two ago, which was no mean feat given that ‘Google’ was synonymous for internet searching at this point. Still, they’d done it, to much trumpeting and a thousand think pieces predicting the death of more tech giants in the steady, convulsive orgy that was technological disruption. I didn’t quite buy that; Inquest hadn’t actually killed the competition yet. After all, they’d just won the traffic war for a year now.

“Correct,” Shaw said. “I guess they’re a cash-rich business, so they’re buying a bunch of stuff.”

“As one does, when one is cash-rich,” I said. “Personally, I’m going to start buying fur coats when you guys finally acknowledge my true worth and pay me as such.”

Shaw laughed, but it was so fake. “You’re a government employee, Nealon. Your worth is whatever the pay scale says it is, and good luck getting a dime more. Anyway, get this—the co-CEOs of Inquest are apparently aware of your case and want a meeting.”

I kept frowning and looked to Mendelsohn. “Where’s Inquest’s HQ?”

“Mountain View,” he said, pointing south. “Back in Silicon Valley.”

“Did they ask for a certain time slot?” I asked Shaw. “Or should I just stop in whenever?”

“Sooner would be better,” Shaw said. “You know how these rich folks get when they don’t have something they want done on their schedule. These people definitely are donors, Nealon. I know you don’t give a fig who you piss off, but I would strongly advise you to step carefully on this one. That comes straight from Chalke.”

“Then I will definitely treat it as such,” I said.

There was a pause. “That means you’re going to make a mess of this just for the hell of it, doesn’t it?”

“I swear I never start these things,” I said. “But like the Stone Cold Stunner, I’m a hell of a finisher.”

“You really are like Steve Austin. I never put that together until now.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I’m chasing one weak-tea lead and then I’ll head right over to Inquest. Anything else for me, or should I get back to work?”

“Seriously, Nealon, that case you’re carrying—”

“Yeah, yeah. I’ll limit the collateral damage.” I hung up, because there was nothing else he was going to say in that vein that I needed or wanted to hear.

“Something up?” Mendelsohn asked. “With Inquest?”

“Grendel hit one of their subsidiaries, a robotics lab in Chicago,” I said. “Any thoughts on why he’d be doing that?”

Mendelsohn seemed to give it some thought, pursing his lips, brow furrowed, but finally he came out with, “It’s an interesting data point. Not sure I could spin it into any conclusions, though.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Let’s go see if we can find this Uruk, then maybe we can get down to the business of seeing what Inquest lost and Grendel found.” I shook my head. This case was getting weirder all the time.

The sound of distant buzzing grew louder as I stood there, on the sidewalk, surrounded by discarded needles and a tent, as the buzzing turned into a small roar, like an outboard motor. For a second I wondered if we were close to the bay, but then I saw it turn the corner.

A moped.

With Friday on it.

He was hulked out, twice the width of a normal man, muscles on top of his muscles. He looked comically stupid riding on that little thing, like he’d tip over easily if he wasn’t possessed of meta balance.

With everyone on the street watching, he cruised up to me and brought the moped to a stop, deploying his kickstand. He was, of course, wearing his signature black mask, like a luchador, a gimp, a bank robber, or maybe some combo of the three. He had a kid’s backpack draped across his too-big shoulders, and once he’d parked, he revved the moped as he grinned at me.

I cringed at the loudness of the motor. I was pretty sure he had no muffler on that, and part of me wondered how he’d lost it. Then I noticed that his weight was bending the frame, the moped dipping awfully close to the ground. Question answered.

Mendelsohn just stared at him, then shot a look at me. “Is this a friend of yours?”

“Not a friend,” Friday said in that overly dramatic voice, deep and yet husky at the same time. “We’re family.”

I swallowed my pained pride at his appearance, and said, ruefully, “Aaron Mendelsohn, this is Guy Friday.” I took a deep breath, cringing inwardly at Friday’s stupid grin. “He’s my uncle.”
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When we got to the mission, Mendelsohn went in to inquire about Uruk. I stayed outside, mostly because everyone in the place was giving me the eye, probably thinking I was here to bust them for something. Which I totally wasn’t. Either way, between me drawing the attention of the residents like I was 5-0 and Friday swollen to the approximate size of a Cadillac Escalade, I decided to wait outside.

Friday, for whatever reason, decided to wait with me.

Yay.

“So...how are things?” he asked, about as awkwardly as you might expect given it was Friday. We were leaning up against the stained brick wall outside, and a guy about twenty feet away was staring at me defiantly, preparing a heroin needle for injection, practically daring me to do something about it. The smell of garbage and human waste filled my metahuman senses, though there were no obvious signs of either from where I stood.

“Well, I died yesterday,” I said. “So there’s that.”

“I die sometimes, too,” Friday said, nodding sagely. “And am reborn, every morning. Like a phoenix rising from flames. Except I rise from a bed.”

“No, I mean actually died yesterday,” I said, arms folded. “The villain we’re after? It’s a Grendel-type metahuman. It killed me.” I caught Friday peering down at me out of his mask, eyes wide with alarm. “What? I got better,” I said with a shrug.

“Oh, right, you said something like that already—waitaminute.” He straightened, his breathing picked up, and suddenly he sounded a little like the moped revving. “This thing killed you?” He slapped a giant fist into the palm of his other hand. “I am now honor-bound to avenge you by murdering this...‘Gremlin.’”

“Grendel,” I said. “But hey, fine, murder it. Awesome by me. Don’t expect an easy fight, though. The thing has invulnerable skin, bone claws—”

“So it’s like Wolverine?”

I shook my head because the fact I’d drawn that comparison made me uneasy to believe I thought anything like Friday. “It’s a lot bigger than a normal human.” I looked up at his commanding bulk. “It’s probably a little smaller than you are right now.  But with yellow skin.”

“It must eat too many bananas.”

“I don’t think that’s the cause of the yellowing,” I said. “Either way, the thing’s brutal.” I nudged the silver case with my foot. It was sitting right next to me, and didn’t wobble a bit at my effort, due to the weight. “Hopefully the next time I meet it, I won’t even need your help, but still...thank you for coming.”

“Hey, hey, hey,” a lady said, walking up to me and waving her arms in front of her face. “Lookee who we got here. The Slay Queen!”

“You forgot to mention me,” Friday said, sounding more than a little offended. “I’m the Slay King.”

“Dude, no,” I said, shaking my head.

“This your boyfriend?” the lady asked. She was clearly one of the local homeless, wearing a shirt that looked like it hadn’t been laundered in weeks. She had a layer of dirt and grime on her face and caked in her hair that made her look older than she probably was. Part of me wondered if that was a defense on her part. It couldn’t be easy to be a woman on the streets.

“He’s my uncle,” I said.

The lines around her eyes got squinty as she looked up at Friday. “If you’re her uncle, why would you want people to think you’re the Slay King? That’d imply you two were together.” Her accent was not local, at least not originally. It was broader, kind of Midwestern.

“We are together,” Friday said, just an unmoving slab of stupid.

“Together together, Friday,” I said, clutching the bridge of my nose with my thumb and forefinger. I was very near to facepalming. “Romantically together. Kings and Queens are married.”

“Not all of them,” Friday said, completely unemotional at this point, in spite of having just verbally maneuvered himself into the oddest, most incestuous place this side of Westeros. “The Queen of England is not married to the King of Sweden.”

“Yeah, but I’m the Slay Queen,” I said. “If you’re the Slay King—”

“Fine, fine,” Friday said. “I’ll be the Gangsta Murder King. It’ll fit well with that new gang affiliation I picked up in Oakland.”

“What gang affiliation?” I asked. “What are you even talking about?”

“I joined a local gang,” he said. “They wear yellow or red. I think they might be Star Trek-related. I am down with those homies.”

“I never heard of a gang that wears those colors,” the homeless lady said. “Or takes cues from Star Trek. That’s not real street, if you know what I mean.”

I directed my attention toward her. “Did you need something?”

She met my gaze, and I detected a hint of mischief bordering on malice. She was up to something, and if I hadn’t just been accused of incest, odds were good I’d have picked up on it sooner.

As I was peering at her, I heard the scuff of a shoe next to me and looked down to find someone reaching for my silver suitcase. A dirty hand was already on the handle, grimy wrist disappearing into a dusty, well-worn flannel attached to a homeless dude with several days of beard growth and greasy, lank surfer hair that covered his eyes. He had a good grip on the silver suitcase and turned, ready to run—

But as his arm reached full extension, grip tight on the handle, he stopped abruptly, jolted off his feet by the shock of finding out that my suitcase weighed several hundred pounds.

“Yeah, don’t do that,” I said, lightly chopping his elbow to knock his grip loose.

“Ow!” He withdrew the hand, looking all offended, like I’d just violated his person. “You can’t do that, man! I got rights, you know?”

“You have the right to be punched in the throat as hard as I can throw one,” I said, “if I catch you trying to steal my shit again. Spoiler warning: my throat punches will crush your larynx, and you’ll die choking on your own blood. So get the hell out of here, will you?” I waved a hand vaguely in his direction, then wheeled on the woman who’d tried distracting me while her partner worked. “You too, Lucy. I have no problem hitting a woman.”

“You and most the men I’ve known,” she said, and scampered off. I felt a little bad after she said that. She looked like she had probably taken a punch or two in her time, deserved or not.

“You should have chased them down and crushed them for the insult of trying to steal your stuff,” Friday said, still hulking next to me. He hadn’t moved during the entire exchange, though I thought I’d heard something like a click from him during my exchange with the two ne’er-do-wells. Apparently he was content to let me deal with it. Which was fine. It was pretty low-grade, as these things went, nothing I couldn’t handle. If he adopted the same attitude when we tangled with the Grendel, though, that might be a problem.

“I don’t think that would have made my bosses happy,” I said, rejoining him in his lean against the wall. “They’re probably looking to avoid any incidents of police brutality that can be ascribed to them and their employees. It looks bad.”

“World’s gone crazy,” Friday said. “Time was, you wouldn’t put up with this bullcrap. If someone tried to steal from you, you were well within your rights to beat them to death.”

“What can I say? We’ve had a revolution in sensibilities since then.” I looked sidelong at him. “Besides, you were born in what? The seventies? Eighties? They didn’t kill thieves when you were a kid.”

“They should have,” Friday said. “It’d be awesome deterrence. Seriously, I miss those days.”

I rolled my eyes. “You cannot miss what you never saw. Get your rose-colored glasses off.”

Mendelsohn chose that moment to pop out of the mission. “Uruk’s not here,” he said, adjusting the tweed jacket. It looked itchy to me, but hey, to each their own. “Nobody here’s seen him lately.”

“Maybe he took one look at Grendel and beat feet out of town,” I said. It’s what I wished I’d done back in Queens, though I didn’t say it.

“Maybe,” Mendelsohn said, and looked at me. “Inquest?”

“Inquest,” I agreed. That’d be our next stop.

“Sweet,” Friday said, coming off the wall. “Yes, we are in a quest. I want a sword. And a dragon. I think I’ll name it ‘Pete.’”

I couldn’t stop myself from facepalming this time. 
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Friday

 

The minute her back was turned dealing with those homeless boobs, Friday had snapped a perfect selfie. He was in the foreground, Sienna was in the background. He quick-typed: “Hanging with my awesome and popular friends because I am awesome and popular. #slayqueen #gangstaking #sanfran #soawesome #blessed #cute #like4like #friends #swag #yolo #artist #fbi #rapstar” Then he hit post and put it away before she finished dealing with those morons.

“This is really going to up my follower count,” he muttered under his breath. After all, who didn’t want to see the Slay Queen in action?


 

 

 

 

18.

 

 

Sienna

 

The Inquest headquarters were located in the South Bay area, another section of the ubiquitous sprawl that was San Fran and Silicon Valley. By the time we got there, I didn’t know if we were in Mountain View, San Jose, or San Yo-mama. It was a swanky former suburb and about an hour from downtown San Francisco in traffic.

Friday, thankfully, followed behind us on his moped. Which was good, because I was concerned about the quality of conversation if he’d been in the limo with me and Mendelsohn.

Instead, I had a companionable chat with Mendelsohn about the news, in which he regaled me with his (actually fascinating) take on where things were headed. He did this by personalizing it to me via what I’d gone through in my exile.

“...which is why it was so important that they all be on the same page when it came to ripping you down,” Mendelsohn said. “‘Narrative is everything,’ as my old friend Andrew used to say. If they have anyone deviate from it, anyone who can throw some doubt on what they’re reporting—”

“The story would have fallen apart,” I said, nodding along as I pushed open the limo door and stepped out into the sunshine. “Because the evidence was out there, just not clearly visible.”

“Right,” Mendelsohn said, speaking over the puttering of the moped as it nosed up behind us in a loop leading up to the Inquest HQ.

“This place looks like Frank Lloyd Wright’s bastard child design-humped the Eiffel Tower into submission,” Friday pronounced as he killed the moped’s engine.

I looked at the Inquest building and...he wasn’t wrong.

Where most of Silicon Valley had a very normal-ish corporate office feel, with the exception of maybe Apple’s alien spaceship campus, this place was bizarre. ‘Eclectic’ would have been too kind a word, because it had a metal framework that stretched above most of the office portion, like it was set up to channel otherworldly energy or maybe resurrect Nikola Tesla and fulfill all his aesthetic and experimental ideas in one fell swoop.

Someone was watching from the main entrance, and stepped out to prop open the door for us. It looked like a twenty-something lady in black pants and a white shirt, as though she’d stepped out of a Men in Black movie. Her hair was purple and spiked.

“Hello,” she said, waving us forward as Mendelsohn and I took an easy pace across the concrete courtyard toward her. Friday loped behind us a few steps.

I waved back. “Yes, yes, we see you,” I said, trying to figure out if I could sling my silver suitcase over my shoulder. It didn’t work; it was too long. The end scraped the pavement, producing a noise that made both me and Friday cringe, and me to stop it immediately and go back to carrying it like a guitar case. But so much bigger.

“I could get that for you if you want.” Friday hulked his way in front of me. “These shoulders are meant to bear serious weight, you know.” He flexed.

“No, and don’t do that,” I said, waving him off. 

“What, flex my awesomeness?” He leapt ahead and did a pose right out of a bodybuilding competition.

“This isn’t Venice Beach,” I said, “and that physique is only slightly less natural than any part of Heidi Montag.”

“Who?” Friday paused mid-flex.

“Never mind,” I said, steering around him like he was just a piece of statuary. “These are serious people we’re about to meet. Compose yourself accordingly.”

“I’m totally composed,” Friday said, hopping into place behind Mendelsohn and me like the third point of our triangle. “I’m like Beethoven’s 5th, I’m so composed.” I heard that noise again, and caught Friday with his back to us for a second, messing around with his phone like he’d just taken a picture.

“You’re like a corpse I dug out of a cemetery a couple months ago, you’re so decomposed,” I said, turning my back on him. If he wanted to take a picture of Inquest’s bizarre HQ as a tourist thing, it was probably the least offensive thing he’d do on this trip. Mendelsohn gave me an alarmed look over my repartee. “It was a cold case thing, not hobbyist grave robbing.”

“Oh,” he said. I don’t think that quite assuaged his concerns, though.

“I’m Bron,” the lady holding the door for us said.

“So am I,” Friday said, flexing again.

Bron raised an eyebrow at him. “I’m supposed to show you through to the CEOs.”

“Awesome,” I said. “Please do.”

Bron held the door open as we moved into the massive lobby. It was a glass structure couched inside the cylindrical wire outer frame. In the middle of the glass lobby stood a giant stone that looked like it had been hauled in from the Grand Canyon, as big as a house. Wings jutted off from the main lobby building to my left and right, giant glass windows letting sun in from all directions, giving the place a feel more like a light, airy convention center or airport rather than a company HQ. “Are you familiar with the CEOs?” Bron asked. “Ever heard their story?”

“Of course,” Friday said. I didn’t call bullshit aloud, but I did in my head for sure.

“Yes,” Mendelsohn said. He glanced at me. Him, I believed.

I sighed. Last woman out. “Yes. Berniece Adams and Hollister McKay, ages 27 and 28 respectively. The operational brains and the programming brawn. Met at Stanford, where Berniece convinced Hollister that his programming ability could be put to more immediate and lucrative use after he came up with a—I forget the technical detail, but basically some unique bit of programming that allowed him to create the Inquest search engine.” 

Mendelsohn gave me a respectful nod, apparently impressed. “Which since, Berniece and Hollister have turned into the world’s foremost search engine, knocking aside all other contenders to the throne in the last few months. Did you read the piece in Business Insider last month?”

“Yes,” I said, trying to cover the very slight flush in my cheeks. “I try to keep up with current events and whatnot.”

“I don’t,” Friday said. “All news is bad news these days anyway. Like a jolt of depressives right to your bowels.”

“The CEOs will be very pleased that you’re already aware of them,” Bron said, almost chirping beneath that spiky purple hair. “We’re trying to ride the wave of good press to help cement our newfound position as number one in search worldwide. Our competitors—” she said the word like it was dirty “—are trying to recapture their crown. But really, they’re dinosaurs from a bygone era. Inquest is the future of internet search, and our proprietary algorithm allows us to find what you’re looking for and bring it to you faster.”

“Like a loyal dog,” Friday said. “Too bad for you I’m a cat person.”

“There’s been some speculation that you’re using a form of rudimentary AI along with massive data collection to aid your search,” I said, causing Mendelsohn’s eyebrow to crank even farther up, his smile widening. “Is that something the CEOs would be willing to talk about, or nah?”

Bron stiffened a little as we started to skirt the edge of the massive, house-like rock in the middle of the lobby. “I don’t think they’re willing to discuss proprietary processes, no.”

“I don’t remember that being in the Business Insider article,” Mendelsohn said pensively. 

“It was in the Forbes piece from three, four months ago,” I said.

Mendelsohn nodded, once again in respect. “Excellent recall. I remember that one now that you mention it.”

“Yeah, well, I have a lot of downtime in which to become a font of useless information,” I said. “Plus side—I kill it when I play along with Jeopardy at home.”

“I would kill at Jeopardy, too,” Friday said. “I’m kind of a genius. Everybody knows it, but nobody likes to talk about it because my super-achievement in the realms of personal fitness, intellect, and my johnson make other, inadequate people feel very uncomfortable. I blame jealousy.”

I looked back at Friday, still in his uber-large form. “You know, I’ve long speculated that the bigger you get, the dumber you get. Mind shrinking down some so we can have a conversation without you flinging moronic sentences every five seconds like a monkey throwing poo?”

“Heh, you said ‘poo,’” Friday said, and didn’t shrink. “I can’t shrink now. I need to be fully diesel to be ready for any threat.”

Bron led us to an elevator at the side of the enormous lobby. Up against the giant rock, I saw three or four information desks. It was tough to tell from the sideways angle. “I’m not sure you’re going to fit in this with all of us,” she said, looking first at the glass elevator shaft, then at Friday. I had to agree, it was going to be an incredibly tight squeeze, if it worked at all.

“She can just leave that down here,” he said, gesturing to my silver case.

“Uh, no, she can’t,” I said. “You can either shrink or wait for the next elevator.” It slid down the shaft into place behind us, reminding me of one of those messenger doodads at bank drive-thrus that took your checks and ID and delivered money and receipts. Who built a glass elevator to be perfectly clear? I regarded it with curiosity; if anyone wore a skirt without undies while riding it, the people waiting below would be treated to an illicit glimpse right out of those pervy internet videos.

“I’ll wait here and guard your six,” Friday announced, promptly turning his back on me and just standing there, hulking, in front of the elevator door.

“Great,” I said as Bron led Mendelsohn and me into the elevator. Bron had to do a little creative dodging to make way for my case, but she made it happen. “You just chill here for a while. Let me know if any trouble comes my way.”

“Oh, I’ll be up on the next elevator,” he said, not bothering to turn around. Instead he announced it to the entire lobby, loud enough for people back in downtown San Fran to hear.

“Fantastic,” I said. “See ya soon.” The doors slid shut, and he waved over his shoulder through the glass.

“He’s quite the character,” Mendelsohn said as the elevator slid smoothly into motion.

“It’s hard to get good help at the government level, y’know,” I said, as Bron tried to stretch over my case, a keycard in her hand, to swipe it at the elevator controls. It made a chiming noise, apparently informing us that we were going somewhere that the base-level peons were not allowed. Yay, so special.

“He’s not going to be able to get up here without one of these,” Bron said, waving her key card.

“Perfect; he can wait in the lobby,” I said. “He doesn’t add much to the conversation when he’s this big anyway.”

The elevator started really moving, traversing about ten floors in the space of ten seconds, then sliding to a stop at the top, where an actual, solid wall had been placed to block the view into the uppermost suites. I could still see out every side of the elevator, but privacy appeared to be a very active concern for whoever inhabited this floor. I considered it a pretty decent statement about the elitism that ran through every strata of society: What is good for the little people is not good for the big ones. But I kept that thought to myself.

When the door opened, Bron practically tripped over my case to get out first. I wondered if she was afraid to let us wander in this clearly secured area, but I didn’t ask because I’d probably already stepped all over her feelings with my earlier pointed question about Inquest’s search engine success.

Besides, as I stepped out onto the executive level, I was left with something else to concern myself with.

The space in front of me was just a big receptionist area, a hub leading off to a dozen or so offices that circled the floor, with this elevator at the end of a spoke in the wheel-like arrangement. Directly opposite us, at the far end of the floor, was a huge double door guarded by two very familiar faces.

I followed Bron, meeting the gaze of the bodyguards stationed outside the CEOs’ office. Mendelsohn walked beside me, watching me out of the corner of his eye. It wasn’t a stretch to imagine he recognized both of the bodyguards, too. They were a little famous, after all.

“What’s up, homies?” I asked, following the lush carpeting that led right to their door, my case dangling at my side. “Been a while.”

“No kidding,” one of them said, looking at me through mirrored sunglasses, her voice like iron. “I hope you aren’t going to turn this into a thing, Nealon.”

“Oh, you know me,” I said, crossing the distance between us and keeping things affable. “I’m always making it a thing.” I looked over the one in sunglasses, her dark hair in a tight bob. “Hopefully for you it won’t turn out like the last time we squared off over one of your protectees.”

“It won’t,” the other woman said. She was tall, willowy and curvy, with darkish red-tinged hair down to the shoulder blades. Her voice oozed attitude, and she took a not-so-subtle step in front of the double doors to the CEOs’ office. Her counterpart matched the move, but lacked her friendliness, because a slow smile broke out across the face of the redhead. “How you doing, girlfriend?”

I stopped just outside the office, using my case to block Mendelsohn from stepping into this field of tension until I knew how it was going to turn out. I could feel the displeasure oozing off one of them, and caught hints of it from the other.

But, then, how could I blame them for that? My brother had just fired them a couple months ago, after all.

“I’m doing all right, Veronika,” I said, then nodded to her opposite number. “Better than poor Chase here.” I gave them both a glance, still holding the silver case at my side, ready to use it as a weapon against them if this thing turned hostile—and it looked like it might. “Now...are you going to let me pass, or are we going to fight it out right here for old times’ sake?”
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“Woo-hoo,” Veronika Acheron said, her fists springing to life with a burning blue glow, a wave of heat washing over me as she readied herself in a fighting stance. “Bodyguarding is a boring job, and it’s been a while since I’ve had a good brawl, Nealon. You going to be my Huckleberry?”

Chase Blanton lit her lightsaber hand power, a glowing red beam jutting from under her sleeve to about three feet in front of her like a laser sword. She was already in a defensive stance, presumably preparing for me to charge them. I wasn’t quite ready to do that yet, in spite of my stunning bravado, but it was nice to know they were professional enough to take me at my word and get ready. Most bodyguards didn’t take me seriously enough, to their detriment. “You want to go, Nealon?” Chase asked, tension in her voice now through the roof. “I still owe you for cutting down my last protectee.”

“Dude, he was trying to eliminate all digital privacy the world over,” I said, keeping loose in case either of them made a stupid move. Chase was the most likely one to do this, but I had an eye on Veronika, too, because I wouldn’t put it past her to preemptively remove me as a threat. “Don’t take it so personally. You were bodyguarding a villain whose body I had to beat. It happens when you’re a mercenary.”

“Yeah, well, we all know what you do to mercenaries,” Veronika said slyly. “But you have to know we aren’t just going to fall down without a fight like your usual pushovers.”

“Oh, I’m sure it’d be a knock-down, drag-out,” I said. “But I was invited here, so how about you two just stand down and let me chat with your bosses before we start getting into the kind of mess from which there is no retreat, and no salvaging this lovely carpet.”

Veronika and Chase traded a look, sidelong only, never once taking their eyes fully off me. “You have to leave your luggage out here,” Chase said, indicating my silver case with a nod of her head.

“Absolutely not,” I said. “This stays with me, always. I can’t let it out of my sight.”

Veronika raised an eyebrow. “Then I guess we’re at an impasse. There could be anything in there—a bomb, for instance.”

“I know you’re smarter than this, Veronika,” I said. “Why the hell would I haul a bomb to Silicon Valley from New York on the off chance I got a meeting with your bosses, who I have no motive to kill? And, also, and I find this most insulting—why the hell would I need a bomb, of all things, to kill your employers? I’m Sienna Nealon, for crying out loud. If I wanted them dead, my bare hands would do the job just fine.”

Veronika and Chase traded another look, this one a lot more nervously reserved. “She has a point,” Chase said, meta-low.

“She can hear you,” Veronika said right back, not bothering with meta-low.

“I know that,” Chase said. “But there are other people present.” She nodded at Mendelsohn. “Who’s this guy?”

“Aaron Mendelsohn,” he said, taking a couple steps forward as inoffensively as possible and offering his hand. “Managing Director, Wittman Capital.” Chase gave his hand a look of disdain, and he withdrew it and himself, most wisely, from the field of conflict. “I’m helping Ms. Nealon make sense of some of the technical aspects of this investigation.”

“Also, his boss has been chauffeuring me,” I said. “Which is good, because the traffic here is really crappy and I’ve been spending a lot of time in a limo instead of a confined government SUV. Really gives me the room to stretch my legs.” I clapped the silver case on the side, making it rattle a little. “And not have this sticking out of the sunroof. Assuming my government car even would have a sunroof. Not sure they spring for that option in Washington.”

The quiet hiss of a low, digital voice intruded into the silence, and I blanched at the stereo sound of it. Chase and Veronika both winced, and I realized the noise was coming from earpieces that were in their left ears, hidden under their long hair. “Let her in,” the command came, from a female voice that was clearly not used to brooking argument.

“Yeah, let her in,” I taunted, causing Chase to twitch with irritation, but only provoking a small, cool smile from Veronika. She was the old pro of the pair. Not that Chase was inexperienced, but Veronika had been doing mercenary assignments of various kinds for decades, I suspected. She got cagey about her age, though, so it was impossible to confirm.

Chase didn’t douse her lightsaber blade, but Veronika pushed open the double door for me, never taking her eyes off me as I stepped up to enter the CEOs’ chamber. “Play nice, Nealon,” Veronika said. She didn’t go so far as to wink at me, which would have been well within her normal behavioral parameters, but I sensed a dark playfulness in her tone. She’d fight me, no problem, no regrets, if it came to that. But warily.

On the other hand, Chase seemed to be looking for an opportunity to butt heads with me. Whether that was down to our last conflict, back in the US Virgin Islands a couple years ago, or because Reed had hired her at my recommendation and then fired her, along with Friday and so many others, was an open question. It didn’t matter, ultimately, except that her ire might provoke a fight that didn’t need to be fought.

“Oh, by the way,” I said, slipping a hand into my jacket and flashing my FBI badge. “In case there’s any doubt about why I’m here...it’s really not personal. This is a federal investigation.”

“Yeah, I heard one agent died already,” Chase said, and holy hell, was she viciously cold as she said it, lightsaber adding a note of crimson menace as it reflected in her eyes, crackling quietly as I passed. “It’d be a shame if another did, too.”

“Chase,” Veronika said under breath, trying to back her off. “Let’s not.”

Chase didn’t back off an inch. She stared me right in the face as I walked by. I didn’t dare look away for fear she’d use that untold anger to take a swipe at me. Damn, it was like she was carrying a Middle-East-level oil reservoir, except composed of pure hatred for me. I was hard-pressed to tell how things could possibly get any worse in that regard, but...

Then they did.

A low scraping from across the floor caused me to turn, almost knocking Veronika over with my case. She dodged in time, but anger flashed across her face and Chase moved to block my entry with her lightsaber blade, reacting to this unseen noise as though it were some sort of attack.

It wasn’t.

Not exactly.

With her lightsaber blade poised to take my head off with a flick of her wrist, Chase turned her head to check the source of the noise. It was the elevator Mendelsohn and I had rode up on. The doors were being forced open, emitting a grinding metal screech as they did so.

Heat radiated out from Veronika’s hands, and I tried to keep my eye on everything at once as the shit began to hit the fan. The two meta bodyguards were trying to button me up while assessing the threat coming from the elevator as it continued to force the door, and a flash of black appeared in the gap, along with immense hands—

Dammit.

“I’ll take care of Nealon,” Chase said, clipped. “You deal with—”

“Stop,” I said. “It’s not what you think.”

They didn’t stop. Veronika was already on her way across the floor; Chase was poised to thrust that lightsaber blade in my neck, which would probably kill me for the second time this mission. Not being keen on that, I swung my long case low as I dodged back, ripping her legs from beneath her and sending her sprawling to the floor.

She never even saw it coming.

“Veronika, no!” I shouted as she bounded toward the elevator. “He’s with me!”

And just before she got to the elevator doors, they forced themselves open and Friday popped out, still swollen to the approximate size of a jumbo SUV. He took Veronika’s bounding form in with one glance and said, “’Sup, girl?”

Veronika came to a skidding halt, dousing the blue plasma and wearing a hole of several inches in the carpet before stopping about a foot from colliding with Friday. She recovered in time to bring her fists up, though, and while I couldn’t see the look on her face, I couldn’t imagine it was good.

Chase hissed behind me, and I stepped back to avoid getting a reprisal from her. Her face was red, though whether it was because I had knocked her flat in front of her new bosses or because of my “partner,” it was tough to say. Either way, she didn’t look happy.

“Chase!” Friday called from across the floor, waving like an idiot. “What’s up, my lady?”

I cringed. That was not going to make things better.
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“You’re working with this idiot?” Veronika asked. She’d escorted Friday over to me, only a couple steps from apoplexy herself, but her innate professionalism keeping her from stuffing a plasma-encased hand into Friday’s rib cage and cooking him from the inside like a Thanksgiving turkey.

Chase did not look like she was possessed of similar restraint, so when Friday started to head toward her for a hug, I battered his kneecaps with my silver case to keep him from getting any closer. Chase’s face was blood red, and if she got any madder, I didn’t discount the idea that her head would physically launch from her body like a missile and kill anything in its path.

“Let’s just keep this cool,” I said. The whole incident had moved me back from my goal of getting into the CEOs’ office, and the door was once again blocked by Chase, she of the lightsaber hand and total fury. This was not my best intro to a situation ever, but it seemed wise to try and chill things out after a shaky start. “I’m going to have a meeting with your bosses, and then Friday and I are going to get out of your hair and hopefully we won’t have any reason to cross paths again. Ever.”

“Nealon, your luck don’t run like that,” Veronika said, a hint of an impish smile perking up the corners of her lips.

“Maybe your luck’s in the driver’s seat here,” I said. “There’s no need for us to get all unnecessarily hostile. I’ve got a job to do, you’ve got a job to do. In spite of our personal acrimony, our objectives aren’t mutually exclusive. We can do this, just a few minutes of crossing each others’ paths, and I’m out of your hair, hopefully for good.”

I got the feeling from the look on Chase’s face that she didn’t believe that any more than Veronika did, but at least she had the grace not to say it.

“Come on, Chase,” Veronika said, stepping between us. “The bosses are waiting.”

“Wait, you guys work for—” Friday started. I dinged him in the kneecaps again. “Ow! Why do you keep doing that?”

“I’m trying to salvage an uncomfortable situation,” I said. Everyone’s eyes were on me. “Just stay quiet, Friday.”

“But it’s Chase,” Friday said, pointing at her, as though somehow we’d all missed her standing there. “My Chase—”

“Dude,” I said.

“I was never yours, you freak,” Chase seethed, spittle flying from her, a couple drops crackling as they hit the lightsaber blade.

“Geez, Nealon,” Veronika said, looking me very pointedly in the eye, “all the metas you know and this is the guy you pick to be your partner? I think I’m a little insulted.”

“You should be complimented; I’m so amazing,” Friday said. “I was carrying you all back in the agency days. Now I have to carry her.” He pointed at me. “Fortunately that’s an easier job these days than before she started working out and toning up.”

“The government chose him,” I said, steering clear of saying anything or battering Friday with my suitcase.

“That seems logical,” Veronika said. “You know, for the government.”

“You keep him and yourself the hell away from me,” Chase said, her blade still glowing. “And we’ll be just fine.”

“Understood,” I said, and thumped Friday across the back of his knees. “Come on.”

“Stay out of trouble, Nealon,” Veronika said softly.

I nodded, thumping Friday again to get him through the doors into the CEOs’ office. Mendelsohn followed me, taking it all in with a steady gaze. I didn’t know quite what he was feeling vis-a-vis the scene we’d just partaken in outside the door, but he seemed like a civilized person, which meant he probably didn’t much enjoy it. I certainly hadn’t.

“I’ve never seen anything quite like that,” came a slightly high female voice from a desk over in the corner. A brunette with short-cropped hair and sharp features was sitting next to a mousy dude with long, raven hair down to mid-back. He was hunched over a computer and she was just sitting next to him in athleisure wear, running shoes and a tank top, a towel across her shoulders.

“Well, you know, I’ve worked with those two before,” I said. “I think they might be holding a grudge or twelve.”

The lady laughed. She was young, pert, and stood to offer a hand to me as I made my way over. I offered mine and she shook it, briskly. “Berniece Adams,” she said. Like I didn’t know that. “And over there is the famous Hollister.”

Hollister McKay just grunted. His eyes were transfixed on his computer, and his dark hair barely swayed, like he’d thought about turning around to greet us but got distracted. A rapid tapping of fingers on keys told me that whatever he was working on had won over being polite to us.

“Sorry for the scene,” I said. “We’ll try and keep this brief—”

“What are you doing here, Aaron Mendelsohn, you beautiful stallion?” Berniece offered him a hand, too, which he delicately shook. “You haven’t left Cameron for the government sector, have you? Because if I’d known, I’d have sent you twelve job offers, each more impressive than the last—”

“I’m just helping Ms. Nealon,” Mendelsohn said, “on Mr. Wittman’s behalf.”

“Such a shame,” Berniece said, with a real sense of regret. “Still, you ever decide to do some real, in the trenches work in the tech sector, you’ll call me, right?”

“You’re too kind,” Mendelsohn said.

“Aaron here is a prodigious intellect,” Berniece said, smiling coyly at me. “Half of Silicon Valley wishes they could hire him. The other half wishes he was dead.” She laughed, a short bark. “Jealous, you know, because he keeps Wittman from entertaining any bad VC deals.” Her eyes slid over to Friday, though I suspected she’d already seen him, because...how could she not? He was the elephant in the room. “And who’s this slab of beefcake?”

“Friday,” he rumbled. “Guy Friday. Agent 0012.”

“Well, hello,” she said, and offered him a hand, which disappeared into his giant palm as he shook with her. Surprisingly delicately. “You are quite the specimen, aren’t you? What’s with the mask?” Her nose wrinkled as she contemplated him.

“I have to keep my identity hidden,” he said. “Because I’m a secret agent. Top secret. If you saw my face, I’d have to kill you, so the mask is totally for your protection.”

I closed my eyes, willing this exchange to end, and swiftly.

“Oooh, that sounds exciting,” Berniece said, putting a hand to her breastbone. “I love a good secret—and some danger.”

“That explains your choice of bodyguards,” I muttered. “So...about this theft in Chicago—”

“Oh, yes,” Berniece said, focusing on me, though her eyes lingered on Friday a little longer than they needed to. “About two years ago, we acquired a robotics company. You know how it is; we finished our Series C round of funding, but at the same time our revenue model changed and exploded, actually, leaving us flush with cash. We decided to pour some into areas of interest for Hollister here.” She nodded at the mop of black hair, which had never once turned to actually acknowledge us. “It seemed a better idea than just letting them tax it away, and it gave us a foothold in a different industry. I’m sure Hollister probably plays with them every now and again—”

“You make it sound like this robotics company is a toy or a hobby for him,” I said.

“It is,” Berniece said, and she looked over at Hollister. “See, he’s the genius that keeps us running, from a technical perspective. But if he focuses on only one thing for too long, he starts to burn out. His optimal performance comes from being a little more diversified in terms of things he can turn his attention toward. That company is one of those distractions for when he gets overwhelmed with Inquest. He’s consulted with them on a couple of projects, and it’s a nice recharge for him to get his mind into other domains. Right, Hollister?”

He grunted.

“See?” She smiled.

“No, but I’ll take your word for it,” I said. They had a strange dynamic going on. Was he ever going to look over at us? I’d heard Hollister was on the spectrum, but I didn’t know he was that eye-contact averse. Maybe he was just really interested in what he was doing. “What was stolen?”

“What was it, Hol?” Berniece asked.

“Cutting-edge robotics,” he said, voice rough and hoarse.

“I’ve got one of my assistants working on a manifest,” Berniece said breezily. “They’ll get it to you.”

“Thanks,” I said. “That’d be helpful.”

Berniece dazzled me with her smile. “We like to be helpful. It’s our whole business ethos. Helping people find what they’re looking for, but more efficiently.”

“Great,” I said, already sounding a mental retreat. “Is there anything else that—”

The building quivered slightly, and I felt it through my boots, rattling subtly up into my bones. A moment later, a howling klaxon like a fire alarm filled the air.

“Earthquake!” Friday shouted, grabbing Berniece in an over-sized arm and covering her with his giant body. She made some sort of noise, but I couldn’t tell whether it was all the air leaving her body from the force of his movement, or something else.

Whatever it was, it was buried beneath the sound of the office doors bursting open. Chase and Veronika stood framed in them, plasma and lightsaber ready to go.

Uh oh.

I steadied myself. The rumble had faded, no aftershock to the initial quiver, and I stared down the two bodyguards as they swept into the room.

“Friday, let her go,” I said, thumping him with the long edge of my case. He did.

“Ma’am, we have to move,” Veronika said, clipped and efficient. She was standing next to Berniece a second later, and had the CEO’s arm firmly in her grip.

Chase snatched up Hollister, yanking him from his computer without an ounce of ceremony. She looked over at Veronika. “Call the ball.”

“Motor pool already has a car moving,” Veronika said. She lifted one of her sleeves up to her face. “Back exit, sixty seconds.”

“What the hell is going on?” I asked as they dragged the CEOs toward the doors. Berniece had a shocked look on her face, but I couldn’t even see Hollister McKay’s, his black hair hanging lank over his face.

“Your villain just crashed into the lobby,” Veronika tossed over her shoulder. She shot me a look as gunshots sounded below us, like distant thunder, and my stomach sank. “He’s tangling with security downstairs right now.”


 

 

 

 

21.

 

 

“No chance in hell your security wins that contest,” I said, trailing behind Veronika and Chase as they hauled ass out into the top floor rotunda on the executive level, Berniece Adams and Hollister McKay slung over their respective shoulders.

“You seem to have survived it,” Chase said, barely slowing enough to toss me a contemptuous look past Hollister McKay’s squirming, skinny upper body.

“Ah, no, I actually was killed by it,” I said. “Paramedics at the scene revived me.”

Veronika skidded to a stop in a scene reminiscent of how she’d almost collided with Friday earlier. “No shit?”

“Wait, you died?” Friday’s question was shouted, rather gracelessly, at the top of his lungs.

“Uh, yeah,” I said. “I’ve told you that already. Repeatedly.”

“Oh, right,” Friday said. “I forgot because I was thinking of very important song lyrics.”

I rolled my eyes. “Whatever. This Grendel is no joke.”

“Shame that whole death thing didn’t take,” Chase said, giving me a contemptuous once-over. “Maybe this Grendel wouldn’t have followed you here.”

“Followed me? Bullshit,” I said. “It didn’t follow me to your boss’s Chicago subsidiary. It didn’t follow to me to where I clashed with it in Queens. It went over my dead body, not because of my dead body. Don’t post hoc propter ergo hoc me, Chase.”

“We gotta get out of here.” Veronika steered toward a side door, pushing through into a piece of Inquest HQ’s metal superstructure. A staircase wended its way down, cleverly hidden inside what looked like a simple support pylon. “Extraction in forty seconds.”

Chase put on the afterburners and leapt down a flight of stairs, bouncing off the wall and leaping down another. McKay screamed at the sudden, violent motion. It probably felt like he was on one of those rollercoasters that launched into a dramatic spiral. His voice echoed all the way down as Chase continued to fling herself off the walls to shorten the route to the bottom.

“You going to cover our retreat?” Veronika asked, Berniece over her shoulder, clearly about to imitate Chase’s shortcut. She was only hanging back to discern my intentions.

It wasn’t even a question. “Go, I’ll cover you.” I lifted the silver case in a kind of rough salute.

Veronika smirked back, then leapt, bouncing off the wall and down, out of sight.

I shot a look at Friday. “Get Mendelsohn out of here, then come join me.” I started to head for the stairs but stopped, because I suddenly saw that Friday’s eyes were unusually...wet?

“This thing killed you last time you fought it?” he asked, lower lip quivering.

“Yeah, but this time will be different—” I said, swinging the case up to show him I had something new up my sleeve.

He didn’t even notice.

Friday let out a howl that almost knocked me over, then leapt past me with a speed and fury that almost sent me to my knees from the wind rush that followed. He hit the wall like Veronika and Chase, but this time it cracked as he bounced off, leaving a giant, smashed-in segment of drywall that looked like it had been hit with a wrecking ball.

“That’s...not going to be good,” I said as Mendelsohn stepped up to join me.

“Doesn’t look like it, does it?” Mendelsohn asked, peering over the edge of the railing down the staircase. Friday bounced back and forth the ten floors to the bottom, howling so loud the whole way down that I had to stop and cover my ears until he shattered the doors below, leaving the staircase echoing with his anger.

“Dammit,” I said, and grabbed Mendelsohn around the waist, yanking him to me like he was a heroine from some 1940s adventure movie. “Hang on.”

I caught his gulp as I leapt into motion, silver case in one hand and Mendelsohn in the other, leaping down the stairs to face the thing that had already killed me once.
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I entered the lobby on my last bounce, shoving off and dispensing with my forward momentum as I came down. I almost rolled my ankle in the process, my silver case thumping against the ground as I stumbled, shoving Mendelsohn aside as I thudded to a stop.

“Sorry,” I said, getting back to my feet.

Mendelsohn was cringing, a nice road rash forming on his forehead. He shook his wrist out like he’d hurt it a little, then pointed past me toward the giant rock in the center of the lobby. “Uhhh...”

“Get out of here,” I said to him, leaping for the silver case, which had slid halfway across the foyer during my botched landing. I’d been carrying too much, what with Mendelsohn and the case in my hands as I’d flung myself bouncing off the staircase walls, covering ten floors down in ten seconds.

Mendelsohn didn’t need to be told twice. He hustled toward the giant hole in the glass front of the building without any pretense of heroism. Which was smart, because trying to be a human and a hero in this fight was a sure way to die.

I couldn’t see the Grendel or Friday as I reached the silver case, but I could see the bloody smears where security guards had tried to stop it and failed miserably. I was about twenty yards from the giant rock in the center of the lobby, and there were grunting noises coming from behind it, which suggested that one or both of them was back there.

Take it easy.

Be cool.

A steady hand and steady breaths will be a lot more help here than going wild.

I nodded along with that brilliant assessment. Good idea, way better than plunging into another fight with this crazy Grendel without my cool intact.

Catching my breath as I reached for the snaps that kept the case shut, it became a game of seeing if I could get my calm back before whatever was going on behind the rock spilled into the main area of the lobby where I stood.

Or Friday got killed by the Grendel.

That thought didn’t steady my hand any.

Breathe.

Breathe.

I flipped up the latches, opening the silver case to reveal—

Oh, hell yes.

“Let’s see how you like this, you giant, jaundiced pile of dog crap,” I muttered, slinging the weapon up into my waiting hands.

It was heavy, at least to most. No surprise, since I’d been carrying it in the case all day. But heavy to humans was not heavy to me. To me it was probably like carrying a work briefcase, albeit a really bulky one.

It was an M134 Mini-gun, a Gatling gun in 762 x 51mm NATO rounds. Designed to rain 2,000 to 6,000 rounds per minute down like hell being unleashed on earth, it had probably never been purposed to putting holes in a Grendel-type metahuman before.

But then, I was in Silicon Valley, so it was time for me to become an innovator.

“All-the-all-the-outs-and-free,” I muttered under my breath, carrying the Gatling gun as I strode toward the edge of the big rock. A combo ammo drum and battery pack the size of a small table was firmly attached to it by both wires and an ammo belt, strapped to my back. “Hey, Grendel-wald!”

There was some serious scuffling going on behind that rock. I only hoped I didn’t round the corner to find my uncle Friday being pounded into wet mutton by the damned Grendel. Because that would really suck.

I didn’t.

A roar just as I rounded the rock clued me in that Friday was still alive, and as I came around the immense lump of stone, I saw Friday with bleeding fingers, locked up with the Grendel in a wrestling hold. He had his hands interlaced with the Grendel’s and was pummeling him with a series of raised knees to the Grendel’s guts, which lacked the bony protrusions that covered the rest of his body like an intermittent exoskeleton.

With another yell, Friday lifted his knee and slammed it into the Grendel’s exposed throat, jarring the creature loose from him. I blinked, trying to hold back my surprise.

This thing had dominated me in our fight, and my idiot uncle had just staggered it.

Huh.

“Friday, move!” I shouted as I circled to my left. I wanted to ensure that the Grendel was backstopped by the giant rock, which would conveniently keep the bullets I was about to spatter it with from over-penetrating and wiping out some idiot bicyclist half a mile away. Because unless he was riding on the road, he didn’t deserve to be killed today.

Friday barely gave me a glance before turning back to the Grendel. But a second later his brain must have internalized what he’d just seen, because he double-took a look at me again, mouth agape in the hole in his mask. A second after that he launched to the left like he’d been ejected from the floor, rolling clear as the Grendel steadied himself and looked—

Right at yours truly.

“Remember me, asshole?” I asked.

Then I pressed the Gatling gun’s trigger.

A Gatling gun is six rotary barrels of pure destruction, spitting inch-long bullets at the rate of two thousand rounds a minute at the lowest squeeze. If I squeezed harder, they’d come faster. I had a canister with two thousand rounds on my back, and even though I knew I was going to go through it fast, I was going to make every one of them count.

Usually, Gatling guns are carried by a vehicle, a plane, a boat. Something that can handle the recoil, the fury, the physics of that many explosive chemical reactions channeling pieces of lead down six spinning barrels at high speed. In spite of Jesse Ventura carrying one in Predator, that shit did not happen in real life with normal humans, I don’t care how much of a hardy Minnesotan you are.

Unless you’re Sienna Nealon hardy, in which case game on, bitches.

The gat sounded like someone had parked a car on my eardrum and was now peeling out, trying to go from zero to a hundred in a quarter second. I ignored the instant ringing and deafness and agonizing pain in favor of watching the occasional tracer streak from the barrel to let me know I was on target. My eyes vibrated with the thrumming frequency of the Gatling gun. It was like a continuous cannon as I bombarded the Grendel with a volume of fire that would shred the flesh of an entire army if they were standing in a straight line.

The Grendel, though...

He took it.

“Oh, shit,” I said, but I couldn’t hear it over the roar of the gat.

I kept the weapon on target, peppering the Grendel with a steady chattering wave of projectiles rushing out at over 2,800 feet per second. Bone chips flew from the places on his exoskeleton where the bullets struck, and left yellowy welts everywhere else, but...

They didn’t break the skin.

I let my fire drift down to his belly, where it did nothing more than bruise him. When that didn’t work, I walked it up to his collarbones, which protruded out of his skin, then up to his neck, and finally...

The tracer rounds seemed to pulse out every second or so, bullets streaking their way like angry, fiery hornets toward their target and letting me know where my shots were going. Now they were hitting the Grendel full in the face, in the chin, in his open and roaring mouth, in his damned nose—

In his eyes, which were squinted shut in the face of overwhelming fire. I was painting his damned face with bullets and—

They did...nothing.

“Oh shit oh shit oh shiiiiiiiiit,” I said in a continuous stream as I listened to the gat’s magazine go dry. I still couldn’t hear my own words, couldn’t hear Grendel’s roar, couldn’t hear anything. The only reason I knew the Gatling gun was out of bullets was because the tracers had stopped and the vibrato caused by the thousand bullets being lit off at the rate of approximately thirty-three per second had stopped rattling my body.

Grendel’s eyes were still shut, clear bruising and pain going on there. He’d brought up his hands to cover them at some point during the volley, but now that it was over, he pulled his hands away and opened them as I watched. Yellow pupils stared out at me through narrowed slits, bruised with darker amber colors across the lids.

And he. Looked.

Pissed.

“Rut roh,” I said, the fluid in my ears settling enough that I could now hear my own voice again, though it sounded underwater and far away.

Grendel roared and charged me, and I had seconds to decide what to do about it. He moved like a train at full speed on a downhill slope, and my reaction time was already going to be impaired by the weight of the Gatling gun and mag pack.

Rather than waste valuable seconds discarding said gun, I decided that I needed to do something dramatic, because outrunning the big guy was not going to be a viable strategy. Not with him moving that fast.

I pulled back the gat, then shoved the barrel forward as I leapt ahead. If he wanted to come at me like a charging horse...

I’d spear the yellow bastard like a knight in a jousting tournament.

His arm was long, but my Gatling barrel was longer. And also several hundred degrees.

I thrust my weapon into his gut and it made him wheeze at the force of impact. My momentum plus his had to be right up there, maybe in excess of what a bullet could generate given our super strength. He tried to swipe at me, but lacked the reach. I kept him stuck there, Gatling barrel buried in his midsection for a second, then two...

He screamed a moment later, jerking back from the barrel.

On his belly, where it had rested, there was a welt bigger than any of the others.

Ah-hah, you bastard. His skin might be super hard, but it was sensitive to heat.

That would be useful to know...if I survived this fight.

The Grendel took a couple steps back, surveying me with that raging intelligence that had been so frightening in our first battle. “I...killed you,” it said, speaking for the first time in my presence.

“Yeah, well, I guess you suck at your job,” I said, retreating a little myself. He was going to come at me again, for sure, and I needed to be ready. The Gatling barrel was cooling down by the second, but hopefully it’d still be murderously hot for a while yet. Because I needed something to keep him off me. “Not exactly a brainiac, though, are you? I mean, thinking you killed me yet here I am? Glad you’re not something important, like a rocket scientist.”

It was at that moment that I realized my usual strategy of taunting my enemies to the point of rage was maybe not the best idea with the Grendel who had already killed me once. Still, old habits die hard, and he growled like a savage beast, his bony eyebrows pointed down as he reached fury. Not an unusual reaction for my foes, I’ll grant you, but with him...

I might have flinched a little.

He came at me again and tried to bat the gat’s barrel away. I knew he’d try it, though, and when he did I swung it around in a 360-degree arc as I dropped low, then thrust it back up into the same area of his stomach where I’d already burned him. He let out a scream and recoiled.

“Now we’re both flinching from each other,” I said, taking another few steps back. “I’d call that a mutually unhealthy relationship. We should just call it quits now and go back to our regular lives. Really, we’re better off apart. So...you first. On back to whatever it is you do when you’re not being murderously criminal, and I’ll go back to busting regular murderous criminals.” I paused, dancing light back and forth on the balls of my feet, trying to stay limber and nimble in case he charged again. “Except, you know, I’m going to get you eventually.”

“I ripped your heart out,” Grendel growled at me, and it was so full of spite it made my ears ache even more than they were already hurting. I could feel his hate, it came off him at a different frequency than a normal voice, and it made my bones quiver some. “Next time I guess I’ll have to eat it to make sure you don’t get it back.”

“You do and I’m charging you with cannibalism,” I said. “Even here in San Fran, where they’ve apparently decriminalized shitting in the streets, busting into cars, injecting drugs in plain view while criminalizing drinking from plastic straws, I’m betting eating people is still a crime.” I paused. “Probably.”

Grendel roared, coming at me again, inhibitions about getting burned apparently vaporized away with all his emotional restraint. I wondered in that moment if this was something to do with his power, like Friday’s decreased intelligence the bigger he got. Maybe Grendel got more rage-y when he was empowered.

Or maybe not. I have no idea why that thought came to me as the giant, bony creature came flying at me. This time, he’d leapt up, way up, his bone-clawed feet already up over my head as he arced toward me like a pouncing cat.

I swung the Gatling gun up, up and into the gap between his legs, trying to hurt him the way I tended to hurt any man who leapt at me with killer intent. The gat barrel slammed into his crotch and—

Did nothing.

The Grendel wobbled from the impact, and I tried to brace and interrupt his fall, but I failed. He came down in spite of my best efforts to keep him aloft, to keep him off me. He swung down, upper body rolling like a pendulum at me, the gat barrel keeping his lower body away as I shoved it, trying to push him away, the hell away from me—

I failed.

Hot pain streaked down my shoulder, my chest as his claws ripped into me at the left trapezius and tore down to below my collarbone, crushing bone and shredding muscle as he did so. I dropped the Gatling gun without thought, the pain just shorting out my central nervous system as I collapsed.

Grendel came down after me in a brutal landing, the two of us crashing into a heap, his hot, stinking breath stirring my hair, my clothing, his rage radiating out—

And I knew I was dead.
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An inarticulate roar was followed by a thump that jarred me. Friday crashed into Grendel and they both went flying, tumbling end over end into the rock in the center of the lobby with a thundering crash. I went halfway with them, snagged by one of Grendel’s bony, toenail claws, and felt a rib crack as I rolled across the hard tile floor of the Inquest lobby.

I raised my head in time to see Friday pounding away ineffectually at Grendel, his fists spraying blood with each hit. Friday did not seem to care, hands moving so fast that I could barely keep track of them as he rained blows down on Grendel with a speed that almost matched the spin of my Gatling barrel.

It didn’t last. Another roar, and Grendel hit Friday in the midsection. Friday’s back bulged, and he staggered back a couple steps, legs wobbling.

Blood dripped onto the white tile, then flowed in a geyser.

“No,” I muttered, trying to get back to my feet. I had a flash of remembering Georgia West, dying in front of my eyes to this thing. “No, no—”

I sprinted hard and slammed my unbroken shoulder into Grendel at waist level as he started toward Friday again. He let out another roar, making me wonder if these little boys I was in this battle with could use their damned words. My momentum carried Grendel a couple steps back and then I hooked a double leg takedown and whipped him, back-of-the-head-first, into the rock.

The sound his skull made when it smashed against the stone was epic, reverberating even through my damaged ears. He didn’t quite catch himself, arms wobbling, as he collapsed. I managed to throw myself to the side before he took me out, but only barely.

I was a full-on conflagration of pain, trying to hold it all at bay while I held myself together. It wasn’t an easy task I’d set for myself here; broken collarbone, slashed shoulder and chest, ringing head. I wasn’t exactly the picture of health.

But I was pretty sure Friday had been gutted, and that meant he wasn’t going to be much use anytime soon. I didn’t bother to look back to confirm it.

Grendel was on all fours just a few feet from me, shaking his head after I’d rung his bell. Nice to know that where a Gatling gun couldn’t hurt him, I could, if given the proper leverage.

And I figured it was time to pursue my momentary advantage.

With a staggering push, I got to my feet, bent double because my balance had gone to shit due to pain and inner ear wonkiness from firing the Gatling gun. I leapt onto Grendel’s back, ignoring the bony crests that jutted from his spine. They were just an inch or two each; if he fully stabbed them into me, they probably wouldn’t hit any vital organs.

How sad my life had become, that I now measured risk in terms of damage to vital organs rather than, y’know, avoiding getting stabbed at all.

I locked in a sleeper hold around Grendel’s throat, applying as much pressure as I could while he was down. I didn’t do the choke, I went for the artery, figuring blood flow to the brain was the thing I needed to stop more than his breathing. That would take approximately forever, or at least thirty seconds or more.

With Grendel, that’d be plenty of time for him to stop, drop, and roll all over me, impaling me with those spines. Even if I held on, it’d be a race to see whether I choked him out first or I bled to death. No, thanks.

I held my wrist on his carotid, ratcheting it tighter. I doubted it would pop his head off, but a girl could dream.

Also, mark the sadness of my life: I had taken to fantasizing about popping heads off rather than, I dunno, paying bills or finding a cute skirt that made my legs look good, or being mad at what the girls at work were saying about me.

“Die, die, die, die,” I willed Grendel to pass out, and then, hopefully, slip into death. Because I had my doubts suppressant was going to get through his skin, though I did have a couple syringes in a hardcase on my belt. If a gat didn’t get through at full blast, what the hell was a needle going to do? Bounce off, I was guessing.

Grendel did not cooperate with my wishes and fantasies. He stood, drawing to his feet as though I were nothing more than a light backpack slung on his shoulder. He growled, which was another bad sign.

Then he threw himself back into the giant stone in the center of the lobby, Sienna-first.

He had, by my count, eight spinal ridges jutting out of his back, each about an inch to two inches in length. Every single one of them stabbed me in the chest and abdomen, and I felt them all, surprisingly, at the time they pierced my flesh. Which was surprising, given the level of damage I’d already taken. I figured my nervous system would have said, “Aw, screw it,” and quit on me before I felt the full effect.

Yay for me, upping my pain threshold over the last several years. That’d come in handy if I ever decided to get into the less vicious and more lucrative career of being a dominatrix.

The spines stabbed me from just under my already-broken collarbone down to just above my pelvis, eight jagged, sharpened spear-tips. All the wind left me in one gasp of pain, otherwise I would have wasted that breath screaming. My grip on my wrist gave out, not that it was doing any apparent good anyway.

My head rang again, this time from cracking against the rock, though that was a far, far distant second to the eight stabbing pains, which sounded a little like a Sienna Nealon Christmas song verse from hell. “Eight gouging wounds, seven broken bones, six pints of blood, FIIIIIIVE screaming painnnnnns.”

I dropped, another cracking registering in my tailbone as I came down. I was wheezing from my combo of wounds and lack of breath, gasping as I tried to get it back. My vision was hazy, limited to the yellow monster in front of me.

Grendel looked like he wasn’t at his best, either, hunched over slightly as though between Friday and me, we’d put some hurting on him. Not nearly enough, but he wasn’t standing straight. I was at eye level to his bony-protruding knees, focused on them, about two feet from me. All he’d need to do was sweep one forward and my head would splat like a thrown cream pie.

Game over.

Friday was down. I could see him just past Grendel, bleeding all over the floor. This was the result of my brilliant teamwork, then: I’d managed to get my uncle slain with me. I stared up at death, out of ideas, in so much pain my body wasn’t even working right, and marshaled my last defense.

I didn’t get a chance to use it.

Something bright and blue caught Grendel at the arm and made him squeal like a pig stabbed in the hindquarters. His arm was smoking when it was done, and a second later he leapt, up, up over the rock, and was gone, out of my sight. Thundering footsteps were followed by a shattering somewhere in the distance.

Somehow I knew he’d gone, and he wasn’t coming back. At least not now.

Veronika Acheron stood just behind the downed Friday, her hands still glowing from where she’d pelted Grendel with a plasma blast. Sirens echoed in the distance, breaking in over the painful ringing still in my ears.

“You couldn’t...have showed up...two minutes earlier...?” I asked, trying to staunch the wounds to my chest with my own hands. I finally caught that breath, gasping it out now that I was out of (fatal) danger.

“Saving the lobby—or you—ain’t my job, Nealon,” Veronika said coolly, making her way over to Friday. She rolled him over with her foot and stooped, taking a look before grabbing both ends of the mighty wound in his belly and yanking them together like a makeshift butterfly bandage. I wasn’t convinced it would help that much, but his bleeding stemmed, and then she lit up a finger like a miniature blowtorch to cauterize the wound.

Friday didn’t respond. He’d passed out long ago.

“Well, your help was kinda nice anyway,” I said, feeling the tension bleed out of my muscles. Consciousness started to leave me as the adrenaline purged from my veins. Along with enough of my blood to make me lightheaded and eventually pass out, entering the familiar darkness.
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I woke to searing pain, to screaming that was my own, to Veronika’s bored face and the smell of barbecued flesh mingled with a sweet perfume as she cauterized my skin together with one hand while slapping my other away with her own free one. She was wearing a thick jacket and gloves to keep me from draining her, and when I snapped at her arm violently but unthinkingly, she said, “Knock it off or I’ll quit and you can heal naturally.”

Consciousness now returned, I quit and gutted out the pain. I didn’t have time for the hospital right now. Not with Grendel on the loose.

“Get it together, Nealon,” Veronika said calmly, after the second, or fifth, or possibly five hundredth wound she’d cauterized on my behalf. The sizzling sound that filled my ears was the sound of my own wounds being burned closed. It hurt long after the nerves burned off, the phantom pain staying with me as she seared the injuries into a black line of skin that would heal on its own—eventually. “I’m doing you a favor here.”

“Thank you...so much...for the agony,” I said, caught somewhere between irony and genuine gratitude. She really was doing me a favor. If she’d wanted to, she could have left me lying here for the paramedics to deal with in the standard way—pints of blood through an IV and trying to fix through surgery what would heal naturally if they’d just leave it alone.

“You’re welcome,” she said. Just over her shoulder, Friday lay splayed out, flat on his back, in a puddle of blood. I could see his belly, though, and she’d sealed it up tight in a black line of burn. She caught me looking and said, “He’ll be fine. He never even woke up when I was working on him.”

“Lucky him,” I said, and gave way to screaming and whimpering as she ran a plasma-covered finger over an inch-long wound just over my rib cage. I blacked out.

When I came to again, she only had two to go.

“Unghhhh,” I said, groaning lightly. There were cops moving around behind her, and apparently I’d missed the part where she’d explained what she was doing, because no one was pointing guns at her or telling her to stop torturing me.

“What the hell is this thing?” I heard someone ask, distantly.

Veronika looked over her shoulder, then pointed at me. “It’s hers.”

A skinny cop with a mustache pushed into my tunneled field of vision. “What in the hell were you doing with a Gatling gun?”

“Trying to stop a real bad guy,” I said. Veronika paused for a beat to let me answer. “A real big, bad guy. I’m with the FBI, and I do have permission to carry...that.”

The cop looked at me, then over his shoulder, presumably to where my gat had come to rest. He chuckled, apparently oblivious to my pain. “That’s a real big gun.” He smiled at me like he thought he was the funniest bastard in the whole universe. “What, were you compensating for your total lack of a penis?”

“Yes,” I said, steeling myself as Veronika lit her finger again. “Because I don’t have one to do my thinking for me, I reasoned that I’d need a big gun to protect myself against the bastard that did this. You f—”

Veronika stabbed a super-heated finger into my stomach wound and I let loose a stream of obscenities which did not quite jibe with the setup I’d done to insult that dickhead cop, but which worked to send him scurrying out of my face nonetheless. When she finished, I opened my eyes to find her smiling. “Nice one.”

“I get so tired of morons who question the way I do my job, really I do,” I said, breathing heavily through tightly gritted teeth. I was pretty sure I’d broken a molar or four, but they’d heal. Just like these cauterized stab wounds. “Did he really think I would have brought a damned Gatling gun with me just for shits and giggles if I didn’t think I’d need it?”

Veronika made a show of thinking it over. “Honestly, you, Nealon? Yeah. You probably would.”

I laughed and it hurt. “Okay. Okay, that’s a good point. But I didn’t! I needed it. I needed it and it barely worked to keep him off me, and only until the damned ammo ran out.” I coughed, tasted blood in my spit. Didn’t matter if it was from biting my tongue during the pain or some internal injury. It’d work itself out.

“So that was your brilliant plan to deal with that thing?” She readied her finger one last time. “Shoot it in the face?”

“I know that’s not a popular solution in our overly-sensitive society these days, but let me make the unpopular argument—as a solution to life’s problems, shooting that which vexes you squarely in the face? Works damned well most of the time.”

“I’m not arguing against it,” Veronika said. “Brace yourself. Count of three—”

“Oh, now you’re giving me a count?”

“Three.”

“Shit! YOU—!”

Once the merciless anguish was over and I’d caught my breath again, having exhausted my entire vocabulary of obscenities, I looked Veronika right in the eyes. “Thank you,” I said. Sincerely.

“You’re welcome,” she said mildly, then stood.

“Now...any chance I can borrow you for fighting that thing?” I asked. “Because it’s heat sensitive, and you—you throw the heat like no one’s business.”

“Yeah, I bet you’re really regretting the loss of Gavrikov now, huh?” She stood looking around the lobby. Her jacket’s sleeve was just covered in blood. Mine, surely. “Like I said before, Nealon—I don’t work for you, and saving your ass ain’t my job. Anymore.”

“Well, it seems like your bosses getting their HQ attacked isn’t something that looks great for your job performance, either,” I said, taking her outstretched hand and letting her pull me to my feet.

She shrugged. “I got ’em out. Next time this thing comes, though, I’m guessing it isn’t going to be here. And out there—” she waved vaguely at the world beyond this bizarre, postmodern architectural nightmare “—ain’t my problem.”

“I miss you, Veronika,” I said.

She puckered her lips and blew me a fake kiss. “I miss you, too, Nealon. I loved working for your little do-gooder squad. But I love money more.”

“I can respect that,” I said, back against the stone. I touched my ribs. They made noises like Rice Krispies with milk poured over them, and I cringed and bent nearly double. That didn’t help, so I slowly stood back up. “Even though it might be the death of me.”

“We all gotta go sometime, sweetcheeks,” she said. “You want the paramedics to take a look at you?”

“So they can threaten me off to the hospital and I can tell them to bugger off so I can leave AMA? Let’s just skip that.” I grimaced. “I didn’t get to finish my talk with your bosses.”

“And you won’t, now,” she said. “They’re in lock-down until this thing blows over. I’ll be joining them shortly.”

“Oh, come on,” I said, irritated and pained all in one shot. “That’s bullshit and you know it. Hoping this all blows over when you could help stop it?”

She shrugged. “Here’s what I know, and what I’ll be telling them: ‘Sienna Nealon shows up at your office. This thing shows up ten minutes later and causes a deadly ruckus. Would you like to see Sienna Nealon again?’” She cocked her head at me. “What’s their answer going to be, y’think?”

“Up yours,” I said. “I had nothing to do with this. Grendel’s after something, something tech-related. Your bosses could at least Skype with me to try and answer what that could be.”

She shook her head. “And have you trace their IP address?”

“You know I’m not that sophisticated.”

“I suspect,” she said, “but I’m not going to bet my bosses’ lives on it.” She shook her head, folded her arms in front of her. “You’re on your own from here, Nealon. Best of luck.” She gave me a little salute...

Then she left me with the cops and paramedics.
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“Good heavens, are you all right?” Mendelsohn found me propped against the giant rock a few minutes later, standing, but leaning heavily. 

Everything was hurting. Everything. Even my toenails, somehow. Maybe Grendel had stepped on them when we danced, I dunno.

“I’ve had better days,” I said, looking at the shredded mess of my shirt, which was covered over by an emergency blanket. I was already a little warm from the cauterization, but now I was positively cooking inside the blanket. I felt like I was going to sweat to death, which was marginally better than being impaled to death, probably.

Mendelsohn looked absolutely horrified, his ever-present smile gone, replaced with a look of deep concern that mashed his lips together in a perfect O. “We should get you to the hospital.”

I shook my head. “Veronika cauterized the wounds. I’m good to go.”

Mendelsohn blinked a few times. “Beg pardon? Cauterized?”

“Yeah, I’m fine,” I said, waving him off. “Or I will be. At some point.” I cringed as I shifted. “Have the cops said anything to you?”

“No,” Mendelsohn said. “Why?”

“I was just wondering if anyone had seen the Grendel,” I said. My knees were a little weak. “I haven’t been approached by anyone here—police, FBI. They didn’t even stop you at the crime scene tape?”

“I think they’re probably too busy to stop someone who looks like me,” Mendelsohn said, wearing a self-deprecating smile. That was an easy way of saying a skinny, nerdy Jewish guy probably wasn’t high on the cops’ threat radar right now.

But he should have been, since no one actually knew what Grendel looked like in his un-Grendel’d form.

“I need to talk to whoever’s in charge here,” I said, and tried to push off the rock, failed, and thumped back against it. “But in a minute. When my balance comes back.”

“So you were carrying around a Gatling gun in that case,” Mendelsohn said, hovering just a few inches from me, like he’d catch me if I fell.

“Yeah. What did you think it was?”

“I thought maybe a rocket launcher.”

“I wish,” I said. “The FBI draws the line at explosives.”

Mendelsohn smiled, but it was balanced by his concern as I cringed again. “But you don’t?”

“Habitually, I don’t draw many lines when it comes to stopping vicious things that have killed me.” One last attempt to find a more comfortable position failed, convincing me that, indeed, the uncomfortable, slouching-against-the-rock position I’d started in must have been the most comfortable of all the options available. “It’s a self-preservation thing.” I did start thinking about Grendel and his vulnerability to heat, though. Maybe the FBI would let me borrow a flame thrower...?

Yeah, probably not.

“So your fight didn’t go well.” Mendelsohn still wore a tight look of worry in spite of my protestations of being fine. He knew a lie when he heard one.

“I like that you can take one look at me and not bother to turn that into a question.”

It was Mendelsohn’s turn to cringe. “Sorry.”

“That I lost the fight?” I dabbed a corner of the blanket against the first wound Veronika had cauterized, experimentally. I couldn’t feel it. “Or that you brought it up?”

“Both. Neither.”

“When you’re in as many fights as I am,” I said, “you lose sometimes. That’s not something to be bashful about. I have laid more ass-whoopings on more people than maybe anyone in America. But I’ve also gotten mine handed to me rather spectacularly at times. Hazard of the biz.”

“I suppose they say something similar about start-up ventures,” Mendelsohn said. “About not being in the game never resulting in success. Still, the lessons learned seem somewhat more painful in your arena.” He peered at the burnt skin just south of my collarbone. “How much does that hurt?”

“Quite a lot,” I said. “Did our driver flee in all the chaos?”

“No, he’s outside the police perimeter. I checked on him before I came back in.”

“Oh, good,” I said. “Because if the authorities in charge don’t talk to me soon, I’m going to go ahead and leave, and it’d be better if you could have him drive me somewhere in case I pass out.” His blank look invited further explanation. “Because if I pass out in a random Uber, they’ll take me to the hospital instead of just letting me sleep it off, which is what I need most.”

“Oh, okay,” Mendelsohn said, then shifted his attention to the lump on the floor that was Friday. “What about him?”

“Oh, yeah, he’s fine, too,” I said. “Breathing, wounds dealt with. He might wake up screaming, though, knowing him.” I peered at Friday, whose chest was moving up and down in a steady motion. I’d wanted to go over and check on him, but I hadn’t been able to, well, move yet. At least not without risking passing out and collapsing.

But as I stared at him, I noticed his chest was moving up and down in an irregular pattern, and I was suddenly aware—under the distant sirens and chatter of emergency personnel as they combed the Inquest campus for injuries and survivors—Friday was...singing?

Very quietly, but he was:

“I’m dropping deuces-deuces

Tied up like shoelaces-es

In empty spaces-es-es—”

“Friday, what the hell are you doing?” I asked, raising my voice so that he would definitely hear it over the background chatter.

“Working on the lyrics of my debut single,” Friday said, craning his neck to look at me. “I like to use uncomfortable moments like this as personal reflection time to improve my art.”

“Do you have a lot of moments like this?” Mendelsohn asked, beating me to the question because I was busy being gobsmacked that Friday had a) art and b) that the words I’d heard him singing could be classed as such. “You know, in which to reflect?”

“It happens,” Friday said, rolling over. His belly was horrific-looking, and I say this as someone who was the recipient of several blackened sections of skin myself. His, though, was one long scar that stretched the width of his overlarge, swollen belly. It looked distended, too, like Veronika had sealed it up without bothering to cauterize the individual veins, canals and intestines that might have been torn up inside him. “I should actually work that into the verse: Shit happens-happens/and now I’m fappin’-fappin’—”

“Stop, please stop,” I said, closing my eyes.

“You need to respect my lyrical mastery,” Friday said. “I’m top shelf. My debut will be epic. Chart-topping.” He clutched his distended midsection and grunted. “But seriously, art is imitating life, because I think I need to drop an actual deuce right now.”

“Goodness.” Mendelsohn just stared at him.

“It’s a beautiful and natural moment of life,” Friday said, rising haltingly to his feet. “I don’t understand why people would hate on that. It’s like these jerkoffs who don’t want women to breastfeed in public. Don’t let your puritanism deprive a baby of a meal, or deprive the rest of us of a great view of boobies.” He held his stomach tightly. “Oh, man. I think I might need to go right here.”

I tried not to let my brain snap trying to square that logical circle. “You are going to fit right in in San Francisco.”

“Never mind, gonna go,” Friday said, dragging himself toward the door, very slowly, as a local plainclothes lady cop came up. She gave him a curious look, which he did not bother to return as he hobbled away, bent double and still hugely over-muscled.

“Ms. Nealon?” she asked, like there was any doubt who I was.

“Present,” I said.

“Detective Gerst,” she said, offering a hand. I waved her off; she took the hint. I was in no mood to try and stand upright or shake at this point. “Looks like the suspect fled on foot. We’ve searched the campus here and have nothing.”

“Yeah, he pulled a similar disappearing act in New York,” I said. “After killing an FBI agent.”

Gerst nodded. “We did find one interesting thing, though—out in the loop, there’s a moped that was reported stolen this morning in LA. I was thinking maybe that’s how the suspect got here?”

In the distance, I heard the moped’s engine fire up and just prayed no one who knew it was stolen was standing around watching Friday get on it. “I don’t think so,” I said, shaking my head slowly. How the hell was I supposed to explain this one? “I’m guessing they’re unrelated.”

“What makes you say that?” Gerst asked. She had a small notebook in hand, and was peering at me intently.

I listened to Friday’s moped engine recede in the distance as I tried desperately to ignore the pain long enough to craft a reasonable explanation. I couldn’t come up with one. “Just a suspicion,” I said lamely, hoping against hope Gerst wouldn’t see through it and Mendelsohn wouldn’t rat me out. “Just a suspicion.”
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Friday

 

“That was a doozy of a two-sie,” Friday said as he shut the Starbucks bathroom door. It had come out entirely unpleasant, but hey, like his song was going to say, shit had happened. That was the important part. He’d taken his bathroom selfie and uploaded it, too, making sure to append all the appropriate hashtags, plus one more: “#droppindeuces.” That was going to be his hashtag, and he needed to own it before his single dropped.

“That’s the women’s restroom,” some harpy with green hair and big glasses said, all up in his face as he put away his phone.

“I identify as a non-binary, gender-fluid, pan-awesome being,” Friday said. That would get the bitch off his back.

“Oh,” she said, immediately more pliable. “Okay.”

Friday stepped out of the way, gesturing to the door. “All yours.” Then he hurried back into the main store area before she opened it. He heard the retching start as he hit the store’s exit door and stepped back into the cool sunshine. Served her right.

His guts still ached like crazy, but he’d offloaded some pain and suffering in that bathroom. Whatever Veronika had done to fix him after the Grendel had ripped him up, it hadn’t resulted in anything good.

But dammit, he was a man, despite whatever he’d just told Green Hair back there. There were certain standards of masculinity and stoicism required. Because you couldn’t just walk around everywhere dripping your feelings on everyone. That was girly.

“Excuse me?” came a voice from behind him. “Are you—”

“In so much pain,” he said, doubling over. His resolve crumpled instantly with the least little ask. He’d tried really, really hard to hold it all in. “Please. Please. Just hold me. Stroke the back of my mask. Maybe walk a hand down below the belt and give me some relief, like that old guy in Abducted in Plain Sight.” He looked up at the person who’d spoken to him.

It was a meter maid who was probably all of four and a half feet tall, wearing the little hat and the yellow vest. She peered down at him, partially revolted, and shuddered. “Uhm, no. Just...no. I was going to ask—is this your moped?”

Friday opened an eye. It was indeed. “No. I would never be caught driving such a sporty yet emission-friendly conveyance. Someone else must have left that here. Someone less impressively masculine.” A sharp rumble ran through his stomach, like he’d been stabbed in the belly.

“Are you okay, sir?”

“How dare you assume my gender,” Friday moaned. She needed to leave, and he had an idea of how to make her. “Why, I ought to get your badge number and report you.”

“I’m so sorry, sir—”

“IT’S MA’AM,” Friday rumbled, and sure enough, the meter maid ran for it. He shoved himself upright, knocking over the moped in the process. Damned thing was terrible for balance anyway. “Come back and give me your badge number!” But she didn’t turn around.

Friday settled on the sidewalk, crawling back under the Starbucks window. Maybe if he slept it off, the wounds would take care of themselves. Then he’d feel better.

He took out his phone and checked. Wow. The photo he’d just posted already had a hundred likes on Socialite. Hell yeah. He was getting some traction on social media, finally. If he could get to a hundred thousand followers, he’d make it to Influencer status. The rich rewards at that level would be badass. Hot chicks in bikinis. All the chicken wings he could eat. A multi-platinum debut album. Maybe an endorsement deal with Nike. He already had the tagline: Believe in awesomeness. Especially when it’s TOTALLY KITTENS. All caps, bold. Like him.

He glanced around. The Starbucks did a steady traffic, and people were walking by now, ignoring him huddled here, beneath the big pane glass window. Yeah, this was a good place. Coffee shops were bastions of femme-ness. Plus, it didn’t feel too bad here in the sun. Better to collapse here than show weakness somewhere that it mattered.

With that in mind, he drifted right off, letting the stabbing pains guide him to a sweet, sweet peace of dreams somewhere beyond the pain.
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Sienna

 

“Would you mind answering a question for me?” Mendelsohn asked as the limo inched along somewhere in Menlo Park or Palo Alto or some such South Bay town. I was curled up in a seat across from him, my gat left behind because why bother hauling it when it hadn’t stopped the bad guy? This coupled with my curled-up posture made the limo seem positively huge. Certainly large enough to let his rhetorical question bounce around awkwardly a couple times in the silence before I felt compelled to answer it.

“Sure, why not?” I brushed a finger against the long, black scab of crusted skin where Grendel had ripped me open from trapezius to collarbone. “Maybe it’ll distract me from the pain.”

“You’ve done one interview in your public life,” he said, that same pensive, contemplative, professorial bent to his speech. “Admittedly, it didn’t go well. But why stop there?”

I peered out at him through thinly slitted eyes. “Hey, man, I know when I’m beat, okay?”

Mendelsohn chuckled. “You just got torn into, quite violently, by a monster with bone claws.”

I perked up at that. “You saw it?”

He nodded. “Yes. It came out the front when it left. I caught a very clear view of its amber skin as it ran off. Felt like the earth itself shook with every step it took.”

“Yeah, he brings a real Jurassic Park vibe with him, that guy.” I stared at the blackened strips of skin at my exposed midriff, where I’d lifted my shirt to take a look at the damage.

“You didn’t hesitate to throw yourself into battle with him,” Mendelsohn said. “Even though he killed you yesterday?”

“Hey, it’s the job,” I said.

“But an interview isn’t?”

“Definitely not, right now,” I said. “The FBI has barred me from media contact.”

“But you were free to talk to them for years before that,” Mendelsohn said. “You could have reached out during that time you were in exile, being hunted by the law. Could have tried to clear your name that way.”

“Didn’t have the evidence then.”

“Or just told your story to a reporter,” he said. “I mean, you didn’t even fight the narrative they were establishing.”

“For some reason, at that point, I just didn’t trust the press.” I met his steady gaze. “Can you blame me? They swallowed the government lies about me hook, line, and sinker.”

“Which brings up an interesting question I have that seems to be lost in the shuffle,” Mendelsohn said, leaning forward. “Why did the government lie about you trying to kill those reporters? And write off the fact that those escaped prisoners tried to kill you? Because to me it looked like a self-defense situation all the way.”

“Once you saw the video, sure,” I said. “But what did it seem like to you before that?”

“I wasn’t sure what to make of it before that,” Mendelsohn said. “All we had was a very limited amount of actual information buried in a sea of press speculation.”

“You didn’t rush to judgment? Welcome to the tiny minority,” I said. “Because pretty much everyone else did a flying leap right to the conclusion offered by the Harmon administration and the reporters on scene: I was a violent, vicious criminal out to destroy all goodness in the world.”

Mendelsohn’s eyebrows crept up his forehead. “Was that your intent? Destroying goodness in the world?”

I rolled my eyes. “Sad that I have to clarify, but no. I have no animus toward the people of the world. Not any class of people based on their race, religion, whatever, nor the whole of humanity. I only have animus toward people for bad actions.”

“Seems an eminently fair-minded position to me.” Mendelsohn smiled.

“Thanks for taking me at my word,” I said.

Mendelsohn crinkled his brow. “Why wouldn’t I?”

I shrugged and it hurt, putting me off my answer for a few seconds. “There seems to be a pronounced trend these days toward thinking everyone is lying, always, if they’ve crossed you in any way.”

He nodded. “I know what you mean. There’s a presumption of bad faith that pervades the discourse these days. I mostly see it related to politics, but you’re right, it does creep into the conversation in other ways, too.” He shifted in his seat. “I’m actually trying to figure out how to bridge that divide. Some of it is, I think, owing to the way we interact now—”

“You mean social media,” I said, thinking my way through another article I’d read a while back.

“I do,” he said. “But more than that. There’s a dehumanizing effect from being distant to your target. A great example would be road rage incidents—”

“I’ve heard of it. The more removed you are from a person, the easier it is to dehumanize them,” I said. “Like if they’re in a car, windows closed, it’s easier to view them as not a person and hit max rage on them.”

“Exactly.”

“And it translates to the internet, right?” I asked.

He seemed a little impressed that I’d known this. “Yes. Bile that would be nearly impossible to summon in person gets regularly thrown at strangers via Instaphoto or Socialite or whatever.”

“Oh, I know,” I said, and when he cocked his head at me, I explained. “A few times while I was on the run I looked up what people were saying about me online. It was...not nice.”

“I’ve read some very thorough criticisms of you,” Mendelsohn said. “Hateful ones, even.”

“Yep,” I said. “From the timbre of my voice to my looks to my ass to my cup size, there’s nothing the fine folks on the internet haven’t insulted.”

“Let me ask you something, just out of curiosity,” Mendelsohn said, leaning forward. “Are you familiar with the concept of ‘power distance’?”

I blinked a couple times as I recalled. “Sure. It’s a measure of the relative class or caste distance between people in a society. I like to think of it as the ‘Fuck you’ distance.” It was his turn to blink. “In a high power-distance society, you wouldn’t dare say ‘fuck you’ to a higher level stranger. But in America, which is a low power-distance society, I can say it to any member of Congress or even the President if I wanted to.”

Mendelsohn nodded slowly. “Are you familiar with the concept of the ‘uncanny valley’?”

“Yeah,” I said. “It’s the point of diminishing returns on computer generating a face, right? That there’s a wide gulf in the last mile or whatever you want to call it on trying to make it look photo-realistic?”

He nodded again. “Do you know what a Black Swan event is?”

“Sure, it’s me emerging from my house as a functional human being at seventeen instead of as an irrevocably scarred, psychologically damaged mess.”

Now he smiled, rubbing his hand on his chin. “Remarkable.”

“That I’m not an idiot?”

He shook his head. “Not only are you not an idiot, you’re quite bright. You didn’t even attend formal schooling, and your grasp of some high-level concepts is complete. Have you ever taken an IQ test?”

“Yeah,” I said, “when I first went to the Directorate.”

“And?”

“I’m smart enough, I guess,” I said. “Mom tended to err on the side of history and the social sciences rather than math, so I’m lacking in anything beyond basic algebraic knowledge. Filling in the gaps hasn’t been a high priority in my adult life, either, so...” I shrugged. “Why the third degree?”

“Because in those spiteful online critiques—and even formal press articles,” Mendelsohn said, “buried among all the insults of your physical appearance, a constant thread is that they call you stupid.”

“Yes,” I said, “and it’s really damaging my self-esteem, let me tell you, being called an idiot by those self-important geniuses who will be almost completely out of a job in the next decade or two.” I touched the painful spot along my stomach. “It really wounds me, you know. Not in the same way as having my guts laid open or my skin flayed like this, but deep inside. Really, really deep.” I smirked. “Where I can’t even feel it at all, actually.”

Mendelsohn chuckled. “Good. Because, not that you need the validation, but you’re really quite bright. To have taken the very rudimentary foundation your mother gave you and built on it to understand concepts like these... Do you read for enjoyment?”

“I read a lot of articles. Stuff from the web.” I tried to straighten up and succeeded, this time. “Occasionally I’ll get into a book, usually non-fiction. Lots of times nowadays it’s a biography.”

“I don’t find that particularly surprising,” Mendelsohn said. He seemed to be sitting a little straighter in his seat, as though he’d made some sort of decision. “So...what time shall I pick you up tomorrow?”

“Uh, don’t you have other work to do, Managing Director?” I asked. “Don’t you have managers to direct or something?”

He shook his head. “Wittman Capital can survive a few days without me.”

“Yeah, but does it need to?” I asked.

“I think I could be of some use to you in this,” Mendelsohn said.

I gave it a couple minutes’ thought. “If you say so and your boss doesn’t mind. I’m certainly no ace when it comes to putting together a valid motive for all this tech stuff Grendel seems to be stealing. And it always helps to have someone who knows the lay of the land.”

“Give me another day and maybe I’ll come up with a theory on the tech-related thefts he’s perpetrating,” Mendelsohn said. “I’d have felt a lot more confident about it if we knew what Grendel came to Inquest to steal. As it is, I need more data.”

“Don’t we all,” I said, and let out a hearty yawn. Even though the sun was only dipping low in the sky now, it was pretty close to my bedtime back in New York. “Take your time. I wouldn’t want to rush a genius.”

The limo pulled into the drop-off loop of a several-story, modern hotel shrouded in greenery, and Mendelsohn scrambled to open the door for me before the driver could. To my credit, I managed to actually get out under my own power. The driver handed me my wheeled luggage, handle extended, and I was able to drag it without keeling over. Two wins.

“See you tomorrow,” I said, standing under the hotel portico. The orange colors were flooding in from the impending sunset.

Mendelsohn looked out at me from the door, the driver still holding it open. “Oh, and Sienna?”

“Yes?”

“What time do you want us to be here tomorrow?” he asked, and he was smiling, too. “Whenever you’d like. After all, I don’t want to rush a genius, either.”

I tried not to snort at him turning my little joke around. “Nine o’clock is fine.” The driver shut the door and I headed inside to claim my hotel room.

It wasn’t until a little later that I realized...he was actually sincere with that ‘genius’ line. Way off base, but...sincere.
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“So...did you get your ass kicked?” Reed asked, deep in the throes of my dreamwalk. We were in our usual setting, the faux-Zollers office I’d created for us to hang out in within the framework of my mind.

“Just a little,” I said, hedging on telling him that, in fact, I’d died yesterday. That would set him off for sure. “But hey, what’s life without getting a royal ass-kicking every now and again?”

“Calm, peaceful and nice,” he said, raising an eyebrow at me. “That’s what life is without an ass-kicking every now and again. I speak from experience on this.”

“Yes, I know, Mr. Hurricane,” I said, giving him jazz hands. “You’re so badass now that you’ve been upgraded to a meta superstate.” I shifted in my couch, no hint of the hotel bed I was actually sleeping on bleeding through into the dream world. “Too bad I’ve been downgraded.”

“You’re still the Slay Queen,” he said with a smile that faded quickly. “Sorry about your associate, though.”

“Yeah. West was a good egg.” I shook my head. “This Grendel does not mess around, Reed.”

“I’ve never even heard of one of them before.” Now he was frowning. “What’s the power set?”

“Transformative. They become a monster with bone protrusions, super strength, near invulnerability,” I said. “But honestly, it reminds me of—”

“Doomsday from Superman?” he asked.

“Yeah. Thanks for teaching me the elaborate history on that one. I could have been content having just seen the stupid movie, but no, thanks to you I’ve got years of comic book lore bouncing in my head...”

“Not my fault your brain is like a piece of Velcro, picking up anything it comes in contact with. Maybe if you let some stuff fall out every now and again—”

“I’ve had a lot of stuff removed, y’know. Makes me cling tightly to whatever’s left.”

He couldn’t quite contain his grimace at my reference to Rose. “Whatever the case...how did the fight go with the Grendel?”

“I already told you. Badly.”

His grimace deepened. “No, I meant on a play-by-play basis. What moves did he use?”

“Punchy and stabby ones,” I said. “With super strength behind them.”

His frown turned pensive. “So you got stabbed?”

“A little bit.” I might have answered a little defensively.

“But you’re all right now?” The concern was layered thickly on his words, and he sat forward in his seat, eyes attentively on me.

“Clearly,” I said, throwing my arms wide. None of my wounds—which I’d still had when I went to bed—showed in the dreamwalk, thankfully.

I could tell by his look that he wasn’t buying it. Not a bit. “Sienna...” He leaned in a little closer. “What happened in the fight with the Grendel?”

“Which fight?” I asked. “Because there have been two now.”

He shifted in his seat, sitting more upright. “Where are you right now?”

“Silicon Valley.” At least that was an easy one to answer.

Reed’s frown deepened. “How did you get there?”

“Long story,” I said. “Look, can we shift focus to something else for a while? I’ve been working this case for the last couple days, lost a partner...I’m just not really in the mood to continue hashing it over.”

“Well, maybe I am,” he said, “and it’s not all about you, sis. Besides, maybe I can help. What’s this thing after?”

“Not sure,” I said. “Something tech-y.”

His brow furrowed. “What has it stolen?”

“A piece of algorithmic programming in New York,” I said, burying a sigh and going along. I tended to touch base with someone different every night in my dreams lately, so after this, I wouldn’t be seeing Reed again for about a week. I liked to make these things frictionless as possible, and fighting with him? Not frictionless. He may have been the only person on earth as stubborn as me, so I picked my battles with him, and since I’d already waged and won a major one this year, ceding this minor one to him seemed eminently reasonable. “A couple state of the art servers here in San Francisco before that. Something robotics-related from Chicago; didn’t get the exact detail yet. No clue what he was after here at Inquest.”

Reed’s eyes moved back and forth as he thought. “Inquest is a search engine, but they own a lot of different things beneath that rubric.”

“Yes, like Google before them, they seem to be sticking their fingers into a lot of different lines of business,” I said. “I heard they bought a couple small internet retailers with an eye toward expanding their ability to fulfill demand for things that their users search for.”

“It’s kinda brilliant, really,” Reed said. “I go online looking for a screwdriver, Google sends me to whoever pays them the most and lets them sell it to me. Probably some vendor on Amazon. Inquest is aiming to cut out the middleman.”

“Yep, genius, kinda creepy,” I said, nodding along. “But it’s all so arcane it leaves me wondering what Grendel is up to. Corporate espionage? Some kind of revenge deal by a jilted ‘tech bro’?” I shook my head. “Very muddy.”

“What are you up to, then?” Reed asked, a little shrewdly.

“My job,” I said, not quite unloading on him but not sparing the slight hostility that crept into my voice when I answered. “You remember? That thing I do to keep the world safe from—”

“Yeah, I’m aware,” he said. “It’s the thing I do, too. Except I do it running this family business that you stuck me with, and you do it working for a federal government that seems to have its ugly hooks buried in your skin.”

That shot of his made the wounds in my chest and belly tingle, like they could hear his metaphor and decided to pipe up. “You know why I’m doing this,” I said, trying to get back to calm rather than blowing up at him. If I did, I’d regret it until I got a chance to talk to him again.

“I know why you say you’re doing this,” he said, and I couldn’t decide whether he sounded more cranky than tired. “But I’m a little unclear on why the rest of us have to sit it out.”

“You know damned well why,” I said, glaring at him. “We’ve had this same conversation on a repeating basis for months now. Is it that you don’t listen when I tell you the reasons, or are you just amazingly dense?”

“Maybe I’m just amazingly worried that my sister is being manipulated by the government,” he said, firing right back. “And used in ways we swore we wouldn’t be used again when we walked away from the FBI before.” He threw up his arms. “I’d had enough of them before Andrew Phillips hit maximum a-hole, but after two years of watching them chase you around for shit you didn’t do, I thought after Revelen—” He folded his arms in front of him, the full surliness bleeding out now that his mood had soured.

“What did you think would happen after Revelen?” I prodded. “Reed, we’re talking about a government that fired drone strikes at me in Utah. That opened fire on me without warning in Montana. They sent a government kill team after me in Scotland and another while I was in Revelen.”

“And we saved them from a nuclear catastrophe!” Reed blew like all the storm force winds he had been holding inside needed to rush out at once. “Does that count for nothing?”

“It’s not nothing,” I said carefully. “But it doesn’t erase what came before. Harmon rang a bell in trying to get me declared a fugitive, and it’s not one I can un-ring. More to the point, there are people in power in this country that didn’t just forget about the narrative they pushed that painted me as the dregs of humanity. They may have had to reverse themselves because of Revelen, but that doesn’t mean they’re not out there still, just waiting to bring down the axe the moment I become...inconvenient. And...I have done things. Things I shouldn’t have.” I looked at my feet. It was surprisingly easy to examine my shoelaces whenever I started thinking on my darker deeds. Almost like looking another human being in the eyes when discussing the masses of dead people I’d created was difficult for some reason.

“But you paid for those things,” Reed said, and he’d backed it down a little, his yelling done. “Isn’t that the point of the pardon from Gondry? That you did wrong, but you have saved the world...so many times now.” He leaned against his hand. “Don’t you get tired of saving a world that’s always vacillating between whether you’re a hero or a villain?”

“Well, that’s kind of the point of this whole ‘law and order’ push, isn’t it?” I shrugged. “If I can do things the right way, the non-felonious way, bully for me, right? It feels like I should be able to use the law to get justice rather than perpetually short-cutting my way to success via lethal means.”

“Tell that to Governor Ivan Warrington.”

“Hey, protecting Warrington from himself wasn’t my case. I was only supposed to save him from assassination. Which I totally did.”

“He’s still dead, so I’m not sure there’s much of a distinction there.”

“Well, what the hell should I have done to keep him from leaping out of the window?” I asked, throwing my arms up. “I can’t fly anymore, and it’s not like in Revelen, when that tower collapsed and I had you to save me.”

“Wait, what?” Reed’s frown crinkled crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes.

A loud noise intruded into my consciousness, a familiar ringtone.

My brother’s already-narrowed eyes narrowed farther. “Is that Clair de lune?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I set my nighttime ringtone to it so that it will gently wake me up during emergencies. Which is why I’m still talking to you rather than having already been launched out of bed by...I dunno, Metallica or something.”

“I find Enter Sandman to be a fantastic thing to wake up to.”

“Yes. But not exactly gentle once things pick up.” The world started to fuzz around me. “Sorry, bro. Catch you later.”

“Conversation ‘To Be Continued,’” Reed said, pointing a finger at me.

“Hooboy,” I said, jarring awake in my darkened hotel room and snatching my phone off the bedside table. “Can’t wait.” I answered the unknown California number. “Hello?”

“Sienna,” came Aaron Mendelsohn’s familiar voice at the other end. “It’s me.”

“I figured that one out through detecting,” I said, stifling a yawn. “Also, my amazing ears. Which are detecting the sounds of a car in the background of this call.” I glanced at the clock. 3 AM. Yikes. “What’s up?”

“Inquest got hit again tonight,” Mendelsohn said, cutting right to it. “Three police officers were killed at the scene.” My stomach dropped. “Grendel...he came back to finish the job.”
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“You have got to be effing kidding me.”

Berniece Adams’s amusement was all spent, and Veronika had worked for her long enough by now to know that tone of voice meant nothing good.

“Not kidding, boss,” Veronika said. Tough luck it was her job to be the bearer of bad news today. “The Grendel came back after everything cooled off and hit the office. Killed three cops in the process, too.”

“I don’t care about that,” Berniece said. She was standing now, covered in a thin, silky sheer nightie, in the bedroom of the rented Mountain View mansion she and Hollister shared. In the time she’d been working for them, Veronika hadn’t seen any hint it was anything other than a platonic relationship. Which was good, because the idea of Hollister being sexual with anyone slightly creeped Veronika out. “I want to know what it took.”

“Tech geeks are still determining,” Veronika said. This was the un-fun part of the job. Actually, the whole job was un-fun, especially compared to hunting down and rounding up meta crooks. At least it paid well.

“Tell them to determine faster,” Berniece said, eyes flashing anger. “I want the car ready in five.”

Veronika gave her a once-over. She’d take at least half an hour to get ready before she’d allow anyone to see her. Forcing the car to be ready to go in five minutes was all show, a pure power play of the kind Berniece loved to engage in. “Sure thing, boss,” was all Veronika said, though. It wasn’t like the driver wasn’t getting paid.

“Oh, and Veronika?” Berniece caught her as she was about to go out the door.

“Yeah?” Veronika turned back, not too sleepy to notice that Berniece let the slip fall open. She worked out hard to maintain a certain image. And it wasn’t bad, Veronika had noted more than once, though she’d never say a damned thing about it. Ever. This was one of those jobs where the professional line had to be maintained. 

“Do you know any...mercenaries?” Berniece asked, letting her gown flap open to show the short-skirt nightie beneath. Whether it was a calculated move to try and distract Veronika or just Berniece getting caught up in the moment, she wasn’t entirely sure. Berniece was clever, though not as clever as she thought she was. “People with powers who might be a little morally...flexible, shall we say?”

“A few,” Veronika conceded. She’d vouched for Chase on this gig because Chase was reliable. Professional.

Also, not a bloodthirsty psychotic lunatic.

“I think we need to upgrade our protection,” Berniece said. “After all, what guarantee do we have that this thing doesn’t come back? For us, this time?”

Veronika opened her mouth to protest. Thus far, the Grendel’s MO seemed fixed on trying to get whatever geeky shit it had its heart set on. People didn’t seem to enter into its calculations, other than as a skidmark beneath its bony feet when they got in its way. She thought about saying this, all of this...

But really, she knew how Berniece would react in advance. She’d nod, take it in—or at least pretend to—and then tell Veronika to hire the mercenaries anyway.

“The ones I know are mostly not nice people,” Veronika said. That’d probably be a plus for Berniece, if she had to guess.

“I want bad ones. The ones who have no...” Berniece put a long finger on her upper lip. “No limitations.”

“I’ll make some calls,” Veronika said, nodding once, then turning to leave.

“Good, good,” Berniece muttered under her breath as Veronika closed the door behind her. “And hurry!”

Veronika didn’t acknowledge that. She really didn’t have to. Berniece would assume she was on it, anyway. 

With a sigh, she made it back into the kitchen and pulled out her phone, thumbing through the contacts list until she found the first she wanted and dialed. When the sleepy voice on the other end answered, she said, “Phinneus? It’s Veronika. You interested in some possibly black book work?”
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Sienna

 

“Well, this place looks like absolute hell,” I said as I breezed back into the Inquest HQ. Maintenance had covered some of the shattered glass panes up front with plastic, and it flapped gently in the stir of the cool wind. The inside of the lobby looked just as bad as it had when I’d left; it was hard to make an empty room with a huge rock in the middle look much worse. Unless you tipped the rock, I guess, but it was fine and still in place.

“It certainly doesn’t look great,” Mendelsohn agreed. He’d picked me up as promised, and we’d ridden in sleepy silence back here, where the strange metal frame of the building was lit by exterior lighting as well as flashing red and blue police lights.

No one met us on the inside, but it was obvious by the clot of uniformed cops which direction was the one Grendel had traveled when he’d returned. I moved toward them and down a long hallway through one of the building’s two wings, built at a right angle off the cylindrical central lobby. The walls had decorative photos and an offbeat style. It felt very eclectic, and when I looked up, the building’s ceiling was industrial chic, all the H/VAC exposed and hanging there for the world to see. I guess covering up your building’s internal machinery was a little too 20th century for Inquest.

The hallway opened up into a massive bay, work stations stretching from one huge glass-paneled wall to the other, filling the entirety of the rest of the wing. Grendel’s path here became obvious by the swath of destruction he’d cut right through the desks and tables, terminating in a cluster of desks about a hundred yards down.

“Geez, guy,” I muttered as Mendelsohn and I wended our way through the cleared path. “Does it really take that much longer to follow the walkways?”

“Maybe he was in a hurry?” Mendelsohn asked, hustling to keep up with me and puffing a little in the process, though he was trying to hide it for whatever reason. I don’t know why; manly pride, maybe. Lots of guys didn’t like being out-cardio’d by a girl, even a superhuman one. Or maybe they just wanted me to think they were tough. I certainly didn’t think less of them for it. All I tended to think was, Oh, here’s another human being who can’t quite keep up with super-powered me. What a shock.

“You might have something there,” I said after a few moments’ thought. There were a couple plainclothes officers standing around the cubicle group where Grendel’s trail of wreckage ended. Just beyond them lay the windows, and here there was a giant hole shattered through, suggesting that this was where our villain had exited stage right once he’d finished whatever he’d been up to. “Do you have camera footage of what he did while he was here?” I just barked this at the plainclothes cops, figuring pleasantries were for daylight hours, not the middle of the night when I was tired, cranky, and up against a seemingly unbeatable foe.

“Yep,” answered one of the plainclothes officers. “They’ve got it down in security.” He pointed back down at the hallway. “First door in from the lobby. You have to be buzzed in.”

“Got it, thanks,” I said. “Any idea what he took here?”

One of the plainclothes guys shrugged, the other just shook his head. “Something from the computer,” the nodder said. “Downloaded it on a zip drive.”

“Figures,” I said, turning back around and stalking toward the entry door. “What do you bet the footage just shows him working the computer like a jaundiced, extra big person?”

“What else would it show?” Mendelsohn was now puffing openly. I guess he’d left pride behind, but he was hustling and still keeping up with me, so good for him.

“That he was wearing a sign that had, ‘Here’s the thing I’m after,’ written on it,” I said. “Along with his name, address, Social Security number and maybe the motive, too. Also, his particular brand of Kryptonite scrawled on it would be helpful.”

Mendelsohn chuckled between gasps. “Does that ever happen in your cases?”

“No, but I live in hope,” I said, and we dropped into silence as we made our way to the security room, which was so nondescript as to nearly defy notice. It had no one outside, and upon reaching it, I hammered at the closed door with my fist until something buzzed and the door opened.

Another plainclothes officer stared back at me, this one a woman in a grey blouse wearing a slightly annoyed look. “You could just knock like a normal person. You don’t have to hammer.”

“I could just kick it in like I would normally do,” I said, matching her annoyance and raising it slightly. “Why isn’t the door open?”

She sighed, then shrugged, her annoyance vanishing like a bag of Cheetos in a frat house after everyone hit the bong. “Company policy. The security guys freaked out when we tried to prop it open.”

I frowned. “Shouldn’t they be...I dunno, out of the crime scene?”

She shrugged again. “Their system is bizarre. No one knows how to use it but them, and we needed to pull the footage, so...”

I looked past her at a surly-looking dude in a corporate security vest and tie combo. He watched everything going on around him with a look like someone had just tried to take his temperature through the rear with an elephant thermometer without asking first. His name tag read “Bruce.”

“What’s on the security feed?” I asked, moving past her and ignoring Bruce entirely, though he was watching me.

“Not much,” the plainclothes lady said. “Beast busts in, makes his way to the far bay in there, messes with a computer for a few minutes, then leaves through the windows out back. He vanishes off the external security cameras a few minutes later once he passes through the perimeter of the property, heading west.” She shrugged once more, apparently her favorite gesture this evening, and one that certainly seemed apropos for the moment at hand. “We’ve got lab techs coming, but...”

“This thing doesn’t leave fingerprints,” I said, harkening back to the FBI report from forensics back in Queens. That point had been very clear; maybe it was something in the thing’s skin that failed to produce the oil necessary to leave behind on surfaces, but whatever the case, there were no fingerprints for this thing found at that site or any of the others, to my knowledge. Shaw had forwarded me the report from Chicago and they’d found the same thing. “No hints of DNA left behind either.” Probably due to the hardness of its skin. Though DNA would be more for conviction purposes rather than ID’ing this thing, I lived in hope that maybe it had decided to get curious about its ancestry or something.

“Yeah, it’s pretty much a dead end.” She nodded, commiserating.

“What did it download?” Mendelsohn asked, his breathing now mostly under control again.

“No idea,” the plainclothes officer said. “Security boy doesn’t know, either.”

“Hey, Bruce,” I called, drawing the security guy’s ireful look by shouting only a dozen paces from him. “What did this thing download?”

“Why do I even waste my breath?” the plainclothes officer muttered under her breath.

“I don’t know,” Bruce said, pursing his lips as though I disgusted him by my very presence. “I’ve notified the employee whose desk that is, but they haven’t received or returned my call yet.”

“That’s not what I asked,” I said, bee-lining right for him. “You the head of security?”

“Assistant head of security,” he said, and I could tell this was a very important title to him.

“Great,” I said. “Assist me with this—do you have access to the computer that thing used?” I pointed at the nearest security screen for emphasis.

“Sort of,” Bruce said, and it was almost painful how he had to drag it out of himself.

“How the hell do you ‘sort of’ have access to a computer?” I asked, pinching my face into a scowl. “You either do or you don’t.”

“It’s...it’s hard to explain,” Bruce stammered, and his confidence had broken, like it had only ever been a facade.

“Well, explain it to me,” I said, edging a little closer to him. His eyes were wide, lips quivering, and I wondered what the hell I’d just stumbled on that had him so suddenly rattled.

A beep from behind me followed by the whoosh of a door opening stopped Bruce before he could start, and his eyes went wide. Well, wider.

I turned to look as the security room door swung open, and someone said, “Don’t answer that,” in a tone that was firm, commanding, and, I saw out of the corner of my eye, caused Bruce to shut his mouth before he even had a chance to start forming his answer.

In the doorway was Berniece Adams, eyes cold and clear, focused on me, a little lopsided smile frozen in place on her lips.

Behind her was Veronika, her hands already lit in blue plasma, the threat as clear as the surge of heat that flooded into the room with their arrival.
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Him

 

I got it, he typed, the words fed through the computer, through the internet, and arriving...wherever the hell they arrived. He saw them received, then read, through the chat box, and waited as the little bubbles popped up that denoted an answer was coming.

It came swiftly: Good. Any trouble?

Not this time, he answered. I hit while she was sleeping.

Fantastic. Keep out of her way. There’s no point in butting heads with her on this.

He felt his lips twist inadvertently. Why the hell shouldn’t he just kill her again—this time harder—and be done with it? He didn’t type that, though. Instead:

Why do you want me to avoid her?

The bubbles, then the answer, came seconds later: Trust me, you don’t want to clash with her if you can avoid it. Besides, your fight isn’t with her.

His frown grew deeper. She tried to stop me again today. She’s in my way. 

But you tried to kill her and failed. And she has a habit of annihilating people who do that to her.

He clenched a fist, then uncurled it to type his answer. Yeah, but I’m unstoppable.

The reply boiled his blood a little: That’s what everyone who’s ever gone up against her has thought. They’re all pretty much dead now.

Another answer came a few seconds later, more soothing: I know you’re strong. Stronger than anyone, ever, maybe. But there’s no need in fighting this fight unless you have to. Killing cops and Feds isn’t the point of this...is it?

That let some of the heat out of his anger. No. It’s not.

I know you’re mad. You should be, after everything they’ve done to you. And your revenge is going to be righteous. But killing random people, or cops...is that really what you want?

Now a blush of shame came over his cheeks, hot and swift, for what he’d thought earlier. She was right. His ego was burning him up from the inside. Of course not, he typed. I just let myself get carried away.

I know. But don’t. If you hadn’t gotten carried away in Queens, she probably wouldn’t have chased you to California.

Now he was burning again. Why would she bring that up this way?

Her next words soothed him again, though: But it’s okay. Just try not to cross her again. She’s not going to stop chasing you, but if you can just keep one step ahead of her, you might just be able to finish things off without clashing with her again. Which would be good for both our sakes. Only a few more steps and we’re done. You’ll have your revenge.

He found himself scowling at the screen, though he couldn’t quite put his finger on why. Was it the way she seemed to coldly manipulate him, her intent shining through the characters written on the screen every now and again? She was so smooth, mostly, had seemed so on his side when she’d reached out to him after—well, after. But sometimes...

Sometimes she just pissed him off. Like those other bastards.

I’ll play it your way, he typed. Why argue? Besides, he really only had a couple more stops. And if Sienna Nealon crossed his path again, he didn’t have to follow her guidance.

That’s smart. Keep focused on your endgame. Don’t get distracted. Socialite is next. Get that algorithm, and we’re in spitting distance of the finale.

I know, he replied. I will.

But in his mind, he boiled, the heat burning his cheeks. That little meta bitch thought she was hot shit, didn’t she?

To hell with guidance. If Sienna Nealon crossed his path one more time, he’d rip out more than her heart this time. He’d shred her into unrecognizable ribbons. 

Then he’d get his revenge on the rest of them, because no one could damned well stop him.
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Friday

 

When he woke, he was covered in dollar bills and the sky was dark.

Blinking, he ran his hand over his body, which had shrunk back to normal size in the cover of the night. “No, no, this is wrong,” he said, shaking his head, instinct taking over as he got swole once more. “You can’t go flaccid on me at night, muscles. That’s when I need your protection most.” He grew, body expanding to fill his overlarge clothing. He’d learned a long time ago that skinny jeans may have been popular among metrosexuals, but they really, really didn’t work for him at this stage of the game. But that was fine for metrosexuals; it wasn’t like they had anything important in their pants to hide, like a gun, or a girthy penis.

“Also, did I become a stripper in the night?” He brushed his hands over the bills scattered about his person and the sidewalk, wondering where they’d come from. He scooped them into a pile, like leaves in the autumn, then stuffed them down the front of his pants. “Treat me like a stripper, I’ll act like one,” he decided. He needed the money anyway, actually.

Pulling himself up off the sidewalk was decidedly like grabbing himself up by the bootstraps. Except he didn’t use his bootstraps, because that would break them since he was so uber strong.

Strength. Right. He looked down at himself, his fresh swoleness. This was something that needed addressing. “I need a new photo subject to maintain my momentum.” He looked at his phone, into the Instaphoto app, checked Socialite, where he’d cross-posted his most recent pics.

Kaboom. Huge exposure. The ones with Sienna in them were the biggest hits, with tons of comments and likes, but his other ones—including that amazing bathroom selfie he’d posted before passing out—had more impressions than anything he’d ever done before. By a factor of five hundred.

“Hell yes,” he said, jumping to his feet and sending a shower of dollar bills sluicing down the legs of his pants. “Finally I get the respect I deserve. And the influence.” He flexed in victory.

But how to follow up this coup? He looked into the coffee shop, which was still open, people staring at laptops inside, or their phones, or—occasionally, very occasionally—talking to each other.

It was their attention he was vying for. He was establishing a following. He checked his subscriber count—through the roof! He needed to capitalize on the success now that he was having it.

“I need follow-up content, stat,” he said, flexing again in victory. He looked up and down the street, searching for something, anything. The coffee was stale, the bathroom selfie had been hours ago. Anything he tried to do in there would be forced. Like a conversation with some Poindexter brainiac.

What could he do...?

An all-night gym was lit up down the street, and he flexed again. “What can I do...that plays to my strengths...and would impress an audience...?”

Duh! He smacked himself on the forehead, then bounded down the street toward the gym. Ignoring the big sign that said “Members Only,” he grabbed the door handle and ripped it open, ignoring the pesky lock as it yielded quickly in its pussitude. Maybe now they’d spring for a grown-up lock when they replaced it. It was like he was doing them a favor.

Inside, only a dozen or so people were working out, and most of them were on the treadmills. “Sup, gym bros?” Friday shouted across this holy space.

Only a few of them looked at him. Most of them were wearing headphones, running the treadmills. Friday scoffed, but sort of quietly. Though he was dissing them, hard, there was no point in stirring loud discontent. Cardio was for women who wanted to maintain their shapely figures, not men, who should be bulking up to deal with whatever troubles might come their way. He flexed again, mostly to impress the two hot-ish chicks on the treadmills.

Neither noticed him. Which was fine. He was here to work out anyway, not get blinded by the bling of a tight booty.

He made his way toward the weights section. Two guys were working out over here and that was it. “You and you,” he said, pointing at them as he threaded between two cages. “I need a spot, dudes.”

One guy took a single look at him and moved away like he could smell the herpes. Which he totally couldn’t. Friday knew this for a fact. Herpes didn’t have a scent. The astrologist had assured him, and what was she if not utterly trustworthy?

“Do you even lift, bro?” Friday shouted at his retreating backside, which was firm, but not too bulky. Clearly he had bought into the cardio myth. Probably ate a lot of soy protein, too, which was terrible for your testicles, testosterone and raw manhood. Friday turned his attention toward the remaining guy, who was reasonably bulked. Not womanly at all. “Looks like you’re the one spotting me today, gym bro.”

“I’m Robin,” the guy said, a little hesitantly.

“Cool,” Friday said. “I’m Friday, Robinson. It’s totally kittens to make your acquaintance and have you as my gym bro sidekick for this workout. You’re probably going to get a lot of exposure for this, and that’s kittens, too. Include your tag in my photos if you want.”

“I...uh...okay...?” Robin(son) said. 

“Here’s your job, bro,” Friday said, unlocking his phone with the simple yet time tested password of 1111. Impossible to defeat. Or forget, thankfully. He handed the phone to Robinson. “Take photos. Then you’re going to be like a quiet voice helping me decide which are the post-worthy ones. Take some vids, too, of me doing sick reps. Then we’ll hashtag those bad boys and get my followers squealing for more. Because they’re probably mostly chicks that are into my hotness. We kittens?”

“Uh...sure,” Robinson said, taking the phone—and the position of supreme trust it entailed—in hand.

“Excellent,” Friday said. “Let’s do this thing.” He flexed, waiting for Robinson to take the pic. “And no kettlebells, you hear me? None of that New Age horseshit. We’re doing straight-up manly lifting.” He flexed again. “Now let’s make the bitches squeal with hot lifts and hotter hashtags.”
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“I’d put those away before somebody gets hurt,” I said, eyeing Veronika’s glowing hands with my fingers already on my Glock. I didn’t want to escalate this, but I’d be damned if I was going to let Veronika and her new master come storming into my crime scene and cause a...well, a scene.

“No can do,” Veronika said, not backing off a bit. She kept those bad boys glowing, and brought them up in front of her face. If she needed to, she could project the plasma into a shield and keep my bullets from even kissing her lovely bone structure by melting them before they got to her. Which would suck for me, since Veronika was a total badass and I wasn’t quite sure how to kill her now that I’d been somewhat de-powered.

Though, as with everyone else I met in my life, I had a few ideas on how to do so if I needed to.

“I want you off my property,” Berniece Adams said with a muted grin, hidden behind her big lips. Her eyes were intense, and any hint of friendliness that had been present earlier had vanished.

“This is a crime scene,” I said, staring her down. “You can’t kick us out.”

“If I say there’s no crime,” Berniece said evenly, “then it’s not a crime scene.”

“Uh, not how it works,” I said. “In case you forgot, your security guards were murdered here earlier. Regardless of how you feel about prosecuting the Grendel for his theft of your property, he still killed people and murdered a federal agent before crashing in here tonight. If you don’t want to go after him for breaking into your systems, that’s up to you, but it doesn’t make this place not a crime scene.”

Berniece’s glare wavered slightly and she looked back to Veronika as if seeking advice. Veronika shrugged, but didn’t douse the plasma. Playing to her employer. Berniece tore her glare back to me. “Fine.”

I kept my hand on my Glock, for all the good it would do. “Fine,” I said. Because why not argue like teenagers?

“But I don’t want you combing through my systems for anything on the theft,” Berniece said, folding her skinny arms in front of her. “That is proprietary Inquest technology, and I don’t trust that your leaky bureau won’t ‘lose it’ to some of my competitive set.”

I frowned. “Beg pardon?”

She cast her eyes at Mendelsohn, who’d remained quiet throughout this exchange. Also, wisely, again behind me a bit. “You’re carting around one of my competitors right now, in fact.” She pointed toward the door. “I want him out of here. He’s not a federal agent.”

I bit back an angry retort, but rolled my eyes by the time Mendelsohn put a hand on my shoulder. He’d come to the same conclusion I had: it wasn’t worth the fight. “I’ll wait in the car,” he said.

“Great,” I said, then focused back on Berniece as he carefully threaded his way between her and Veronika, avoiding the burning plasma hands as she stepped slightly to the side for him to pass. “You are going to cooperate on telling us what Grendel stole, though, as part of my investigation, aren’t you?”

Berniece stared at me very levelly for just a moment before shaking her head. “No.”

I tried to hold in my irritation. I probably failed. “No? You don’t want to help catch this guy after he killed your people and stole your shit?”

She scoffed. “Forgive me, but I just don’t think you have it in you to actually catch him, and even if you did, you really don’t have the juice to do anything about it anymore.” She made a mean girl face, giving me a snotty once-over as she did so. “I mean, really...you’re just not what you used to be. Without those other powers you had...you’re painfully average. I mean, what’s special about you now?” She waved her hands in front of her while making a wide-eyed, open-mouthed mocking face. “You punch super hard? Ooh. Grendel punches harder. Your little toy did nothing to him. I watched the footage. You’re about as useful as Bing. Do yourself a favor and clock out before you get hurt.” She hit me with a pressed-lip, sad-faced look. “Leave this one to the people who know how to solve actual problems, and you can just go back to chasing down muggers and bank robbers or whatever you do until you level up again—if you even have it in you to do that.”

It felt like the temperature in the room dropped twenty degrees in two seconds, and Veronika couldn’t help but let her own jaw drop as her boss spoke.

Calm.

Calm.

Be cool.

I tried not to see red, really I did. It didn’t work.

But I didn’t swing at her, and I didn’t kill her, and that, I think, is really to my credit as a person.

I let Berniece Adams walk away with her spine still in her body and a condescending smirk still on her lips, and Veronika mouthed, “Sorry,” as she doused the plasma hands and slipped out, letting the security room door close behind her.

For about five whole seconds I steamed, burning inside as no one in the security room said a word. A buzzing on my hip brought me back to the present, and out of the sweet fantasy I was having about taking a page out of Rose Steward’s book and ripping Berniece’s soul screaming out of her body an inch at a time while she apologized and begged for forgiveness. She’d have been a good vegetable, and wouldn’t it have been nice to turn her into an empty thrall who occasionally made huge deposits into my meager bank account to make up the cost of living difference between what the FBI paid me and what it cost to live in New York City.

“Hello?” I answered my phone without looking at the caller ID.

“What are you doing?” Willis Shaw was at the other end of the line, and he sounded about as happy as I did.

“Practicing restraint,” I said. “Why?”

Shaw seemed to bite back something, but eventually blasted out with, “Do you know what your partner is up to right now?”

I frowned for a second, then remembered, oh, yeah, I was working with someone, and that someone was Friday, and—aw, damn—I’d let him wander off unsupervised. I closed my eyes and a stream of curses filled my head as I imagined all the horrible things he could get up to in the few hours since last I’d seen him. I clenched my teeth, took a deep breath, and asked the question: “What did he do now?”
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“Turn it up—this is totally my jam!” Friday shouted at Robin(son) mid-rep. He was lifting. Pumping iron. Pictures were being taken. Music was being played. A touch of lyrical awesomeness that never failed to impress.

And the chicks were totally digging it.

No, really. They’d shown up in force. He had a crowd watching him, phones out, taking pictures along with him.

“Watch this, bitches!” Friday shouted, lifting the entire workout machine in a military press. There were oohs and aahs, and someone screamed, “TAKE IT OFF!”

Or maybe it was, “You’re a hoss.” 

No, it was probably the first one. He was like a stripper now, anyways.

Dropping the weight machine to more oohs and aahs and some awe, Friday flexed. “Look upon the specter of the perfect man,” he said, making his bicep look like a tractor trailer tire in its hugeness. “If you think that’s impressive, you should see my love muscle.”

“Turn sideways,” Robinson said, snapping another shot of him. 

He was really turning into a useful sidekick. “You got it, Robinson.”

“My name is Robin,” he muttered, but took the picture anyway.

“Hashtag that one #fiercebitch,” Friday said, then headed for the kettlebell rack. Selecting the two biggest, one for each hand, he said, “Check this shit out. These are the only things these newfangled bullshit baby weights are good for—juggling.” And he tossed the first, then the second, then grabbed a third—

The first and second hit the ceiling tiles and shattered them, busting a light fixture in the process. They both came down a few feet away before he could even manage to compose himself and toss the third and fourth into the air. One of them hit the soft gym mat and bounced sideways, smashing the mirrored wall next to him and sending a cascade of glass across the floor.

Friday looked at all that, then the kettlebells in his hand. “Whoops. Okay, I’m calling a do-over. This time—”

“WHAT THE HELL IS GOING ON HERE?!”

Record scratch. Everybody stopped like the DJ had quit spinning it, and Friday looked toward the source, the angry, shrewish voice that had snapped like a whip up in the middle of this joint.

Oh.

Whoops.

Man. She looked mad.

“Hey, Sienna,” Friday said, hiding the kettlebells behind his back. “Whassup?”
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Sienna

 

Crowds are almost my least favorite thing in the world, running just behind politicians. So when we pulled up in front of the all-night gym that Friday had tagged himself at on Instaphoto, I was nonplussed when I saw a crowd visible through the front windows.

Shaw had made his displeasure over my lack of supervision of Friday known, and had voiced his irritation that Friday was presently violating the FBI’s social media policy by apparently trespassing on private property and putting on some sort of metahuman weightlifting exhibition of the sort that wouldn’t be out of place in Venice Beach, maybe, but was hardly normal for a Tuesday night in Palo Alto.

“Get his ass out of there and keep him under control,” Shaw had said in no uncertain terms. “Keep this contained.”

“It’s on the internet,” I’d said. “How the hell am I supposed to contain that?”

He’d been cheerfully nonspecific and vocally profane, and so I’d dutifully charged off to deal with the (current) Friday problem.

Which brought me to the crowd buzzing at the entry to the all-night gym.

The door lock was broken, and the entryway was crammed with people all brandishing their cell phones to get a closer look/video of whatever the hell Friday was up to, so I just started shoulder-checking my way through the hipster crowd, politeness be damned. “Coming through. Move. Get a shave and a haircut, will you? You—shouldn’t you be hanging out at Haight Ashbury, circa 1967? Out of the way, lumberjackoff,” I said, sending a dude with a full beard and a flannel out of my path with a hearty shove. “Go tap a maple tree or something.”

There was a rumble of recognition that started to run through the crowd as I made my way through. I heard someone mutter, “Slay Queen!” but quietly compared to the sudden—and terrible—crashing of glass that came from beyond the crowd.

Shoving through the last couple hipsters to make my way to the front, I found Friday standing with two kettlebells, one in each hand, looking like he was about to try and juggle them or something. Two more kettlebells were already creasing the gym floor, laying in a pile of glass that made the place look like it had experienced a bombing.

I bellowed out something loud and furious and probably unimaginative but hopefully non-profane (the cameras were rolling, after all), and sort of blacked out for a second from rage and distress. When I got my senses back about me, I found Friday grinning through the mouth hole of his mask, and fought back the urge to cram a kettlebell in there to keep him from speaking...well, ever again, actually.

“...just trying to keep up with my growing fanbase and milking my role as an influencer,” Friday was saying, as though any of that was supposed to mean something to me. 

“What...the hell are you doing?” I asked, the only sound in the place other than the electronic sound effects from half a hundred cell phone cameras clicking rapidly.

Friday’s eyes darted left, then right, like he was considering my question. “I literally just answered that.”

“I couldn’t hear you over the sound of my own internal screaming.”

“You should get that checked out,” Friday said, oh so helpfully. “That sounds serious. Like cancer. Or impotence.”

I rubbed my forehead with all my fingers, because I had facepalmed without intending to. It just happened, like my earlier blackout. “Why are you—what are you—”

I couldn’t form words. I’d lost my capacity to express...well, anything.

“I am because I am,” Friday said, apparently taking my sentence fragments as serious queries. “And what I am...is a Studmaster of Total Hotness.”

A couple guys cheered at that.

I tried to form a thought, but somehow between the beatings I’d taken the last few days, the sleep I’d foregone when I’d been rousted out of bed in the middle of the night, and the distress I was feeling because of realizing that the only help I had with stopping a seemingly impossible meta was my idiot uncle, well...

Mentally, I was tapped out.

“The cure might just be worse than the disease,” I muttered, mostly to myself.

“The Cure is amazing and you need to learn some proper respect for music history,” Friday said, feathers all ruffled. “I don’t know who ‘The Disease’ is, but I assure you they’re an inferior band.”

“Put your shirt on,” I said, looking up at him again. He was bare-chested and fuzzy, and it was a horrifying sight to behold for anyone other than maybe a furry. “We have to get out of here.”

“Why?” His voice held a tone of innocence that was probably caused by the fact he was roughly the size of a circus tent.

“Because our target struck again tonight,” I said, trying to keep the details light given there were probably a million people watching the various livestreams of this moment. Sure, I could have gone meta-low, but it was questionable whether he’d hear me over all the hubbub.

Friday stiffened, all business. “Let’s go,” he said, grabbing his shirt and camera from some poor guy who’d apparently been a receptacle for all his crap. “Later, Robinson.”

“My name is Robin,” the guy muttered under his breath. Friday took no notice, heading for the door. The crowd cleared out of the way for him...

Mostly because their cameras were all on me, now.

Yay. I was doing a great job with the company social media policy. I may not have had an account of my own, but I was all over the major social networks tonight.

I stared into the face of about a hundred cell phone cameras, and I just couldn’t contain my irritation. “Don’t you people have lives of your own? Or do you just watch other people’s unfold online?”

That quieted things down. Before any of them could answer, I followed in the path Friday had made, hurrying outside after my idiot uncle.


 

 

 

 

36.

 

 

“This is a swank ride,” Friday said to Mendelsohn as the limo thrummed along, all of us sitting in silence up to that point. We’d gone probably five, ten minutes without speaking, and I felt like we were all the better for it.

“Thank you. It’s not mine,” Mendelsohn said as the limo bumped up into the hotel’s drive.

“What are we doing here?” Friday asked, peering out the tinted window into the night. “Did Grendel attack the hotel? Was it because he took Badda-book, Badda-boom as a literal suggestion? Because I’ve thought that before, in my more impressionable and less brainy days.”

“So...five minutes ago?” I asked, popping the door as soon as we got to a stop. “Come on, lunkhead.”

“On it,” Friday said, almost charging over me to get out of the car. I barely made it out of his way before he exploded out into the night, the reduction in size he’d undergone to fit into the limo reversed in an instant. Friday’s shoulders were now as broad as a city bus, and his eyes raked the night and the hotel facade, as though expecting Grendel to leap out of the bushes out front. “Where is he? Why are we hesitating?”

“Because we’re done for the night,” I said, suppressing a yawn. “He hit Inquest hours ago and faded back into whatever chum pit he came out of. You know, while you were busy posing for ‘Dorkage Monthly.’”

Friday bristled. “I’m an influencer, okay? I was influencing.”

“I saw about five seconds of your display and was influenced to commit ritual seppuku,” I said, turning from him to head into the hotel. “Is that what you were aiming for?”

“Exposure is exposure,” Friday said, reducing just a little to follow me through the sliding doors. His shoulders bumped on either side and he paused, shrinking a little more so he could fit through them. “So what are we doing here?”

“Bunking in for the night,” I said.

Friday bristled again. “Ew. I’m not sleeping with you. I know I’m sexy and all, but we’re related and that’s called ‘Inquest.’”

I barely avoided hammering my face into my hand at deathly speed. “It’s called incest, you jackwagon. ‘Inquest’ is where I just told you Grendel hit.”

“Oh, right,” he said, completely unabashed. Which was a shame, because he could use some serious a-bash-ing to set his head right. Though I doubt that it would work, I was willing to give it the old non-college try. “Sometimes I reinvent definitions for words to make them make more sense.”

“Sometimes you grow your muscles so much blood flow doesn’t reach your brain and you forget words.” Reaching into my jacket, I flipped through my wallet for the company credit card. Friday was working for the Bureau now, that meant he was not only subject to my (annoyed) supervision, but that he was entitled to a hotel room on their dime. “I need a room for this clown behind me,” I said to the front desk clerk, a chipper woman with a name tag that read Dominique.

“Sure thing, Slay Queen,” she chirped, tapping away at her computer. Someone had done a line of ground coffee beans. Her eyes flittered beneath thick glasses.

Great. She knew who I was. Hopefully she wouldn’t stalk me in the middle of the night.

I paid, grunted through Dominique’s singsongy, “Have a great night!” and headed up the elevator with Friday, ignoring him pointedly all the while.

He followed me down the hall to just outside his room, which was next to mine, and I opened the door for him, then held it, gesturing with my arm that he should go in. I realized that we must have left Mendelsohn behind without so much as a goodbye, which bothered me. It shouldn’t; I was the Slay Queen, after all, but somehow manners were still important to me when someone as kind as Mendelsohn came across my path. A strange dichotomy of my being, but there it was. I was nice to people who were nice to me, and fatal to those who crossed me or innocent human life.

“You first,” Friday said, slapping a ham hand on the door just above my head. I rolled my eyes and stepped inside, Friday shrinking slightly and following, his muscles deflating just as surely as if he’d let the air out of them like balloons.

“Okay, fine, me first,” I said, once he’d closed the door. “What the hell were you thinking?”

Friday stood there for a long moment. “Oh, man. I left my laptop computer on the moped.” He tapped his chin for a second. “Good thing I uploaded my tracks to the cloud. Whew.”

“This is the thing that’s important to you right now?” I folded my arms to keep from throwing them around like a nutball, and tried to keep my voice from rising precipitously. It still crept up a few octaves, though. “You broke into that gym—”

“The door was totally open when I got there.”

“You’re working for the FBI right now, Friday,” I said. “You can’t do this kind of thing.”

“I disagree,” Friday said. “This is the perfect time to do this kind of thing. I have the power of the law behind me.” Now he matched me, folding his arms in front of him. “When do I get my badge? And my first paycheck? Because I’m not going to lie, I’m a little behind, and putting together the capital for my first album has been a pretty uphill proposition—”

“Well, I’m sure the massive success of ‘Dropping Deuces’ will put you back to flush again,” I said, with barely concealed disgust. 

“Heh,” Friday guffawed. “‘Flush.’”

“Not what I meant.” I sighed. “But I guess I walked into that one. Friday, if you’re a representative of the law, you can’t be lawless.”

“What’s the point of power if you can’t use it?” Friday asked, and he sounded genuinely baffled.

“Uh, restraint, responsibility,” I said, “just off the top of my head.”

“That’s all well and good, but it doesn’t really get you a hundred thousand followers on Instaphoto.” He pulled out his phone and took a look. “My Socialite numbers are up nicely, too, which is good, because it’s the social network of the future.”

“And here I am, still ignoring the hell out of Twitter and Facebook,” I muttered. “Friday—”

“Sienna,” Friday cut me right off. “It’s cool. I got this. I will make the FBI look totally kittens. Trust me.”

“Let me put this in Californian: Dude, you wrecked that gym,” I said. “That is not totally kittens, nor puppies, nor anything awesome. It’s totally not awesome. It is the opposite of awesome. It’s...it’s ‘Kardashians’ is what it is—”

“I like that,” Friday said. “Stealing it.” He started tapping into his phone, his fingers shrunk absurdly small in contrast to the rest of him. “‘My...toilet selfie earlier was...totally kittens...but the smell was totally’...no, ‘totally’ is wrong for this...‘absolutely Kardashians.’ Hashtag and send.” He finished and clicked off his phone with great satisfaction. “Now that was kittens, right there. Synergy. Between you and me. Cross-pollination of excellence.”

“I get the feeling you’re not getting the point I’m trying to make here,” I said, holding my head. My hair had escaped my ponytail in large measure, and pushing it back over my ear was becoming a full-time job given how much I was facepalming with Friday around.

“I get it.” He waved me off. “Tomorrow’s another day and all that, and we’ll find this absolutely Kardashians Grendel that’s running around and we’ll take a toilet selfie with him right before we flush.” He smacked his hands together so thunderously it probably woke half the hotel. “Badda-book, badda-boom.”

I cringed, squinted—and not just from the hand slap heard round the Valley, either. “I need you to understand something, Friday. This is my job. I am supervising you—”

“I’m your uncle; I should really be supervising you. I mean, I changed your diapers when you were a kid—”

“We didn’t meet until a few years ago!” I exploded.

Friday seemed to think about this. “You sure you weren’t still in diapers then?”

“I was twenty-something,” I said through gritted teeth.

“You weren’t experiencing, like, incontinence issues or something?”

“No.” Now my teeth were grinding together.

“Huh,” Friday said. “Whose ass was I wiping?”

“At minimum, I hope at least your own.”

“Oh, yeah, that might be it,” Friday said. “Sometimes I’m so huge I have to bend over and look at it in the mirror just to make sure I get it clean—”

“How do you get that confused with my—never mind,” I sighed. I really didn’t want him to connect the dots for me on that one. Haters on the internet would have had a field day with this conversation. “Can you just...not be a jackass tomorrow?”

Friday took my verbal jab in stride, though he was slow to respond. “Yeah, I can probably do that,” he finally said.

“Great,” I said, heading for the door. “Keep the deuce dropping for after you’re done working this case, okay?”

“I got you.” Friday nodded. “I’m just a little too cool for the FBI. It’s understandable. Their funk level is low, mine is off the charts. The squares can’t handle my totally kittens behavior. We’ll moderate. For now.”

“I appreciate that, I think...?” I opened the door, listening down the hall for anyone up and moving after Friday’s attempt to rattle the whole building. “Just...chill out. Tomorrow we’ll—”

“Hunt the Grendel,” Friday said. He pounded his fist into his other hand, and the window behind him shattered from the force of the smack, which rattled my teeth in my head. He looked back in surprise. “Did somebody just shoot at me?”

“No,” I said, and shut the door. “Just...go to sleep.” Now people were starting to open their doors, looking out at me sleepy-eyed, some of them a little crabby.

“What the hell was that, Slay Queen?” some middle-aged guy said as I went past.

“Your mom’s bedpost,” I said. “What can I say? She really makes them rattle.” I slammed my own door just a touch quieter than what Friday had just done. This was going so well.
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Veronika

 

“This is a good crowd,” Berniece said, looking them over like a general on an inspection tour.

Veronika did a little subtle glancing of her own. She had to agree, it was a good crew. A little light on what she’d consider ethics, but...not a bad group, power-wise.

“You don’t need no crowd, baby,” Kristina Bonner said. She was a tall lady, compulsive shopper—which meant she was always looking for the dollars. She’d grown a little bit of an afro since last they’d worked together, too. “You just need me, and a direction to point my pretty ass, and your problems are all going to be solved in minutes.”

“I love that can-do attitude,” Berniece said. “Hollister, don’t you just love her attitude?” She glanced over her shoulder to where Hollister McKay was sitting at a work bench, twiddling with something or another. Berniece looked back, right into Pam’s eyes. “He loves your attitude, too.”

“I don’t really give a fig about attitude,” Phinneus Chalke said, his old 1873 Winchester slung over his shoulder, ammo belts crisscrossing on his chest, his actual belt filled with cartridges for his Colt Peacemaker. “I care about money and getting the job done.” He looked sidelong at Pam. “And this little Janey-come-lately ain’t gonna stand a chance against my experience.”

“That’s a good point,” Berniece said. “We don’t want to lose sight of the conventional wisdoms, because sometimes they have their place.”

“And sometimes they’re ripe for ripping the whole foundation down.” This came from Tyler Bowen. He looked twenty-something, like a rager with his hair long and flopped over half his head, the other side completely shaved. Veronika wasn’t sure what that was called. A partial mohawk, maybe? It lay over his left eye, and stopped just short of his crooked, wicked smile.

When Berniece had asked for morally flexible, Tyler was the first one that came to mind but the last she’d called. Mostly because he was about as stable as nitroglycerin.

“So you’re probably wondering why I called this meeting,” Berniece said, doing a little pacing in front of the crew, hands behind her back.

“Mostly Baby is wondering about her money,” Kristina said. “Baby gets paid, everyone is happy. Mostly I am, but that lets everyone else live and thus be happy.”

“She’s Baby,” Veronika prompted, seeing Berniece’s somewhat confused look.

“Money’s a good thing to be focused on,” Berniece said. “So let me lay this out for you—I have a problem, and if you help me solve it—boom, money to you. My problem is this: some yellow-skinned meta has torn through my headquarters. Killed some of my people. Stolen something from me—us.” She gestured to Hollister. “Silicon Valley is a very tight ecosystem. There are sharks and minnows, and I can’t be seen to be a minnow.”

Veronika frowned. What the hell was she talking about? 

“Minnows get eaten, you see,” Berniece said. “By vulture capitalists—excuse me, venture capitalists.” Here she grinned to show, no, that wasn’t a misspeak. “I don’t like to be on the dinner menu. I’m the top of the food chain here. Have been since we displaced the losers who used to sit at the top of the mountain.” She flashed anger for a second. “We’re not taking a step back, and we’re not taking any shit from meta-come-lately who crashes down our door looking to steal proprietary secrets. There’s a message I’m looking to send—this behavior is unacceptable. And I want it sent in the strongest terms.”

“How strong terms are we looking at here?” Phinneus asked, running his fingers over his rifle’s furniture.

Berniece just stared at him for a moment, then looked pointedly at his gun, then smiled sweetly. “The stronger the terms my message is expressed in, the more you’ll get paid. I want this message being heard loud and clear, ringing through the Valley.”

“I love the smell of chaos in the morning,” Tyler said, sucking in air between grinning teeth. “This thing you want dead—”

“I didn’t say ‘dead,’” Berniece cut him right off. “Nor would I say it, because that’s an ugly, troublesome word that my lawyers would rather eat live goldfish than let me say. But I think you might be aiming in the right direction there.” She smiled again. “Okay?”

“Got it,” Phinneus said, nodding as he turned away. “Where do you want this message sent?”

“Wherever this thing shows up next,” Berniece said, and here her voice turned cold. “You can hang here, with us. Collect some money for bodyguarding, if you’d like, until it pops its ugly head up again. The Valley’s a tight space, and it seems like it mostly wants to work around in the tech sector, so...” She shrugged. “It’s more likely to show up here than San Francisco. Hang here, it appears—well.”

Tyler hummed a few bars of Pop Goes the Weasel.

Berniece pointed right at him, grinning widely. “I think you’ve got the right of it. Now...who wants some Kombucha?”

Veronika looked over at Chase, who was standing as close to Hollister as she could without triggering a fit from him. Even through that scowl she wore like a layer of base makeup these days, the question on her face was as plain as could be to Veronika, mostly because she was having a very similar thought.

What the hell have we gotten ourselves into?
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Sienna

 

“Sorry if I made you wait,” I said, taking a seat across from Aaron Mendelsohn down in the hotel restaurant the next morning. I’d been up for a few hours but had been hesitant to get moving, mostly because my pillows were calling on me to make up for all the sleep I’d lost last night. Alas, that hadn’t panned out, but I hadn’t given up on the dream until just a few minutes before my phone buzzed with a text message from him inviting me to breakfast.

“Not at all.” Mendelsohn half rose to his feet before I slid into the black leather booth across from him. “I expected it might take you some time to get ready after you got my message.”

“Yeah, well, I do have some minimum standards these days,” I said, “though the temptation to play my current role like Sandra Bullock’s character in Miss Congeniality has been pretty appealing on the days when I pull out my makeup kit and fondly recall when I didn’t deal with this bullshit at all.”

Mendelsohn chuckled. “My wife says a very similar thing vis-a-vis the societal standards of beauty.” I glanced at his ring finger, which was bare. He noticed and held it up. “I don’t care for jewelry,” he said. “And I don’t have much of a problem with random women hitting on me these days, so...” He grinned.

“What does your wife do?” I asked. “If she works.”

“She does,” he said. “She’s an orthopedic surgeon.”

“Ah,” I said. “So you’re one of those power couples I keep reading about who are dominating the top tiers of economic success these days.” I looked sidelong out into the lobby of the hotel. It was pretty busy out there, a whole heap of people lingering around at the edges of the place, staring at smartphones, and not dressed at all like business travelers. I brushed it off; that was probably a common occurrence around Silicon Valley, where the billionaires dressed in black turtlenecks and wore cargo shorts and sandals.

“I can’t argue with that, nor would I particularly want to, given it hinges on my personal income,” Mendelsohn said, blushing a little. “Pardon me for steering the conversation in a slightly more pleasant—for me—direction.” He leaned on his elbows against the table, pausing as the waiter came by to ask us about drinks. Coffee for me, tea for Mendelsohn, waters for us both. The server left a menu with each of us and disappeared. Mendelsohn, undeterred, fired away as soon as he was out of earshot: “How do we narrow this investigation down in order to solve it? In your experience?”

“You don’t ask the easy ones, do you?” I settled back, giving the menu a very cursory glance as I worked out how to answer his question. “I mean, the best way is to figure out why Grendel is committing the crimes he is. We find the why, we’ll get the what and the who, because these questions are all tied together. So far, we’ve got no what, no who, only the bare bones of how, so the why has been pretty elusive.”

“I’ll skip the rather obvious joke about The Who being wherever Roger Daltrey is,” Mendelsohn said. “How do we get to the why?”

“They’re all connected,” I said. “The why is usually the easiest to figure out, because villains like to monologue. They have a reason for what they do, after all; they don’t just descend into wanton criminality for shits and giggles. This Grendel, though, he’s been pretty quiet about why he’s pissed off enough to travel cross-country, steal, and kill an FBI agent.”

Mendelsohn nodded. “So that’s unusual in your experience? That stoicism?”

“Oh, yeah,” I said, kicking myself for not taunting Grendel a little more in that direction. “Villains aren’t generally all that bright, even when they’re crazy dangerous. They’re either after money, chasing an ideology, following a creed, or assuaging damage to their ego—MICE is what the intelligence community used to call it, though they used it for figuring out how to flip people into being agents for the CIA or ferret out spies on our soil.”

“Fascinating,” Mendelsohn said. “That’s a very interesting item to carry in your analytical toolkit.”

“Uh, okay,” I said. “Anyway, looking at this Grendel—if money was the motive, how he’s making it from these attacks isn’t obvious. It’d be easier for him to walk into a bank vault and run off with truckloads of cash.”

“Would it?” Mendelsohn asked. “Given the new meta security protocols most banks have implemented?”

“Yeah, probably.” I nodded. “Even the Federal Reserve banks aren’t prepared for something on the scale of Grendel. He could crash through even reinforced walls, I suspect. So money seems out as an immediate motive.” I ticked that one off, holding up four fingers and pushing down the pinky. “Similarly, creed? People with a religious-level motivation? Not usually all that quiet about it. They like to proselytize. So I doubt that’s in play. Same with ideology; he’d be likely to throw out a manifesto at some point, or at least make mention of whether he’s an eco-terrorist trying to save the planet or a pissed-off metahuman supremacist—if such a thing exists. Choice of target would also be informative here.”

“He’s gone entirely after tech companies,” Mendelsohn said.

“Yeah, and different ones, which is what’s throwing me off,” I said, after having counted off two more fingers. “If he was hitting the same one, or ones all owned by the same person, okay, we’re at ego, or more specifically—”

“Revenge,” Mendelsohn said.

“Exactly.” I slapped the menu delicately against the table. “I suspect that Grendel’s motive runs in that direction, but it’s really murky how given the breadth of his targets. The only thing they have in common is they’re all Silicon Valley tied. So why is he mad? Did he get banned from Socialite and Facebook and Twitter all at once or something?”

“Deplatformed, they call that,” Mendelsohn said.

“And if so, what does stealing algorithms, servers, robotics equipment and whatever he got from Inquest—what does that get him?” I asked.

“I don’t know exactly, but I’m narrowing my theory,” he said.

“Do share.”

Mendelsohn waved me off. “I’d prefer to let you finish your chain of reasoning first. I find this all very fascinating.”

“Well, here’s my theory, since you’re pushing me for it,” I said, and took a slow breath. “And please, feel free to punch any giant holes in it you can.”

“Oh, I will.” He smiled.

“Given that thus far,” I said, trying to put together the vague notion that I’d been wrangling with for the last few hours, “Grendel has attacked only companies owned by Cameron Wittman or Inquest...” I took a long breath. “I think he’s someone who used to work for those companies, or has ties to someone who worked for both Wittman Capital and Inquest.” I took a deep breath. “There. That’s it. Thin thread, right?”

“A little,” Mendelsohn said, looking a bit pained. “But only because the overlap there would be considerable. Silicon Valley is a somewhat insular town, and the number of people who have worked for both our companies, or affiliates of both?” He looked up as though calculating. “It’s quite a large number. We might be able to put together a list from people who we know of on our side of the equation have come from Inquest, but we’d be limited without Inquest’s cooperation to find people who had left us and ended up there eventually. Other than perhaps truly high profile ones.”

“That’s what I was afraid of,” I said, sitting back. “Still, if we got that list, it’d be a starting point. I could forward it to my office, have them start looking into it, maybe bird dog some of these people based on suspicious activity we could glean from their internet footprint.”

Mendelsohn looked very serious for a moment. “If you want a direct tie, I might have one for you—Cameron Wittman was an early investor in Inquest.”

“Really?” I frowned. “You weren’t kidding about the incestuousness of this town, were you.”

He shook his head. “No. It’s very...” He turned his head, looking through a set of shrubs that partially obscured the restaurant from the hotel lobby. “I’m sorry. I’m suddenly very distracted by the hubbub.”

The lobby was filling up fast, that same grubby-looking crowd filling out with a slightly more diverse audience; now I saw some middle-aged women in athleisurewear sprinkled among the hipsters and even a few better-dressed folks. “What is going on out there?”

Mendelsohn peered over the raised planter that afforded us a view into the lobby but didn’t give the lobby much of a view of us. He frowned, staring out. “It certainly looks like something’s happening.”

I looked at the makeup of the crowd again and saw a familiar look—a dude in plaid flannel with a long beard and fauxhawk glanced around, and I recognized not just his appearance but him, specifically. “Hey, that’s Lumberjackoff!” I shot to my feet.

“Who?” Mendelsohn asked, but my stomach had already plummeted, and I knew breakfast was right out at this point.

The crowd noise picked up as the elevator dinged across the lobby, then a hard bass beat dropped that rattled my teeth once more. Before I even heard the lyrics start I knew, even without opening my eyes, what had happened, because of course it had—

Friday had arrived.
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Friday

 

The music was turned up to eleven on the portable speaker system he’d bought at an all-night big box store nearby. He wore it strapped around his shoulders, because other than heavy steel frames, they were the only thing that could bear the weight. He needed to turn himself into a stage, because it was all about him, an artistic metaphor for his incredible artisticness.

This was his moment, the elevator thrumming around him. He had his phone at the ready, synced to the stereo mounted on his body, and as it approached the bottom floor he held his finger over the button until he heard the ding and the elevator doors slid open to his fans—

BOOM BOOM BOOM BOOM—

The bass line was so epic, it was ten times as epic as any stupid epic novel ever written. It was so epic it would put Lord of the Rings and The Wheel of Time’s drunken bastard child to shame with its utter epicness. He felt the bass notes thrum through his body, tuned up to perfection by a last-minute pass on the track that had kept him up all night after his trip to get the speakers.

He’d had this idea right after Sienna had left. He could tell she was disappointed that his attempts to leverage his fame had failed. Maybe she thought those failures made her look bad because they were related. Whatever the case, this was his moment to shine, for both of them, really, and to turn up the Funk Level of the FBI to LETHAL. Which is what it should have been all along.

The music hit the front row of fans waiting as the elevator door opened like a hot blast of awesome—uh, kittens. Like a hot blast of kittens. Shot out of a special kitten cannon. With claws out. The crowd wavered under the onslaught of amazingness—or possibly the decibel levels he was cranking, hard to say—

Then they exploded into hysteria. Maybe some tears, again, because of the loudness. Friday didn’t do things like a little bitch, so the stereo setup he was wearing was top flight.

This was his moment, and he was not going to waste it.

“I’m droppin’ deuces, deuces

Tied up like shoelaces-es

My partner’s badass as hell

Her name is Sienna Neal—uh, on

She will Slay Queen your face off

and rip your soul all night long.”

The throbbing beat sang to Friday’s heart. The crowd was totally into it, their response like a thousand O faces looking back at him.

Yes.

Finally.

This was going to be the greatest day ever.
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Sienna

 

“It’s like he doesn’t listen at all,” I moaned, leaving behind all thoughts of water, coffee or breakfast as I sagged against my seat. I sagged a little farther after he threw my name into the lyrics, wondering if I was experiencing a stress headache or a brain hemorrhage. It was so hard to tell.

“I don’t think that technically qualifies as music,” Mendelsohn said, fingers in his ears. The beat was so loud that I could feel it in my teeth. “And those lyrics...”

“Yeah, he’s not got a strong future in poetry,” I said, squeezing my eyes shut, debating what to do about this. This one was definitely going to cross Shaw’s desk. Hell, a rapping FBI agent/contractor? It’d make all the major news shows, because what else did they really have to report? Trade negotiations with Revelen? The Louisiana Department of Education’s corruption scandal?

Nah. Slap a jackass spinning a terrible verse with my name on it and you’d have the lead story for every nightly news program in the nation. Content farms like Flashforce were probably already gleefully ripping someone in the lobby’s cell phone video and splashing it all over their front page in a vain effort to draw eyeballs.

“You’re thinking about how this is going to get back to your bosses, aren’t you?” Mendelsohn asked.

I shook my head, fingers now firmly planted in my ears. It didn’t help. “No, I don’t give a damn what they think.” That raised his eyebrows. “I just hate being in the public eye, and this is going to plant me squarely there for the billionth time.”

“Well, you are the world’s first superhero,” Mendelsohn said with a slight smile. The empty coffee cup was rattling on the table in front of me from the bass. “That generates some interest. Especially since you’ve done a grand total of one interview, ever, and it was, to be graceful, a—”

“Trainwreck,” I said. “Except it was a train of innocent animals, like puppies and kittens, but also diesel, and once the train wrecked, all of them were splashed with the fuel, the oily sheen coating their pretty fur. Then, as the world watched, saying, ‘Ohhh, my gosh, this is so sad,’ something sparks—”

“Yeah, it was like that,” Mendelsohn agreed, cutting off my lovely analogy mid-riff. Which was probably a plus, because it was going nowhere good from there. “But some of that was down to the format.”

I frowned at him. Well, frowned more. “Huh?”

“News programs, interview programs, they’re all structured based on commercials,” Mendelsohn said. His eye twitched, and I suspected the overpowering bass line was getting to him, too. “For instance, on cable news shows, you have about five, six minutes between segments. So given the dramatic conventions around narrative structure as it appeals to us humans, interviews tend to push to get something fantastic to happen in that period. An argument, a sensitive topic blooming to fiery anger—you know.” And he just left that there.

“Oh, yes, I know,” I said, thinking back to my interview with Gail Roth. “Guess I’d never thought about the format of my destruction.”

“The structure creates a perverse incentive to drama,” Mendelsohn went on. “Because rather than having an inherently interesting conversation, they’re forcing the issue by building to a commercial break. And they don’t want to lose the audience during it, so—”

I blinked a few times. “Sonofa. You’re right. She’d push me right before they broke to commercial. Then they’d preview how I’d answer so they could keep people watching.”

Mendelsohn smiled, a funny spectacle given his fingers, like mine, were plugging his ear canals. “If you ever feel the urge to clear the air by trying again, may I recommend one of the new internet-based interview shows, like a podcast? No standard commercial breaks means they’re not pushing you toward a dramatic moment or editing your responses to rip some nuance out of them.”

“I did notice a little of that,” I said, “though I supplied plenty of ammunition without them needing to edit much.” Feeling the curious pressure of Mendelsohn’s gaze, I hastened to add, “What can I say? I was young and foolish and I’d just saved the world. I thought people would understand the level of violence that entailed, but apparently not.”

“Perspective is tough,” Mendelsohn said, glancing sidelong at Friday, who was now gyrating his pelvis like a stripper in front of an audience that seemed strangely into it. I felt like that was a reflection on society somehow, but didn’t want to spend much time considering it.

“I should probably put an end to this before it gets out of hand,” I said, getting to my feet.

Mendelsohn caught my arm, but gently. “Regarding our conversation just now—what do you think will play better in the news?” He gave me a canny smile. “Your, uh...uncle? Making a spectacle of himself all alone? Or you thundering out there and putting a stop to it?”

I sighed. My shoulders sagged.

When you’re right, you’re right.

And this man was right.

I sat back down as Friday launched into the same verse for the fifth? Sixth time since he’d come out? And waited for our server to come around with my coffee. The bass line thrummed like I was in the middle of a club, and even though I sat down quietly, it set my teeth on edge and made me want to grind them.
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“He’s never going to wrap that up, is he?” I asked Mendelsohn as we escaped out the back of the hotel an hour later. I’d come to a reluctant conclusion on this question all on my own, but now that the deafening bass beat was starting to fade, I felt compelled to ask him, see what he thought of it all. Especially since shortly after I’d decided not to crash Friday’s party, he’d somehow turned his stereo system up to new levels of obnoxious and made further conversation impossible.

Frankly, I was surprised the hotel hadn’t called the cops on his noise polluting ass, but maybe coasting on my celebrity status was reaping him some unearned benefits.

“He seems very keen to bask in the glow of your star,” Mendelsohn said, pushing a coil of black hair off his forehead, as though it had wilted under the assault of Friday’s deafening “music.”

“My star could use a little less basking from him,” I said as we started to circle the perimeter of the hotel. “It’s already surrounded by the Dyson Sphere that is the FBI.”

Mendelsohn chuckled. “Speaking as a closet astrophysics hobbyist, that was an excellent reference. Do you really think that was the FBI’s intention in offering you a job, though?”

“I wouldn’t care to speculate on their motives,” I said, suddenly quite a bit more brisk and guarded than I’d been thus far in my conversations with Mendelsohn. I couldn’t tell whether he noticed or not, but he took my answer in stride as we circled the building toward the limo that was situated in the far parking lot, taking up about five spaces where it waited. “Where are we headed this morning?” I asked as he hurried ahead to open the door for me. “Wittman Capital?”

“Ah, maybe we should work from a cafe this morning,” Mendelsohn said, and instantly I knew he wasn’t much of a liar. His cheeks were flushed, and he was looking at the minibar in the corner of the limo compartment.

I raised an eyebrow. “What am I going to do in a cafe? I need some answers on how the various components that Grendel’s been stealing fit together. Isn’t that more the kind of thing I could get clued in on from your people?”

“I can give you my speculations anywhere, really,” Mendelsohn said, practicing A+, textbook avoidance behaviors once more. He caught my eyes, then sighed, because he was easily smart enough to know I’d figured him out. “Sorry.”

“What is it?” I asked. “Did somebody put a stink bomb in the office last night or something?”

“Not exactly,” Mendelsohn said, low and dragging, “but...effectively, I suppose, yes.” He sighed again. “Mr. Wittman is...displeased...with the way things have gone thus far. In a very general way.”

My cheeks seized up as I frowned, I did it so hard. “Excuse me? He’s displeased with—he’s displeased? I’ve already died once on this case, but he’s displeased? Well, my goodness. What’s the bee in Cam’s bonnet about?”

“It would be unfair for me to speculate,” Mendelsohn said in a very guilty way which told me, a) he knew what was up Wittman’s ass and b) he was too classy to not let that one come straight from the horse’s mouth.

“Fine,” I said. “When can I meet with him to clear the air, then?”

“Not today,” Mendelsohn said, extra firm, like a brick mattress. “He’s overloaded with meetings.” He brightened a couple degrees. “But regarding those theories about what Grendel is up to, I do have one very strange, most improbable—”

My phone chirped, then Mendelsohn’s followed a second later. I had mine up first, by dint of my meta speed, scanning the alert that had come across from the dumbass news network whose updates I had, Lemming-like, subscribed to for some reason (wanting to be informed). Most of their updates were horseshit, but every once in a while, like now, the proverbial blind squirrel had managed to at least find its own nuts:

BREAKING NEWS—POLICE CONFIRM METAHUMAN THREAT GRENDEL IS ATTACKING MOUNTAIN VIEW, CA, CAMPUS OF SOCIALITE.
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“Dammit,” I said, suddenly caught between two polarizing ideas. If Grendel was attacking Socialite’s offices, I needed—or at least wanted—to get over there ASAP.

But...and this was a massive but, the kind Sir Mix-A-Lot’s anaconda would have loved...

I’d gotten my ass kicked by Grendel not once, but twice, and he’d actually killed me, a feat only one other person had managed to pull off in my entire career.

“You’re hesitating,” Mendelsohn said. “For good reason, of course—”

“Yeah, I’m flashing back to my most recent death,” I said. His eyebrows raised over my choice of words. Or maybe because he didn’t know I’d died before. I didn’t bother to stop and explain, either way. “I’m also wondering if I should get Friday.”

“Absolutely,” Mendelsohn said. “This isn’t even a question. If he crushed the two of you combined, plus your Gatling gun yesterday, what chance do you have with no Gatling gun and no Friday?”

“I hate your logic and reason because it makes me realize that I’m not only going into a nigh hopeless battle, but I’m doing so with an idiot as my backup.” I kicked open the limo door, ready to storm across the parking lot into Friday’s impromptu concerto in the hotel lobby—

But as it turned out, I didn’t need to.

Friday came bursting out of the hotel’s sliding doors as I took to my feet, stereo speakers still strapped to his arms like he was some sort of sound rig for a stadium. The music playing through them spiked into my ears like icepicks as he cleared the lobby, song blaring as he sang along at the top of his lungs to Bonnie Tyler’s seminal 1984 classic, I Need A Hero.

I glanced back at Mendelsohn for reassurance and he was poking his head out of the limo, fingers in ears, nodding along to the beat, which was still somehow the bass line from Friday’s own song, but mixed with I Need A Hero as though he were playing two different music apps at the same time through the speakers. Which he probably was. “You know, his voice isn’t bad,” Mendelsohn said.

He wasn’t wrong, I reflected as I turned back to try and wave Friday down. He was standing under the hotel portico, looking wildly left and right, as though searching for—well, me, maybe? Still singing, though. Didn’t miss a single lyric.

When his eyes alit on me standing in front of the limo, he bolted for me, still going at the top of his lungs, at a volume where they could probably hear it up in Seattle. Halfway across the parking lot he thrust his phone up into the air, almost losing the speakers strapped to that arm as he did so. “Socialite is getting attacked!”

“I know,” I said, looking past him to his crowd of fans, now filtering out the front of the hotel. Some of them were pointing rather aggressively at me, a couple running after him. 

“We have to stop it!” Friday shouted, pounding the pavement and hurdling over a line of shrubs. “I just got my follower count on there over 100,000! If it goes down I might lose them!”

I paused, cringed, and gestured for Mendelsohn to move back before I threw myself back into the limo. “His priorities are not quite aligned with mine, I don’t think,” I said as we both cleared the entryway.

“Well, we all have our perspectives and priorities,” Mendelsohn said, rather charitably, I thought, as Friday leapt into the limo. He had shed his speakers steps before his jump, and was now shrunk small enough that he sailed in through the open door and bounced against the opposite seat, shaking the car.

I snapped the door shut and Mendelsohn pounded the glass of the driver’s compartment. We lurched into motion, the front echelon of the crowd still surging toward us like groupies at a concert.

Friday dove for the window, rolling it down and sticking his head out. “I have to go do battle with the forces of evil!” he shouted to the milling, running, shouting crowd. “Check my feed on Instaphoto for details on my next appearance!”

We rattled out of the parking lot and away, the crowd receding in the rearview as the driver floored it.

“How far away is Socialite?” I asked, barely settling back in my seat, fingers clutching at the nearest leather handrest.

“Five minutes,” Mendelsohn said as we bumped onto the main road. Friday was already looking down at his phone, probably another post of some sort. I didn’t have the mental focus to address that particular hornet’s nest right now, because my mind was on the battle ahead, with the beast that had already wrecked me twice.

And all I could hope was that this third time wouldn’t be the charm for Grendel.
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Veronika

 

“Get your feet off the table,” Veronika said to Tyler, who was smiling at her in a leer the entire time she was speaking. “This is your employer’s safe room, not your mom’s filthy kitchen.”

“I wish I was in my momma’s kitchen right now,” Phinneus said, running an oiled patch over his gun.

“How long since the last time you were?” Veronika asked, watching Tyler pull his feet slowly off the table in front of him, watching her, challenging her the entire time. Once that was done she shot a look toward Berniece, who was sitting at a desk in the corner of the room reading something, but looking up as the conversation played out. Figured she’d take an interest.

“Oh, ’60 or so, I reckon,” Phinneus said. “The war came, I left. She died while I was gone, so...”

That comment prompted a frown from Berniece, and as if on cue, she asked the question Veronika had been hoping to draw out. “What war was going on in 1960?”

“He means 1860,” Hollister beat Phinneus to the punch, not looking up from his work bench. “He was in the Civil War.”

Berniece blinked a couple times, digesting that. “North or South?” she asked, eyes slitting suspiciously.

“Union,” Phinneus, not looking up from his oil cloth. “I was from New Hampshire, so it wasn’t much of a question.”

“Did you kill a lot of people?” Tyler asked, thin smile running across his face.

“Yeah, I did,” Phinneus said. “A whole heap of ’em.” He finished running the oily rag over his gun barrel, tossing it into a nearby trashcan with unerring accuracy. As always. “Done the same in just about every war since.”

“Nice,” Berniece said, turning back to her reading. She was on her laptop, which meant she was probably sifting emails. As she did so much of the day, even when in the office. Something dinged, and her face lit up. “Ooh.”

“What?” Veronika asked. She cast a look at Chase, who was waiting over by Hollister, arms folded, taking in the whole exchange but evincing little other than a vague disinterest. She’d been around metas long enough to have met an old-timer or two like Phinneus.

“Grendel’s attacking Socialite,” Berniece said with indescribable glee. Her eyes lit like she had ten-thousand-watt bulbs strapped in behind her irises. “That’s ten minutes from here.”

“Time to ride,” Veronika said, looking over at Tyler, Phinneus and Kristina, who’d been sitting quietly, looking at Pinterest. “Chase, you stay here and guard the bosses. The rest of you—”

“Yeah, we’re with you,” Phinneus said, slinging his rifle into the leather holster on his back. “All the way.”

“Yeah, I’m with you all the way until the money runs out or the fun stops,” Tyler said with that same grin again.

“So reassuring,” Veronika said, moving to open the vault door to the safe room. The atmosphere in here was getting stale. Not stale enough that she was excited about leaving to tangle with the thing that had ripped up Sienna twice, but still... “Let’s do it.”

“Yeah,” Berniece said, popping to her feet with enthusiasm. “Let...uh...Let slam...no...” She turned to McKay. “Hol, what’s that quote I’m thinking of? Shakespeare or somebody? For—”

“‘Let slip the dogs of war,’” McKay said, not turning around from his work.

“‘Let slip the dogs of war,’ yeah, that’s it,” Berniece said, beaming at them. “Oh, and don’t come back without that thing’s head.” 
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Sienna

 

“That’s a hell of a headquarters,” I said, looking up at the Socialite HQ. Even among the opulent corporate palaces of Silicon Valley, this thing stood out.

Socialite HQ was a friggin’ pyramid of glass, like someone had ripped the Luxor hotel right out of the Vegas Strip and plopped it down in the shade of the hills of the South Bay. Like the Pharaohs of old had just decided that, y’know, ancient Egypt was just a little too hot and dry for them and maybe the California coast was more their speed. But they brought their desert sands with them. Solar panels seemed to be interspersed with giant viewing windows across the surface, a photovoltaic hellscape that could probably double as some sort of anti-orbital energy beam projector on a really sunny day.

“I don’t know much about their CEO,” Friday said, “but he must be a man of extreme style, mighty ambitions, and an enormous set of bofa.”

“‘Bofa’?” Mendelsohn asked before I could stop him.

“Bofa deez nuts,” Friday said, thrusting his pelvis. “But his.”

“The CEO is Jaime Chapman,” I said, eyes still closed because I had been partially traumatized by the sight of Friday’s pelvic thrust. “And I don’t think any of that is true about him, except maybe the ambition part.”

“The police perimeter is ahead, ma’am,” the limo driver’s voice crackled into our compartment.

“Pull off and let us out before you get there,” I called back, and the limo immediately pulled over. He must have driven us right up to it. “Friday, we need to be smart about this.” I looked right at my uncle. “We can’t go charging in like lunatics again or Grendel will tear us apart again.”

Friday nodded. He was probably the least swole I’d seen him thus far, which meant hopefully his brain was working at near peak capacity rather than pea-sized like it seemed to get when he became huge. “We need to use our superior numbers to outflank him and the superior audacity granted by bofa to divide and conquer him.”

“Kind of, yes,” I said, throwing the door open. The police perimeter was, indeed, just ahead, at the guard gate locking off access to the Socialite parking lot. “Let me do the thinking, though, okay? Especially if you’re going to Hulk out.”

“I don’t really love strategy, but I recognize a need for it because I don’t want to have another hellacious, bloody bowel movement selfie in a coffee shop bathroom like yesterday,” Friday said, making me wonder why Shaw hadn’t mentioned that when he’d called me to bitch about Friday’s social media sins.

“Yeah, I’m sure that hurt a lot,” I said, trying to get way, way past what he’d just said. “So we should—”

“No, the pain wasn’t that bad,” he said, straightening himself out and swelling a little as his feet touched the pavement once he was clear of the limo door. “I just really don’t want to tread the same artistic ground in my selfies again, you know? I need to plunge into some new frontiers. I was thinking of doing some tasteful nudes. Push right up to the line on Instaphoto’s standards. Maybe make a social statement about breastfeeding by showing my nips—”

“Dear God, I’m so glad I don’t have an Instaphoto account,” I muttered.

“You should totally get one; it’s the best way to communicate with your fans in photo form,” Friday flexed and swelled more. Alarmingly more. “What are we waiting for? Let’s go do this thing.” He pulled out his phone, dipped down next to me, and snapped a selfie of us both before I could react other than to frown and open my mouth to tell him to stop. “Awesome pic.” He hit a button.

“Do not upload th—” I started to say, still fighting to wrap my brain around him doing that.

“Oops,” he said, and flipped the screen toward me. It already said UPLOADED, and there was my picture, mouth open, my bitch face not even resting, but fully active and engaged. “It’s set for real time uploads, see? I just add the text and hashtags in edits now.” He tapped away with his shrunken fingers at the screen.

“Arghhhh,” I said, turning toward the police perimeter. “Wait here,” I shouted to Mendelsohn, who called back some sort of agreement before slamming the limo door closed. Friday pounded along, slightly slower, behind me, still fidgeting with his damned phone.

The cops at the perimeter made a hole so Friday and I could charge through, no one saying a damned thing to us as we entered the combat zone. The parking lot was filled with cars, and the closer we got the more I realized that the Socialite HQ was just enormous. It played a sort of perspective trick wherein when we’d first pulled up outside the gate I’d guessed it was ten, twelve stories high. Now that I was leaping over cars in the parking lot toward the edge of it, I realized we had about a mile to cover before we even reached the base of the building, and that it was probably more like 20-25 stories tall. For all I knew, by the time I reached it I’d revise that estimate up to 50, though that seemed improbable.

“Let’s rock!” Friday leapt past me, not quite at maximal size but a lot closer to it than I wanted from him. He was easily wide enough to be bursting the seams of a subway car if he found himself on one. “My fans are going to love this!” He thrust his phone up and some sort of angry, Germanic chanting echoed tinnily across the parking lot. First responders and cops were crawling all over this place, trying to usher escaping employees beyond the safety of the perimeter line. However safe that actually was, with Grendel on the loose, was a matter of some debate.

“Slow up; we need to figure out where he is,” I said, trying to pull the reins on Friday before he went busting in to little effect, or, worse, great terrible effect. “This building is huge, and if we just go charging into the lobby and try to follow the path of destruction—”

“We’ll find the destroyer,” Friday said. He’d stopped just ahead of me, but was bouncing like a gorilla about to fight or climb a tree. “Duh.”

“No, we’ll likely run smack into trouble or waste time with—” I started to say.

I was interrupted by a crash and a scream as one of the windows some ten or more floors above us exploded and a body was hurled a hundred feet out, far beyond what a human could have jumped had they taken a running start and leapt. The flailing figure, already bloody as hell, came crashing down in the middle of the parking lot ahead, and I didn’t need to see the landing to know they weren’t getting up again.

“There,” Friday said, and he bounded off again toward the edge of the building. “The villain is up there, I’d stake my bofa on it!”

I couldn’t really argue with his logic, though I did want to take exception to his choice of words. I followed him at a sprint across the rest of the parking lot, and any questions I had about why people didn’t try climbing the surface of the pyramid were answered when I got close enough to the building’s edge—it was a sheer surface for at least a floor and a half, a perfectly normal horizontal wall that didn’t begin the pyramidal slope until about twenty feet up.

Friday leapt it, of course, before I could shout a warning. I managed to get it out while he was in mid-air, too late by far. “Don’t! You’ll break through the—”

He landed with a thump on the glassy surface, and not so much as a crack showed up when he did. I shut my mouth, awed into silence by the fact that the glass had taken the landing of a two-hundred-, three-hundred-pound man jumping on it without shattering completely. “Well, okay, then,” I said, and did a leap myself to join him.

I landed a dozen feet away, careful not to hit the same panel as him for fear our combined weight would do what his alone hadn’t. As I came down, I heard an ominous crack and looked down to see small spiderwebs radiating out from beneath my feet for about a yard.

“Really?” I muttered. “You take swole goombah’s landing no problem, but for me, this?” I shook my head. “Figures this would happen at the HQ of the biggest internet troll site on the planet.”

“Less bitching about the laws of physics, more running,” Friday called, already hauling his immense ass up the side of the building at a run.

“Yeah, yeah,” I muttered, breaking into a sprint to follow him, taking care to keep my feet on a separate glass panel from his. “I bet you landed on a support beam, that’s all. If you’d hit bare glass like I did, your ass would be sitting on someone’s desk right now, legs up in the air—”

“Like a hooker on the job,” Friday called back. He was really moving, already halfway to the immense hole where the Socialite worker had taken flight.

“Something like that,” I groused. I was breathing a little heavy, mostly because I wasn’t used to this sort of incline in my runs. Still, I was gaining ground on Mr. Muscles, and figured we’d reach the entry point seconds apart, at most. “When you get there, wait on me. We want to look before we—”

“Hey, I got a new battle cry,” Friday said, not looking back and not slowing down as he approached the hole in the building. “Ready?” He did not wait for my answer or for me to catch up, just sprinted to the hole and leapt in, shouting, “LEEEEEEEEEROYYYYYYYY JENKINNNNNNS!” the whole way.

“Well, it fits,” I said, bounding up the last few yards to the opening to follow him through—

Something stopped me, though. A big something.

Friday.

Launched back at me as though Gravity herself had tethered him to the sky, Friday came flying out of the hole, sending me ducking and rolling. I slipped down two stories before I caught myself on the glass, cold fingers sliding as I skidded down the angle of the building’s surface until I stopped.

Looking up, I saw what had thrown Friday out. As if there was ever any doubt.

“I’m glad you showed up for this,” Grendel said, yellow face rising as he stepped out onto the solar panel just below the hole with the slight crunch as his bone claws bit into the surface of the building. “Because I was really hoping we could conclude our business together before I finished my own.”


 

 

 

 

45.

 

 

“Aww, hey, look, it’s Jaundice-Luc Picard,” I said, taking a step back as Grendel pulled himself up onto the glass panel directly below the huge, gaping hole in the side of Socialite’s pyramidal headquarters. “Just the dude I was looking for.” I treaded carefully to make sure I didn’t end up going ass over teakettle down the artificial mountain I was standing on. The slope was steep enough that any falls wouldn’t be pleasant. I glanced back and saw Friday had landed on the roof of a van. I couldn’t hear him groaning, but he was moving, at least a little, which gave me hope he might re-enter the fight later.

For now, though, I really needed to avoid getting into a clash with Grendel. I stared up at him, he stared back at me as he found his footing on the high ground, sneering down with teeth as yellow as the rest of him. The bone claws on his right arm were bloody, dripping onto the glass surface.

“So, I think we’re at the point in our relationship that we have ‘the talk,’” I said, as Grendel started to lurch toward me. He pulled up short, maybe because of what I said, maybe because he realized balancing his enormous frame on this slanted a surface was going to be a hell of a challenge. Either way, he stopped and looked a little unsteady. “You know the one I mean—‘What do you want?’”

Grendel’s head bobbed as though I’d punched him. “What?” His voice was rough and confused.

“Look,” I said, holding up my hands. “You’ve beaten my ass right good and proper two times. I’m not much the surrendering type, and I am a slow learner.” I took another step back. “But I do know when I’m backed into a corner. Figuratively speaking, of course.” I gestured to the open air behind me and the parking lot several hundred feet below. “Now, you’re tearing up a lot of shit here, big guy, and I’m the government’s official response. You’ve just taken out half my team for the second time in two days. I’m a pragmatist, I’m trying to minimize chaos, and I would like to see the violence end. What’s it going to take? Money? A written apology from someone? Clue me in here, big fella. I’m not really into getting gutted, okay?”

Grendel seemed utterly taken aback. “Are you...giving up, then?”

“Let’s not go using loaded language, okay?” I kept those hands up, took another step back. “I do have feelings, hard as that may be to believe, and the idea of surrendering? Well, it hurts me. Hurts my pride. Hits me right here, where it hurts.” I thumped my chest. “Some people might call that the heart. I’d call it the tit, because if you’ve ever been punched in one of those, you know it hurts, amirite?” I glanced as his strange physiology; his chest was somewhat concave. “Maybe you don’t. Point is, I’m just trying to reach an accommodation.”

Grendel rumbled a small laugh. “Because I’ve killed you before.” He leaned forward a little, shooting me a toothy yellow grin that was absolutely horrifying, the points of his teeth like weathered gravestones in his mouth. “Because I hurt you.”

“Don’t get carried away. Lots of people have hurt me over the years,” I said. “And you’re not the first to kill me, though you might have done it a bit more brutally than has happened in the past. Take your trophy on that if you’d like. Hell, take a victory lap, too, because to your credit, that’s not an easy thing for most people to pull off, and a hell of a lot have tried. But...” I tried to be as pleasant in my tone as possible. “You’ve killed a fair number of other people along the way. Innocent people. That didn’t need to happen. I don’t want it to happen anymore. Which is why I’m asking you—what do you want?”

“Why are you asking?” Grendel’s voice went guttural and harsh. “Do you think you could get it for me, you little princess?”

“I’m trying to be as amicable in this as possible,” I said. “Do you just want war? Chaos? Hell unleashed on the earth?” His eyes slitted, judging me suspiciously, but he didn’t say anything, so I went on. “Because I don’t think you do. You could do a lot more damage if that’s all you wanted. You could just shred people like those delicious dinner rolls at Texas Roadhouse.” I nodded back, mostly to check on Friday. He still wasn’t up, which was bad and good. Bad that he wasn’t up to help, good because if he had been I’d have tipped Grendel to it. Not my greatest move, but I was coming up with all this bullshit on the fly. “Because my read of this situation is that you want something very specific. It’s not money, because you could steal anything. And it’s not related to your firmly-held beliefs, because you’ve been mum about that up to this point. So...my gut is someone has pissed you off, and everything you’re doing is working toward satisfying that particular debt.”

The wind was whipping around us at ten, fifteen miles an hour, enough that when Grendel answered in a murmur, I had to strain to hear even part of it. “You’re right,” he mumbled, eyes slightly downcast, like I’d somehow landed with my verbal volley of compassion and whatnot.

Hey, it was something new for me, kind of. But when all else fails and I’m backed into a corner, necessity is the mother of invention and all that happy horseshit, and my ass desiring not to get impaled by bone claws the size of summer sausages necessitated some new solutions to this problem.

“Okay, so,” I said, adjusting my steps back so they were even more slow and subtle, a gentle slipping back, two, three inches at a time. Distance was my friend if Grendel’s disposition went from abashed to warlike once again, and I wasn’t naïve enough to believe his current emotional state was going to be a forever thing. “What can we do to work through this problem? You know, more peacefully than we’ve done thus far? You’re clearly assembling some sort of tech...something. I’m probably not smart enough to grasp it, but...maybe we can work out a deal where you get what you want and don’t kill anyone else?”

“You’re lying,” Grendel said, and his hackles went up. Not enough to attack me on sight, but he was definitely questioning my turnaround. I couldn’t blame him; I wasn’t exactly known as the appeasing type.

“You beat me, okay?” I threw up my arms. “I can’t stop you. I’m not totally stupid, even for a blunt instrument. You have kicked my ass, killed my ass—” I let my voice break. “Yeah, you hurt me. Congrats. Well done. You win, all right? I yield to your right of way, because I’m a pedestrian and you’re a Mack truck with ten thousand pounds of weight behind you and all the momentum on your side.”

“The government doesn’t negotiate with people like me,” Grendel said, and I could feel his emotional state moving another few inches toward flat-out attacking me. 

“The government is not stupid,” I said, trying to keep my posture and body language as submissive as possible. Which was a terrible feeling. I almost felt like the omega wolf beaten by the alpha, showing her belly to try and stave off being slaughtered. “If they can’t win, they’re not going to just stomp and scream and let people be slaughtered indiscriminately. We might not be able to publicize it, but there’s some leeway here—if we can come to a quiet arrangement.”

Grendel stared at me through slitted yellow eyes hidden by amber lids, and I realized not for the first time he was far from stupid, even in this form. He was weighing how much trouble he wanted to go through to achieve his ends, deciding whether making me into a skidmark and proceeding about his plans was going to continue being a winning endeavor for him.

“I don’t blame if you don’t trust me,” I said, “but think on this. I know you’re not in Grendel form all the time. And the government knows that, too. How long do you think it will be before the trail of chaos you’re causing—which is making you some very powerful, very influential enemies—results in the government parking a satellite in geosynchronous orbit over Silicon Valley and just watching until they catch you? Then following you to wherever it is you lay your head at night, and drone-striking you from a distance while you’re human.” I shrugged. “Because that’s the endgame if I can’t resolve this and you keep going. They will kill you. Take it from someone who made it on that kill list once upon a time.”

Grendel let out a rough, grunting breath, eyes darting back and forth as he considered. I took one last step back, keeping my hands up in front of me, sliding my back and front feet until I was perfectly positioned on the solar-cell-covered beam that marked the cutoff between glass panels. He actually brought up a hand and placed a finger across his chin as he pondered my offer. Thinking, thinking...

Thinking...

Finally, he grunted, shifted his weight—

“No.”

He tore toward me with clawed hands outstretched to either side. He telegraphed his move in the most obvious terms; he was going to catch me, swing them forward, cleaving and/or impaling me, thus ending the impressive and inspiring journey of Sienna Nealon in one hard swing. Once I was on the ground, he’d probably shred me like well-cooked pork, and that’d be that.

Except he wasn’t going to get me on the ground here.

He’d get me on the glass paneling that made up Socialite HQ.

I sighed as he charged onto the panel between us. Lifted my foot, knee almost to my chest, then drove it down— “In case of emergency,” I said as I struck it, “break glass.”

Grendel’s eyes went wide as the glass panel beneath his feet dissolved, shattered, and he fell into the abyss below. His considerable reach wasn’t quite enough to catch the support beam I was standing on, and he disappeared into the shadowy interior of the building. 

I let out a long, sighing breath as I heard him crash down with the ton of glass far below. I inched forward to look inside as an explosive grunt bellowed out from inside—

Something struck the panel/support beneath me, and my own footing dissolved as pieces of solar panel and concrete blasted up from the impact—

And I tumbled down, down into the darkness of Socialite’s HQ as I left daylight behind and fell into the same abyss where I’d just consigned Grendel.
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Friday

 

This was a perfect artistic opportunity, and Friday never missed those sorts of things, because they came around all too infrequently.

He was splayed out atop a Toyota Prius, one of the girliest cars in the history of femmedom, his cell phone extended to the heavens. He’d managed to pull it out of his rear pocket just before impact. Death may claim him, but his photo roll needed to live in posterity. And hell if he was going to pay for Cloud storage. That was an idiot’s game.

Friday lined up the selfie, trying to capture the true wretchedness of his state. There was some blood seeping out of the back of his head onto the tan paint, rolling through the creases where he’d landed on the car.

Sure, he was in a lot of pain, but suffering was what one did for their art. He didn’t have to work particularly hard to channel an agonized look as he clicked a couple of selfies of him lying atop the car. This was pure photojournalism right here, almost pornographic in its beauty and how he composed it to capture his suffering all in the frame.

“I’m going to call this...‘That Friday Feeling’,” he grunted, choosing the best one and uploading it, then adding a few of the usual hashtag suspects through a macro and putting in that bold, tasteful, amazing, totally kittens caption for the photo. “This should win a Pulitzer if the academy hasn’t lost their mind.” He dropped the phone to his chest, utterly spent.

Casting his eyes up the shining, reflective surface of the Socialite pyramid of success, Friday sighed. A little blood drizzled out of his lip. Internal injuries, definitely. He wiggled his big toe, then the others on each foot. Not paralyzed. That was good news, because dancing was such a key part of his act, and while he probably could perform from a wheelchair and still put on a hell of a show—maybe even get some additional press attention for being so plucky in the face of terrible adversity—it was better if he didn’t have to steer around that particular obstacle.

Tires squealed somewhere nearby and Friday lifted his head. A van had pulled up, and out came four people. One was an old guy with an old gun. Another was a young guy with no guns, looked like a little bitch and smiled like one, too. Then there was a chick with a small afro, hot, great ass, decent rack—

Oh, and there was Veronika. And she looked pissed as ever, her eyes on him.

“Friday, you okay?” she asked, not bothering to get any closer.

“I don’t know if I can walk,” he said, trying to make himself sound as pathetic as possible. Weirdo hippie chicks like Veronika were into weak men like Reed. Well, maybe not Veronika, because she was into chicks. But maybe that meant vulnerability was the key to her panties? Either way... “Please...help me?”

“I don’t really have time for that right now,” Veronika said, still looking at him, but walking backward with her other friends. “I’m sure you’ll be fine.”

“No, I can’t feel anything below the waist,” Friday called after her. “Please. Come over here. Touch me down there, like only you can, with your sensitive lesbian hands. Let’s see if I’m still alive. Only your touch can bring me back to life. Seriously, Veronika...only your stately—and slightly standoffish—beauty can save me from the crippling pain of—”

Veronika rolled her eyes and broke into a run, disappearing into the front entrance of the building.

Friday just sat there for a moment, then rolled off the Prius and hit the ground with a thump. “Okay, fine. Maybe I wasn’t weak and femme enough for her. Noted for next time.” And he looked up, up, to where Sienna had been a moment ago.

His stomach dropped because now there was another hole in the side of the building where she’d been with Grendel just moments before.

“Shouldn’t have gotten blinded by poontang,” he said, and broke into a pained run toward the side of the pyramid. “Family before hoes and all that.”
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Sienna

 

Hard landings had become kind of a specialty for me since I’d lost my powers of flight.

By the time my eyes adjusted to the decreased daylight inside the Socialite headquarters, I’d already fallen twenty, thirty feet. A dark carpet lay below, surging up toward me at breakneck, alarming speed.

I waved my hands in front of my face, unable to quite gauge the distance but well aware that this was going to hurt regardless of what I tried to do to stop it.

And it did. 

A lot.

My right arm broke from the impact, I bounced a few feet and came down again, this time managing to Aikido roll successfully given the slightly more forgiving angle of my fall after the bounce. The first had been like a straight up-down drop. This one was a bit more sideways and I managed to tuck and roll it out, coming to a stop about ten feet from my secondary landing point.

All the breath went out of me during the first landing, partially from the impact, partially from the shock and pain of my right arm making a sound like a fortune cookie being busted open by an impatient rageaholic. It really was like that, especially in the sense that how badly I was hurt was going to have a real bearing on my own fortunes over these next few minutes.

Lying there, staring up at the gaping hole in the glass, I had to take accounting of a few things.

One, I needed to catch my breath, because I was gasping like a fish tossed into a boat.

Two, my broken arm needed to be set into some kind of workable, out of the way position, because a fight was coming.

Three, I cross-drew my Glock off my hip, holding it in my left hand as I tried, tried, to get the first two problems sorted out. It was the only line of defense I had, and no matter how pointless I figured it would be, it was better than trying to fight Grendel one-handed with the wind knocked completely out of me.

I don’t know how I managed that second and third feat, but somehow I did, a little voice whispering in my ear, Do it or you die, reminding me that all the pain I was experiencing in the moment—and, oh, there was a ton of it—was fleeting, but that the death that was almost certainly hunting me even now in the darkness beyond my field of vision was going to be a hell of a lot more permanent.

I pushed up to one knee, brandishing my Glock, breaths coming raggedly as I tried to slow down my gasping. The noise I was making was like a beacon for Grendel to home in on my position. Not that he probably needed much help.

Once I’d somewhat gathered my wits about me, and my eyes had adjusted to my surroundings, I realized I was in a space that reminded me of a convention center. The wall to my left was the dark, tempered glass side of the HQ, stretching out in front of and behind me for several hundred yards in either direction. I appeared to be in a tiled, open area with doors split wide to an auditorium at my right. A few tiled planters with trees growing in them along with couches, tables, and little conversation pits were speckled in throughout the concourse.

Of Grendel, I saw no sign on this level, so I looked up. Above me there was a balcony, which I’d apparently missed in my fall by only a foot or two. Also a bummer, because that would have been a softer landing, or at least broken my crash down to a more manageable fall.

Grendel had to be up there somewhere. I could see the place where he’d leapt up after his own landing and tore the support beam from beneath my feet. Sunlight was streaming in from overhead, but in here it was strangely silent, as though he’d just...left.

I shook my head even though there was no one here to see it. No way was he going to have that little clash with me and then just scamper off. He was still here, somewhere, above me probably, maybe trying to figure out where I went.

I did not want to be standing here when he did, so I bolted under the cover of the balcony as lickety-split as I could, then plunged into the open doors of the auditorium beyond. A moving target was, after all, harder to hit.

The chairs inside were bolted to the ground, fancy seating not quite worthy of one of those fancy new movie theaters with the electric recliners, but about a step down from that. They had a foot or so of space between the bottom of the chair and the ground, but I doubted my ass was going to fit through the sideways margin offered. Which sucked, because belly crawling my ass underneath them would have been a wonderful way to avoid Grendel.

Still, I had meta powers, so I leapt across the first five rows as I shot a look back. No sign of Mr. Yellow-belly yet. I landed between two rows and immediately ducked down, running sideways as quickly as I could, suppressing my breathing to quiet gasps and softening my footsteps as I bolted for the side of the auditorium. Maybe I could find an emergency exit before—

The sound of open doors being ripped, pointlessly, from their hinges put the end to that idea. I’d reached the end of the row and slipped around the side, huddling and holding my breath as Grendel chucked one of the doors toward the stage. It flew like it had been shot toward orbit by a rocket, and while I didn’t see it impact, the noise it made assured me that Grendel was not the happiest of campers.

“Where are you?” he asked, voice caught somewhere between pure rage and scratchy like he’d swallowed gravel. 

No way in hell was I answering. I let out a very, very quiet breath and sucked in another while I stalked down one of the rows, my breathing covered up by his stomping. 

“I know you’re in here!” He seemed to be getting madder by the moment, which was interesting, because I would have thought peak anger would have come after I dropped his ass through a giant window pane, but no. “I will find you! And then I’m going to rip you to pieces!”

Not exactly a great salesman, Grendel. What was my incentive for coming out again?

He stalked down the back row, heading in the opposite direction from me, and again I used the cover of his footfalls to take a few gasping breaths. My right arm was starting to numb up, which was good and bad. I probably wouldn’t have been able to do any belly crawling given the state of that arm, but maybe, if forced, I could have gutted it out. My left hand was still clutching my Glock, which was probably pointless, but which I held onto nonetheless as though it were the last pair of yoga pants in America and every soccer mom on the planet was mobbing me for them.

“I’m going to rip your skin off!” Grendel shouted, now on the other side of the auditorium. 

I just kept taking my slow, quiet breaths, looking around. There were some emergency exits along the side of the room, but the nearest was about twenty feet of open ground away from me. I wasn’t sure I could cover the open ground between me and it and open and close it so quietly Grendel wouldn’t notice before he stormed over in this direction.

It seemed to me that my better bet might be to continue using the auditorium seats as cover to evade him until he got pummeled by FOMO (fear of missing out, clearly on all the luscious Sienna Nealon happening elsewhere in the building, cuz clearly she wasn’t here), gave up and moved on.

There were risks to both plans; if I stayed here and Grendel managed to find me, I was going to be really limited in what I’d have to fight with. Run and make too much noise or draw his interest, and his natural advantages of speed and not dragging a broken arm like a useless, vestigial appendage slowing him down and throwing off his sprint would allow him to chase me down and rip me to shreds.

Decisions, decisions.

While I was thinking that one over, Grendel got tired of looking on the other side of the auditorium and leapt in my direction. I heard him leave the ground and I froze for a second before ducking as low as I could, waiting to hear him come down—

Crash.

He smashed back to the ground only a row or two from me. I made myself a tiny ball and hid behind the row of seats nearest me, my ass flat to the auditorium floor, hoping he couldn’t see my ponytail above the seats. Man, I wish I’d gone for the low ponytail today. When you’re hiding from a giant murder monster, every little bit helps.

The vibrato of his landing pulsed up through my ass, causing my bones to quiver with the weight of his landing. A smell seemed to spread out from his landing point, that sickly scent of dead flowers that followed him. I tried to keep from gagging, holding my breath and keeping my head down. Don’t see me, don’t see me, don’t see...

“There you are,” he proclaimed, and his voice was way, way too close for him to be bullshitting me.

Uh oh.

I scrabbled away, flushed like a quail, huddled down as I broke into a low run, striving for something between absolute silence and full-fledged flight.

It only took me a second after I’d burst into motion to realize—

That bastard hadn’t heard me at all.

Until now. 

His laugh was dark, terrible, and his next leap carried him right toward me. I looked back and saw those yellow eyes, that amber skin, those jagged claws.

All aimed at me.

All coming right for me.
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Friday

 

“I’m coming, I’m coming,” Friday shouted, sprinting up the face of the building. “I am climbing the pyramid of social media success, which is really just a giant metaphor for my life!”

Everything hurt. His arms. His legs. His back. Hell, even bofa, though he’d been very careful to inspect those for damage before beginning his run up the side of the building.

“This is a totally kittens metaphor,” Friday said, the hole in the building just a hundred yards in front of him. “I need to squeeze this into my next studio album. Which will be my first studio album. Maybe my third I’ll go back to recording in non-optimal spaces, where the sounds of life intrude like farts coming from the next bathroom stall over. Hehehehe. Ooooof.” One of his ribs was all jacked up. Maybe more than one. It hurt to laugh, which was a terrible shame since a wise man had once said that laughter was like the prophylactic of life. Because it was like protection against an immeasurably hard thing poking at you. Yeah, something like that.

The yawning hole in the side of the building waited, and Friday leapt for it, because why bother looking first? Sienna was waiting. What should he say, jumping into this? ‘Geronimo’ was the classic, but everyone said it was racist these days. Like tube socks and lilac bushes. Why was that?

The question made Friday’s head hurt, so he shouted, “Native American Dude-Guy!” and leapt into the hole. He was not a racist.

The landing was a little better than the one he’d undertaken on the Prius. Honestly, for such a femme car, it wasn’t very soft. He’d hoped for something pillowy, but he’d really needed a prophylactic to protect him from the hardness of that. 

He managed to three-point his landing here, catching himself on both legs plus one hand, for a supercool, superhero landing. Then he stood, hands up, like the judges were going to award points.

But they weren’t, because there were no judges in this game. It was a cold game, only life and death on the line, no scores. Like Russian Roulette, or Monopoly.

Looking around, Friday found himself in the middle of some sort of bizarre concourse, an ode to the weak-teet opulence of Silicon Valley. There were tree planters and mahogany surfaces and glass-railed balconies, and somehow the décor offended every part of him, including his junk. “Bleagh,” he said, looking around. “Pick a style, douches. What the hell is this eclecticism? I should have been an art critic. God knows art needs the criticism. What a shitty industry you’ve become, so shallow and vapid and incestuous. Like the Lannister gene pool.”

“Friday?” Veronika’s voice caught him off-guard, and he turned to find her running up with her new posse, some of whom were very old. And some of whom were distinctly metrosexual. The chick with the mini-afro looked like she had a top notch funk level, though. Veronika herself was a badass, of course, even if she’d always refused to let him watch her scissor someone. She’d been very fair about it, only breaking his hand the one time to get the point across that it was a strong, Simon Cowell-style “No” from her. Friday respected that negotiating position.

“What’s up, Big Red?” Friday asked, nodding at her hair, which was a very different shade than when last they’d seen each other. “I see you’ve colorized for fall.”

Veronika rolled her eyes. “You’re going to want to be staying out of our way for this.” The old guy behind her with the old-timey rifle racked the lever on its stock like it was some kind of warning, catching the bullet it ejected and feeding it back in within a quarter second. Very cool, for an old guy.

“I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to back your sweet tits off,” Friday said, puffing out his chest. “I’m with the FBI, and this is my jurisdiction. Heavy emphasis on the ‘dic’ part of that. And I’m not afraid to swing it around, helicopter-style.”

Veronika’s eyes narrowed. “You’re a contractor with the FBI, and believe me when I tell you that’s the only thing keeping me from singeing your short hairs off for making any reference to my tits, you pig.”

Friday didn’t back down. Not ever. Especially now. “Joke’s on you, Veronika,” he said, tightening his smile. “I wax them off, so you’ll have nothing to singe.”

“Oh, sugar,” the lady with the afro said, “you can file that under ‘TMI.’”

“Why am I arguing with an idiot?” Veronika asked, letting out an impatient breath. “Stand aside—”

“What’s your jurisdiction?” Friday asked, hands on hips, standing like a mighty and unyielding bulwark of justice between Veronika and whatever heinous lawlessness she was about to get up to. This was the job, after all.

“If you could spell that word in your present condition, I might take the time to explain who sent me,” Veronika said, making a hand gesture with her fingers to go around him. “As it is, I’m busy and—”

“Oh, come on,” Friday said, trying to step to one side and block the weird metrosexual hipster guy with the funny hair, but faltering because he also needed to move to the other side and block the old dude with the rifle—

He ended up tripping over his own feet and hitting the ground, which pleased no one. Or at least not himself.

“Come on, let’s go,” Veronika said, detouring around him.

“Hey, you guys, come on!” Friday said, scrambling to get back to his feet. “We should be working together toward our common goal of stopping the yellow monster and whatnot. This is your chance to show that you’re really not about hating men, Veronika.”

“Just cuz I hate you doesn’t mean I hate all men, sugar tits,” Veronika tossed back.

“These are totally pecs!” Friday shouted after her. “You know you’re admiring them!”

“There you are,” Grendel’s voice hissed, somewhere just ahead of them.

Everyone stopped. Veronika turned, looking back him, her perfectly penciled eyebrows a neat little angry V. “What was that?”

“My stomach,” Friday said, thinking about as fast as he was able. “I ate something terrible last night that really disagreed with me. I swear. I’ve got the toilet selfie to prove it.”

“I saw that,” the metrosexual guy said. “On Instaphoto. It went viral.”

“It was totally kittens, wasn’t it?” Friday beamed with pride.

“I could have gone without seeing it, to be honest,” Metrosexual said.

“That’s because you’re intimidated by manly, non-vegan dumps.”

“What the hell was—” Veronika was burning, cutting right over them both.

A roar came blasting from out of the auditorium, furious and loud.

They all stood for just a moment longer, staring at each other. Then Friday forced a sheepish grin—

And they all bolted for the auditorium doors together.
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Sienna

 

My plans always had this terrible habit of working out not at all as I wanted them to, and dammit, I’d had enough of it. Still, being as I had a gargantuan monster that was as yellow as an egg yolk and the size of the Barbary Coast chasing after my ass, it seemed a bad time to complain about it. After all, what was I going to do? Stop and rail at Grendel about how much it sucked that things never seemed to go smoothly and my way in moments such as these?

I’m sure he’d listen with a sympathetic ear to that. Probably mine, after he’d ripped them off and squashed my head.

So I did the only thing I really could do at that moment:

I ran like hell, all pretense of ducking low and hiding forgotten.

Grendel bounded after me, wiping out three rows of seats like they were made of sand. A shower of pieces—cushion, metal, bolts, etc.—went spraying past, a couple hitting me like shotgun pellets, but I ignored them in favor of saving the entirety of my body rather than quibbling over the ouchies I’d just suffered.

He was coming at me rather like a train down the tracks, his eyes growing like the yellow light on the front of the engine as he closed on me. I was trying to run for the stage, figuring maybe I could jump up on it, exit stage left and bring the curtain down on him or something to distract him while I found the nearest window and hurled myself out of it and down the pyramid.

But I realized I wasn’t going to make it another ten feet before Grendel ran me over like a squirrel in the street. Except he’d probably exhibit more remorse after annihilating the squirrel. Maybe. Hard to say; it certainly seemed like he had it out for me at this point, but maybe he hated squirrels, too. Maybe he was just a murderous asshole to everyone, though it felt like if that were the case, he really should have had a more extensive body count by now.

I reversed course, making an ungainly move wherein I skidded to a stop on both feet and physically hurled myself backward blindly. I tucked into a roll as I landed on the scruff of my neck and kept tumbling, hoping Grendel had committed hard enough to his course and me to mine that he’d miss me.

He did, but not by much. I felt the wind of his wild swing at me catch my leg, leaving a centimeter-deep cut that ripped through the pants on the back of my thigh. It stung, but a lot less than getting completely run over, stomped and shredded by those claws would have. 

I rolled and bounced, flipping a few times while I tucked knees to chest. I probably looked like a weird, reverse Olympic diver, but when I came down I managed to land on my feet. I took aim with the Glock and fired as I broke into a run in the opposite direction, heading for the main exit to the auditorium as Grendel crashed into the stage and made a hell of an impact. If I’d been between him and it, as he’d clearly intended, I’m not sure there’d have been enough of me intact for him to skin.

My gunshots did not seem to deter him, and my aim was not world-class while I was sprinting, anyway. I found myself limping, pulled to the right by—well, by the broken arm on that side. It threw off my balance on that entire hemisphere of my body, which suggested very bad things that I didn’t have time to worry about in the frenzied effort to escape from this with my life.

“HUZZAH!” a shout echoed over the auditorium as I ran through the last of my magazine. I tore my gaze away from Grendel. There, at the entry—

Was Friday.

And Veronika, who came up behind him and shoulder-checked his ass flat, sending him forward ten, fifteen feet in a globulous mass of muscle and dumbass. She looked a little nonplussed, and backing her came three people, two of whom I knew.

One was Phinneus Chalke, a man who’d trained my mentor, Glen Parks. Chalke was a real-deal cowboy gunfighter of old whose powers were perfect muscle control. He’d developed these skills along the lines of gunplay, and had made himself into probably one of the foremost shots on the planet for about a hundred years running. If there was a world sniping championship, Phinneus Chalke would have been the badass legend defending champion that almost no one bothered to show up to even contest anymore. His accuracy was scary alarming, even to me, with pistol, rifle, and hell, probably a stone if that was all he had on hand. He was wearing a vest that looked like it had been cut fresh out of an alligator’s hide this morning, and a straw hat that matched it. Usually he ran a little more country-and-western and a little less cajun-and-creole, but his rifle was still the 1873 Winchester, held in both hands, and a Colt Peacemaker was still hanging from his hip, so I guess he didn’t look that different from how I remembered him.

A couple steps behind him was a black lady—and I do mean black in every respect. She was African-American and also could fade literally into the shadows, and was doing so right now. Her name was Kristina. Never caught her last name. Cassidy Ellis had once sent her to rescue me from a drug cartel and then the metahuman prison, the Cube. She waved at me with perfectly manicured nails as she disappeared into darkness.

The last guy with them...hell if I knew who he was. He wore skinny jeans, loafers, had his brown hair shaped into something I thought had gone out with the emo movement, and topped it all off with a plaid flannel shirt that was probably fashionable but wildly out of sync with his ’do.

“Hi!” I said, leaping the last row and nearly crashing into the wall thanks to my right arm’s numbness and uselessness messing with my balance. “Nice to see you all. Try not to get killed or whatever—”

I was sprinting to get past them, figuring I’d let them tag in for a while. From my perspective, fighting Grendel seemed a fairly hopeless endeavor by this point, and I was resolved to regroup and come back to fight again when I had something a little stronger at my disposal, like Reed and company, or maybe a nuclear warhead. Failing that, I’d at least have preferred full use of my good right arm, since it was in fact my dominant hand, and my Glock was now empty.

A row of seats crashed down in front of me, cutting me off from Veronika and her team neatly, components flying in all directions and forcing me to duck and cover lest I be blinded by the shotgun-scatter of junk.

When I peeked out again, Grendel was there, big as life and twice as ugly. And I think we all know by now that between the beatings I take and the government constantly being up my ass, life was an often-ugly thing to me.

I rolled back to my feet, nearly tumbling over again thanks to that damned right arm. Grendel was a couple rows from the rear of the auditorium. The seats he’d chucked at me—two rows of them, I now realized—formed a nice little barrier between me and the door because he’d ripped a section of concrete floor with them. They formed a neat T blocking me from the exit, and he was positioned to keep me contained in the little pocket he’d made with them.

Flicking a quick gaze behind me, I saw the nearest side exit was at least thirty feet away. Grendel was half that, and starting to move as I briefly wavered on my course of action.

Out of options, cornered again, I steeled myself and stood my ground...

Because hell if I knew what else to do.
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Grendel had only taken one step toward me when a glowing ball of plasma shot past his face, missing him by inches. It seemed to me that Veronika had aimed well, but that he must have seen it coming at the last second and dodged, preternaturally fast. This tore his attention away from me for a precious second or so, which I used to rabbit.

The plasma burst went flying past him and hit the side of the theater some hundred feet away. The theater walls were covered in some sort of faux-curtain, like this was an old playhouse instead of a tech giant’s employee lecture space. The minute the plasma contacted the cloth, WHOOMP! It all went up in flames and smoke.

Seconds later, the fire alarm was blaring loud enough to give me an even bigger headache than I was already experiencing, trickle-down, courtesy of my arm pain. Less than a second after that, the sprinklers opened up overhead and a shock of water that felt like it was freezing cold descended on the entire auditorium.

“AIGHHHHHHHH!” somebody shouted, awfully girlishly. It took me a second to realize it was Friday. Of course.

“Did you have to do that?” Phinneus asked, sounding a little—maybe a lot—put off by the impromptu rain. Maybe he was concerned about his guns and rust, or something.

“Dear Phinneus, I make and burn plasma,” Veronika said, loud enough I could hear it even as I hauled ass for the exit door. “I know it’s been a while since we’ve run together, but surely you recall this is a thing that happens with me.”

“It’s so cold, though,” the metrosexual dude said. “Is it my imagination or is the temperature dropping by the second?”

“I hope not,” Friday grunted from where he still sprawled on the floor. “Cold water causes shrinkage, you know. I was hoping to be looking my best for my nude selfies later.”

Grendel chose this moment to weigh in, apparently having realized I was making a break for it and not caring as much about Veronika and her plasma blasts. He roared and chairs broke and the floor shook as he came for me. Veronika tossed another blast of plasma at him and it evaporated the falling water as it streaked through the air.

Fully focused on my task—running—I did not see whether she hit or missed, but I assumed it missed since Grendel did not stop growling and didn’t break it with screams of pain. The sizzle of water contacting plasma filled the room.

I made it to the exit ahead of Grendel by a little, but stopped because a chair hit the door and bounced off, clearly thrown by an angry, yellow, demonic fiend. It nearly took me out, and would have if I hadn’t heard Friday shout something almost incomprehensible and heard the whizzing of the seat through the air behind me.

Smacking into the ground, this time there was no roll for me. I pancaked, too struck by urgency to make the right move. Instead I did a sideways roll out of my ass-thumping landing after I’d settled for a second or so. Which was fortunately timed, because Grendel brought a bone-clawed foot down right where I’d been a moment earlier, shattering carpet and concrete and adding both to the air in the form of flying debris. It made a strange combination with the water raining down on us endlessly. Now I was truly in the corner of the room, a furious Grendel staring me down with glinting yellow eyes.

Almost out of breath—again—I managed to wheeze, “So...no chance we can settle this with something a little more collegial, is there? Maybe a spelling contest?” He threw a punch that missed me by a quarter-inch and put a hole in the wall behind me as I ducked it. He followed up with another short punch and buried it in the wall, and suddenly I was caught between his two arms, his yellowed, scary teeth grinning because he still had two feet that he could just lift and shred me with.

I leapt straight up and over in another beautiful tuck and dive move that sent him into the stratosphere with rage. I heard him rip both hands out of the wall and turn on me, and he was after me again, spinning like a top.

The thunder of rifle fire echoed through the rainy auditorium but didn’t really slow Grendel at all. A bullet spanged off his face with no damage done, though he growled like it had hit his eye. I completed my landing and roll, darting forward and up into a run toward the stage again. “Thanks for the covering fire, Phinneus!” I called. “Any chance you could land something anytime soon, Veronika?”

“Quick reminder: I’m not here for you, Nealon,” Veronika called back, but she did hurl a plasma blast at him, and it sizzled through the air and hit the wall, slowing Grendel just a step and kicking off a ton of steam that made him disappear.

I kept running for it, knowing that even if she was trying to help me, Veronika was keeping her distance for a reason. If she got close to Grendel, he could easily gore her the way he was intending to do to me. That probably wasn’t high on her list of things to do, so better to let him chase me all over kingdom come while she sniped at him, keeping at a safe distance. I had to admire the elegance of her plan, even if the raw facts of it ran totally counter to what I might have hoped for.

“Hang on, Sienna, I’m coming!” Friday shouted, hurdling over the seats, his gooberously huge form way too bulky to effectively navigate the rows between us, especially given that the sprinkler system had saturated the carpets in this place and everything was getting incredibly slick. He tried to straddle two rows as he ran, but lost his footing about fifteen, twenty yards from me, and came crashing down sideways in a heap of muscle and limbs.

“This is what happens when you don’t hire the best, Nealon,” Veronika called to me, adding insult to possible death. Another plasma blast vaporized through water then struck the wall behind me. I could hear Grendel back there, but the plasma bursts were fogging the area so much that I couldn’t see him. I just kept booking for the stage.

Grendel roared, and something flew over my shoulder yet again. Cued in by the rush of motion behind me, I hurled myself sideways into the wall to my left at the last second. Something hit me in the back of the right arm, which was fortunately already numb, but it impacted with such force that it did spin me around. 

I crashed into the wall and bounced a few times, my meta speed translating into a massive crash, because going from thirty to zero in a car with brakes was manageable, but doing so without any brakes or a chassis or restraints to save you?

Well, it was like being in a motorcycle wreck where you flip it.

I sprawled in the sodden carpet, coming to rest some twenty feet from the stage as Grendel stomped along in the mist behind me. 

I couldn’t see Friday, Veronika, Phinneus, Kristina, or the emo guy with the half-Cobain haircut for that matter.

All I could see was the shadow of Grendel, looming in the mist just ahead of me, growing larger by the second.


 

 

 

 

51.

 

 

Friday

 

Wiping out while trying to hop a row of seats might have been embarrassing to lesser mortals, but to Guy Friday, Influencer extraordinaire, if there was no camera, it never happened.

He popped to his feet, slightly less fresh than a fresh daisy, the room clouding with mist and the smell of dead flowers—maybe that was why he was thinking of unfresh daisies—the stink invading his sinus cavities like uninvited party guests come to drink his super Influencer beer, which was surely going to be a super awesome beer.

“Okay, let’s try that again,” he said, shaking off the daze that seemed to be inhabiting his head. The world was foggy around him, and when he took a step, he nearly toppled over again. He managed to land a hand on a seat back at the last second, though, and like a cane for an old and pathetic man, it saved him from the humiliation of falling. Again.

But it was so hard to see! Water was spraying down everywhere, and his body was chilled like Cristal. Maybe he’d get to try that stuff now that he was going to be famous and rich.

He shook that thought off and tried to ignore the biting cold. Could you get hypothermia from spraying water?

Friday put that thought aside, too. He couldn’t worry about this right now. There were things that needed doing.

A bad guy that needed to get his ass kicked. Now where was...?

Oh. There.

A shadow was moving, looming, just ahead of him, darkness slithering through the fog and rain of this indoor auditorium. “This is like one of those awesome detective stories where it rains for days,” he muttered, ripping a seat out of the middle of the row and almost slipping and falling again. He managed to steady himself, taking aim at the shadow—

He released just as a blue light appeared in the mist, emanating from the shadow as the chair flew true and struck—

And the blue light faded as the chair cut through the mist and caught Veronika right in the face, wiping her out. She took it hard, hit the ground with a thump, the chair bouncing onward after colliding with her.

“Oh, no!” Friday shouted into the mist, hurrying forward to confirm, yep, he’d pretty much knocked her clean out. Her ample chest was still heaving up and down, though, so at least she wasn’t dead. “I just knocked out my favorite lesbian! And that’s a long list, including some of my favorite actresses in pornographic cinema!” He tore at his clothing in the rain, the picture of angst. He shredded his shirt, storming around, trying to find a light in the dark. 

But there was no light.

There was only anger. And cold rain.

“GRENDELLLLLLLLLLLLL!”
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Sienna

 

Friday’s lamentations about whatever he’d done to Veronika penetrated my consciousness at a very low level, because I was really focused on staying alive in the face of Grendel advancing through the fog and spraying water.

That had caused me to belly crawl away from the potential trouble, unwilling to risk hurling myself through the air by trying to use my left arm at full force to attempt to stand. Besides, the fog forming in the room was great cover, and the closer to the ground I was, the more I was able to take advantage of the poor visibility.

Another piece of a chair shot by over my head, clueing me in that Grendel wasn’t sure where I was right now. Whew. That would probably last a good five seconds or so, and then he’d be close enough to stomp my back at full force, which would probably send my entrails flying out both ends of me. Honestly, that sounded kind of like a perfect capper given how this day had gone so far.

“There you are!” Grendel’s voice cracked out behind me, and this time I was under no illusions about him BS-ing me. He was close enough to see, and the sound of breaking concrete and bending metal followed as he tore off another section of seating to toss at me.

Man, Socialite was going to have to hope their next corporate meeting was low on attendance, or else they’d all be sitting criss-cross applesauce or whatever polite term they were using these days for Indian style.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” I muttered, taking a chance and flinging myself up with a one-handed pushup. I was on my feet in a second, right arm limp at my side. “Did you think I was hiding? Because I totally was. Mostly because you’re the kind of party guest that everyone wishes would leave, but never does.”

Grendel drove toward me in a fury that probably wasn’t helped by my taunt, and I backpedaled, pretty sure that one-armed I wasn’t going to have a lot more luck beating him down than I’d had with both hands back in Queens.

“It’s ironic that we’re at a place called ‘Socialite’ given that you’re probably an incel who doesn’t actually socialize,” I said, still trying to retreat backward while flinging insults forward. There wasn’t a lot I could do to avoid getting caught at this point, and there also wasn’t a lot I could do with my vanilla succubus powers to cause him harm, physically.

But it wasn’t in my nature to get run down by a villain without trying to dig my psychological teeth into him. By gum, I was going to leave some scars on him in this regard, ones he’d spend years trying to work out with his therapist, hopefully.

“I’m going to impale you,” Grendel said, raising up his bone claws and waving them in front of him.

“You should,” I said, “because that’s the only way you’ll ever be able to say you boned a woman.”

He flinched from that one and actually stutter-stepped, like he was going to trip over his own feet from shock.

Never one to quit while I was ahead, I hit the double down button. Because when you’ve already been threatened with disemboweling and skinning, what do you have to lose? “I bet the closest you ever got to getting laid was when your mother pushed you out.”

Grendel’s yellow eyes went wide at my complete lack of reluctance to go there.

That only lasted a moment, though, and then he flushed a darker yellow and raised his boned hand.

“You know when you blush, it looks like someone pissed on your cheeks,” I said, pointing right at him. I was still subtly backing away, but subtle wasn’t going to do a hell of a lot against this bastard. 

His eyes looked like ice was spreading out from them, his gaze was so cold.

“The girl’s not wrong,” came a voice from just above him. Kristina dropped out of the shadows like a black goddess swooping down from on high. A knife of pure ebon punched into Grendel’s back where she struck—

Grendel screamed and bucked, swinging around to get her—

But Kristina had already faded into the shadows and fog. Which was smart.

Not terribly fortunate for me, though, because Grendel looked for her for about 2.4 seconds and then wheeled back around on me, twice as pissed. Pissed-er, even. (Which is a word I am entering into the lexicon now.)

“Uh, hey, shadow lady, any chance of a team-up?” I asked as Grendel took a stomping step toward me.

“Sorry, hunny, you know I work alone.”

“Uh, no, I don’t know that,” I said, launching myself in a futile backward roll that got me under a long, powerful lateral swing from Grendel that would have cleaved me in half if it had hit. As it was, it whiffed with enough wind force that it threatened to tear my shirt off. Even Reed would have taken a step back from that whiff, and not just from the sickly dead flowers smell. “You literally came here with a team!”

“Yeah, but they ain’t with me, you know,” she said, and her voice sounded far off and thus of no help. “You keep him busy for a bit longer, baby, and I’ll come in and avenge you, how about that?”

“Sounds like it’s par for the day I’m having,” I said, going sideways this time. The mist was hanging pretty steady in here, and probably the only thing keeping Grendel from curb-stomping me into a puddle of gore in two seconds flat. Well, that and the constant distractions.

I saw something move to Grendel’s right, and boom, he swung around a hand without looking and caught the shadow coming out of the mist at him. Friday made an “OOF!” noise and a little blood sprayed, and the shadow disappeared into the mist, crashing down in the distance. I listened, and a low whine told me Friday was alive and probably wounded more severely this time.

Great.

A quick mental inventory revealed my only ally was down, I was terribly wounded, Veronika was out, and the three remaining members of her team were definitely not going to be white-knighting for me in this. Hell, I didn’t even know where the other guy was.

I’d reached the edge of the stage and was out of room to run. I thumped a hand down on it, then squatted for a second, touching the ground there. I drew a few deep breaths, trying to keep my head down. Grendel was just beyond my sight, and I really would have loved him to stay there—

Aw, hell.

Who was I kidding?

I didn’t run from fights. At least not for long. Running stuck in my craw, and I was not having any more of it.

“Screw it,” I said, pretty much at the end of my patience. I stared at Grendel, who was stepping out of the fog and shadows, water pouring down around him.

He wore a leer that should have chilled me, but I was so far beyond that now. A growling chortle fell out from between his hideous teeth. “Nowhere to run, now.”

“No desire to run, now,” I said, staring him down. “Let’s do this, bony.”

“Yes,” he said, grinning, “let’s.”

He raised his left arm, ready to strike, and something emerged from the shadows behind him. Kristina stabbed down with an ebon blade of pure shadow, and Grendel jerked at the impact, spinning on her like he wanted to swat down an invisible fly.

“Pay no attention to the lady behind the shadows,” she said, melting away before he’d even completed his turn. 

Grendel’s arm hung limp, like she’d hit a nerve and paralyzed it. I stared at him for only an eyeblink as he raised the other, closest to me, following his instinctual reaction to swat down the thing that had stung him.

Now it hung in the air just a few feet in front of me, uncommitted as he searched for the one who’d hurt him to little avail.

I knew an opening when I saw one.

Leaping, I threw my whole body at his still-functioning right arm, grabbing him at the wrist with both hands and dragging him down as I threw myself around him, twisting my legs to bring myself up. I got his arm in a joint lock, straightening it and applying pressure as I braced both feet against his rib cage.

It took Grendel a moment to react to what I’d done. I was hanging from him like a kid using him as a jungle gym, and he stared down, disbelieving, and even asked, “What are you doing?”

“Letting myth be my guide,” I said, planting one hand on his shoulder, the other locked on his wrist and both feet sideways along his ribcage.

He stared at me; I stared back at him.

Then I flexed my hamstrings with all the force I had while maintaining my grip on his wrist.

I deadlifted his arm with all the strength of my beautiful, thick thighs. The ones assholes on the internet liked to mock, along with my ass, for being a little disproportionate to the rest of my body.

The dawning horror ran across Grendel’s face about a quarter second before his body took the path of least resistance and tore at the shoulder. The sick sound of tendon, muscle and skin giving way beneath the powerlift of one of the strongest people on the planet was probably among the most horrifying sounds a person could hear.

To me it was like a sweet symphony.

I tumbled to the ground, still clutching his arm, which had separated at the shoulder joint. Rolling to my feet, I brandished my trophy like Beowulf of old.

Grendel just stared at it, and me, with uncomprehending eyes. “What...how...huh...?”

“Guess they didn’t make you read your own myth in school, huh?” I snugged my hand against the bony protrusion on his amputated elbow and did a little leering of my own at my foe. “Hey, question for you—that nigh invulnerable skin you’re wearing, the one that seems like it’s immune to bullets and whatnot. Do you think it stops your own bones?”

Grendel blinked at me. Thrice. “Wh—”

I rammed his own severed fist, bone-claws first, into Grendel’s guts and he let out a fearsome scream as I buried it in up to the wrist.

“Yeah, you like that, you sonofa—” I started to say.

Grendel raised a knee as he turned to run, and it planted me right in the gut. I don’t think he meant to do it, but it damned sure happened, and I lost all the breath in my body and went flying into a wall.

Water poured down on my face from the overhead sprinklers running madly at full clip, and when I coughed, it came out in a spray that looked like a cloud of mist. The sound of Grendel mewling and running, crashing through a wall in the distance and then through the glass of the Socialite pyramid reached my ears over the falling water, and I knew I was out of danger.

For the moment.
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Friday

 

Wheeeeeeeeeze.

“Oh, man,” Friday managed to get out, choking down the pain. Oh, the pain. Had he been kicked in bofa? Felt like it. And the water was just coming down endlessly, still like one of those detective novels. Except he hurt all over, and felt much less grim and cool than he should have.

“That yella fella just made a break for it,” came the voice of the funky black chick, from somewhere out of the dark.

“Awesome—I must have scared him off,” Friday grunted. “My last attack clearly savaged him.”

“You didn’t do anything,” the metrosexual guy’s voice came out of the falling grim rainwater of dark foreboding.

“You should talk,” Friday shot back. “I saw you, standing around, waiting for actual men with real greatness to do all the fighting while you let your genitals be constrained by those skinny jeans.”

“I was changing the odds around him the entire time,” the metrosexual fired back. “How do you think your girl ripped his arm off?”

“She ripped his arm off?” Friday coughed up a little blood. “So gruesome. So graphic.”

“And gutted him with it.”

“Wow,” Friday said. “That’s even more fierce. Where is she now?”

“Over here,” Sienna’s voice came, a little faintly, somewhere across the rainy darkness of the room. 

“You okay?”

“Getting there. Maybe,” she called back.

“Oh, good.” He ran his hands along the front of his shirt. “I just want to say, I’m not okay, you guys. But not because of Grendel. I think I wailed on my glutes too hard at the gym last night.” He shifted, putting a hand on his ass. “My hammys are really aching, too.”

“Probably from getting your big ass kicked,” Funkadelic chick said. Her voice echoed in the rafters as she taunted him.

“That’s a lie. I totally didn’t get my ass kicked,” Friday said, settling back in the puddle. It felt like it was warming up. Also, he no longer felt the pressure on his bladder from all the coffee he’d brewed this morning in the hotel room. Probably the two were unrelated, but even if they weren’t, who was going to notice in all this? “I was an integral part of this operation, I’ll have you know.”

No one argued with that. Smartly.

So Friday just settled back and let the rain fall like his vengeance. “We showed him,” he muttered, drifting off in the haze, secure in the knowledge that they’d won this round.
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Sienna

 

“So how’d you fare?” Willis Shaw’s voice was a little washed out, probably from the ringing in my ears at the concussion I’d suffered during Grendel’s parting kick. I’d been lucky he’d caught me with skin, not bone, or I’d have been split in half during his retreat instead of just sidelined. Bastard.

“We thwarted him,” I said, taking a length of my hair and wringing it out as I stood outside the flooded auditorium. The fire department had gotten the sprinklers shut off a while ago, and now the local cops were crawling all over the place. I glanced out the busted window where Grendel had made his escape, admiring the blood trail that led up to it. And yes, it looked like pee. “He left a fair amount of DNA evidence behind this time.” I shuffled to the side as one of the CSI people gave me a dirty look for being too close to the evidence. And dripping, presumably.

“How’d you make that happen?” Shaw asked.

“Took a page out of the myth and ripped his arm off,” I said, “then returned it to sender via his belly.”

There was a long pause. “You pulled this thing’s arm off? This invulnerable thing that doesn’t take damage from bullets or punches or any of that—and you tore its arm off?” I could imagine him in his office in New York, scratching his head. “How?”

“Well, I pulled like my life depended on it. Because it did.”

“Huh,” Shaw said. “And why couldn’t you have done that before it killed West?”

“I was still exploring the studio space on how best to hurt it, that’s why,” I said, tucking an arm across my belly. I was bruised from groin to throat thanks to that kick, so I immediately jerked my hand away with a cringe. “Plumbing the depths of a creature’s invulnerability is like doing science. It requires experimentation. Except during the experiment the subject is trying to kill you, and is really well equipped to do so.”

“Your fearlessness and dedication will surely carry mankind across new frontiers,” Shaw said dryly. “How’s things going with your brand new, shiny, government-approved sidekick?”

“Just let me lean on you,” Friday said from behind me, putting his hands all over an ambulance attendant who let him fall after his hands went somewhere they really, really shouldn’t have.

“Slightly better than when you paired me with Holloway,” I said, watching the ambulance attendant stalk off.

“I’m okay,” Friday said, waving a hand like a white flag. “Just give me a minute.” I had no idea who he was even talking to at this point, because he didn’t seem to be looking at me and there was no one else near him.

“Don’t think I haven’t seen what that dumb shit is doing online,” Shaw said. “The only reason I’m not chewing your ass right now over it all is that you brought home a perceived win, finally.”

“If this is what winning feels like, I really don’t want to lose,” I said, feeling the ache of my long bruise and the feeling just starting to return to my right arm. Using it against Grendel during my arm-ripping had done it some additional damage, I was pretty sure.

“You really don’t,” Shaw said. “Chalke called me a little bit ago, all flush with congratulations for you on this deal.”

I looked suspiciously around the Socialite building’s wreckage. “Not that I’m not grateful, but why exactly does the Director think this is a win?”

“The man who runs that place, Jaime Chapman—”

“Come on, boss, I’m not stupid. Everyone on the planet knows Jaime Chapman.” The geek. The billionaire. Not nearly as cool as Tony Stark, but probably the tech geek overlord our dystopian world deserved.

“He’s connected,” Shaw said.

“Hilarious pun considering he runs the largest social network in the world.”

“Hm,” Shaw said. “Wasn’t aiming for it, but you’re right, that was a good one. Anyway, he’s got big friends in Washington, one of whom appears to be our esteemed director. Ergo, you get plaudits for not tearing up his entire operation, I guess.”

“I suppose as far as greatest hits goes, this is pretty low on my list, damage-wise,” I said, giving the Socialite office another once-over. “Still, not sure I’d be ecstatic about it if I were him.”

“He can afford to rebuild the building twenty times over. Chalke seemed to think he was most worried about his people.”

“Oh, a real humanitarian,” I said. “I so rarely deal with those.” I paused; there was a quiet footstep behind me. I turned—

And found myself face to face with the man in question.

Jaime Chapman.
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Him

 

He’d barely dragged himself back to the lair, his own arm hanging out of his guts, afraid to change shape because if he did—

Hell, he’d die. That was what one did as a human when your guts were hanging out. Died.

He collapsed into his usual chair, and the chair collapsed beneath him in a grand crashing. It was only a minor miracle he hadn’t been seen. Getting back to his fallback safe house in East Palo Alto—East Paly—had been hell, a crushing marathon of pain, hiding behind...well, anything he could. Covering up his yellow blood with sand as he went so they couldn’t track him.

Keeping down the mewls. Dragging himself step after step until finally he reached here, no one hot on his trail, but enemies surely on it, shortly. There was no way to cover up that much blood, and it was near impossible to hide his hideous figure and face from all observers. And there were so many.

He almost broke the keyboard logging in, and as soon as he was in the chat, he caught hell—

I told you not to tangle with her. What were you thinking?

Typing was nigh impossible with these fingers. He tapped with the bones hanging off his hands, crying quietly the whole time. The pain was still agonizing but had faded a little to a chorus of numbness from a symphonic agony.

she hurt me 

was all he could manage to get out.

Are you going to listen to me next time?

His own cries sounded so pathetic echoing in the quiet of the former office space. The tech startup that had been housed here had gone out of business six months ago. No one had even noticed he’d moved in. The place was a nice little fallback spot, with decent Wi-Fi. He typed:

yes

And hit return, the entire keyboard rattling atop the holder.

The answer came:

Good. I used the distraction you provided to sneak into Socialite’s systems and install a back door.

He stopped crying for a moment as that sunk in. Then:

I got it.

He cried again, this time relief. 

They weren’t lost. They’d won after all—in spite of her.

what next, 

he managed to type. The answer came in the midst of his tears and choked sobs, and made him cry for an entirely different reason.

We finish this.
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Sienna

 

“Hi,” I said, letting my phone slip away from my ear, a few stray droplets of water from my hair dripping down onto my hand as I hastily did so, disturbing it. It felt a little cool to the touch, as I looked up—barely—on one of the wealthiest men in the world. “I’m Sienna.”

“I know that,” Jaime Chapman said, barely keeping in a grin. It pulled hard the corners of his mouth, though, his geeky, minimalist haircut like a crown atop the king of Silicon Valley’s head. “And I’m—”

“Yeah, I know,” I said, taking the hand he offered and shaking it once. He didn’t linger on it, slipping his hand right back into the pocket of his cargo shorts where he—I think—wiped it on a cloth therein. Germaphobe or just disgusted by me? By his facial mannerism I guessed germaphobe, but maybe he was really two-faced. “Sorry about the mess.” I didn’t bother surveying the damage again.

“I’m just glad you managed to stop this before anyone else got hurt,” Chapman said, doing a quick look-around himself. He had a small nose and soft features, though he’d plainly lost weight and put on a little muscle since he’d gotten his start. The then-and-now photos of him painted a lot more flattering picture of his ascent than, say, mine. After all, while I’d lost a little weight, it was nothing compared to the sculpting he had done, and I was still laboring through life without a professional stylist or makeup artist, to say nothing of a personal trainer.

“Well, unfortunately our villain isn’t dead,” I said, “and he doubled back to hit Inquest yesterday after—”

“I know,” Chapman said, holding up a hand. He talked fast, clearly a lot on his mind. “Walk with me, will you?”

“Uh, sure,” I said, falling into step beside him as he started to jet off down the concourse-like environs.

“We built this building from the ground up, you know?” Chapman had a brisk stride, a man on the move. Which was unsurprising given he was the CEO of something like ten companies, Socialite merely the best known of them. He’d bought out of a bunch of vertically integrable businesses and was now consolidating them into the corporate puzzle that was his network, and while Socialite was the best known of them, he also owned the world’s third-largest internet search site, FindIt, Instaphoto, and Cash-Fer, the money-transfer app and service that was rivaling PayPal, plus others.

He walked like he was managing all of them right this minute, too, executing a dozen to-do list items in his head with each step.

“I didn’t figure there was a spare glass pyramid just sitting around in Silicon Valley,” I said. “Though part of me did wonder if you just bought out the Luxor and transshipped it from Vegas.”

He chuckled. “I get that a lot. But I was trying to make a statement about architecture, about the things we leave behind.” He shot me a look as he strode up to an elevator door and pushed the button. For the first time I realized there were about twelve guys hanging within thirty feet of us, not so casually watching me for intent to kill their boss, presumably. Since I assumed they weren’t looking at me for fashion tips. “The solar panels, the glass, it’s more eco-friendly than having these closed up, unlit spaces that you have to pay to light. Plus, when you look at a traditional office here in the Valley, there’s a very conformist nature to it, you know? We don’t build distinctive things that are meant to last anymore. They’re all square boxes and bland colors.”

I thought about that. “I’m guessing you share a mind with the Inquest CEOs then, when it comes to design.”

Chapman adopted a pained look as the elevator dinged and opened. “That’s pushing it a little. Not sure I can quite get on board with the Tesla-esque feel of that place—”

“That’s exactly what I thought when I saw it.” I nodded.

Chapman coughed, looking a little pained for a second as he stepped into the elevator, though he tried to cover it. “Well, I suppose it’s a fairly obvious comparison to draw.”

What the hell was that supposed to mean? The door closed behind us, leaving his security personnel on the concourse floor as we shot up the pyramid, the hum telling me we were moving very quickly indeed. “Well,” I said, facing forward, taking his lead, not making eye contact, “if you were aiming for distinctive you certainly hit it. Additional pluses to your architectural style: they can probably bury you right in the basement after you die—”

He chuckled under his breath. “Nice one.”

“—and if you ever decide to sell, you just need to find the nearest Bond villain, and boom, you’ve got a buyer. I mean, you might need to renovate by putting a faux volcano or a rocket launch facility in the middle of the building, but it’s got real fixer-upper potential—”

The elevator dinged as Chapman bowed his head and chortled along. “Well played.” The doors slid open and he led me out, such a gentleman. “Right this way.”

“What’s up here?” I asked, noting from the shape of the walls that we’d definitely reached the top of the pyramid. 

“The rocket launch pad, of course,” Chapman said, utterly deadpan and without a smile to show me he was joking. But the room we were in was a pretty standard waiting area, with double doors at the far end that opened when one of his receptionists pushed a button.

Jaime Chapman’s office was about what you’d expect from a particularly opulent billionaire. “Hm,” I said as I followed him into the enormous space.

“What?” Chapman half turned, walking backward toward his desk, which was the size of three cars put together. More like a conference table, except it was clearly for his own use mostly based on the articles strewn about it. “I can hear you judging me. Do share.”

“Just admiring your swag,” I said, glancing around. The building tapered to its natural point about fifty feet above our head, and I glanced at Chapman, then up, probably not subtly. Yeah, I could totally plant his face in the top corner if I had to.

He looked up, too. “Sweeping, huh?”

“It really is,” I said. Now we were standing off, a few feet from the desks. “So...what’s on your mind, big man?”

He did the power-lean, butt against the side of his desk. “I wanted to thank you, personally, for what you did here today. I know you’re getting some heat from other sectors here in Silicon Valley for this problem, but I know it’s not you that brought this Grendel thing down on us.”

“Thank you for being clear-headed in that regard,” I said, which was a hell of a thing to say, right up there with, “Thanks for not being a huge dick.” I didn’t say the latter, though.

“Some people are just a little too involved in their own worries,” Chapman said, grinning impishly. “When you’re focusing on solving the big problems like we are here, it’s easy to get in your silo when anything bad happens. You start looking at the outside volleys as attacks and don’t worry as much about identifying the enemy and differentiating it from the source of the problem.”

“Well, I’m just here to do my job,” I said. “And while I’ve got you here—any idea what this thing was after?”

Chapman shook his head. “Twelfth floor is the meeting area. We don’t really have any work going on there; it’s more of a departmental clearinghouse and congregational space.” He fussed with a screen built into the top of his desk and brought up a blueprint of the building, swiping to the floor in question. “See? Auditorium, meeting rooms—”

“That’s why it looked like a convention hall.”

Chapman smiled. “It helps to keep these things internal. Who wants to rent a theater for a company-wide meeting? What a waste of time.”

“Or you could, and I’m just spitballing here, do a company-wide address on a livestream,” I said, deadpan. “It’s this new tech thing that people are doing now. Maybe you haven’t heard of it out here in Silicon Valley. I know you’re kind of backward and provincial.”

Chapman actually laughed. “That’s legit funny. We did actually move to more of a livestream format in our early days, once we’d gotten past the ability to house everyone in one space on our old campus. But it lacks that personal touch, you know? Our business is about connection—”

“Digitally, yes,” I said.

“—and believe it or not, seeing people in person, in the flesh, is a lot more connecting than doing it over a livestream. There’s a humanizing factor that’s not entirely present on a screen.”

“Yeah,” I said, “I’m familiar with the research about not seeing people as human on the internet.” That quirked his eyebrows up. “Listen, is there anything else on the twelfth floor of note, tech-wise? Or on a neighboring floor? Maybe he was headed to thirteen or fourteen?”

Chapman slid his fingers casually over the interface. He really had a babyface, smooth, clean and free of wrinkles. It was like they’d promoted a child to be the CEO of one of the largest companies in the world. Except he’d built it himself. “Here’s his path,” he said, and suddenly we were on the lobby entrance. Chapman staked a finger right there, then climbed his way up through the technical blueprint of the building. “Went right through marketing, advertising, graphic user interface—” His finger kept climbing.

“He didn’t take the elevator,” I muttered, watching the path Chapman traced.

“Which is a shame,” Chapman said, “because we can lock them down.” He glanced over at me when I shot him a questioning look. “They’re the latest, designed to modern standards vis-a-vis metahuman security. A highly contained lockbox, essentially. If he’d gone in there, we’d have him contained right now, ready to hand off to you.”

That caused my own eyebrows to arch. “That can’t have been cheap.”

Chapman shrugged. “Protecting my people is very important to me. I was assured we were prepared for this type of scenario. The fact that this happened...well, it’s very disappointing.” He shook his head.

I peered at the path he’d traced with his finger. It wasn’t subtle, either, a beeline in one direction, through walls, through floors. Grendel had crashed his way through Socialite’s offices just like he’d done with QuantiFIE back in Queens. Staring at the path, I felt like I could make a logical conclusion to it given his heading...

Pushing Chapman lightly aside, I slipped my own fingers over the interface and completed the straight line Grendel had plowed from his entry at the lobby all the way up to a strange, blank space in the design of the pyramid. As I did so, I watched Chapman stiffen, his perfectly clean—probably plucked—eyebrows forming a dark V. “What’s that?” I asked.

Chapman chewed his lip for a second before answering. “That’s Research & Development.” He looked over at me. “It’s the secure space where we keep all the projects we’re working on.”

I tapped my finger against it on the map. “So what would Grendel want from there?”

Chapman’s eyes got blank for a moment. “I don’t know. We have twelve projects running in there right now with half a hundred more that have been scrapped or abandoned over the years. It’s experimental research, the type of competitive edge improvements that drive our business forward. Advanced algorithm experiments, basic AI—it could be almost anything.”

I stared at it, trying to make a clear puzzle out of a whole lot of gobbledygook. “Well, whatever you’ve got in there, Grendel wanted at least a piece of it.” I sighed, once again no closer to the answers I needed to put this whole mess together. “And was willing to kill his way through your whole organization to get it.”
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“I really do appreciate your efforts here,” Chapman said as the elevator slid back down from his office to the conference floor. “You put your life on the line for my people, and trust me, I’ll note my approval to my friends—your bosses—back in Washington.”

“That’d be great,” I said, probably a little blandly given that he had a lot of juice that could make my life easier. “It’d be nice if they’d get off my back every now and again.”

“Well,” Chapman said, back to impish, “can you really blame them wanting to exercise some oversight over someone like yourself?”

I tried not to bristle at that. I failed. “The hell is that supposed to mean?”

Chapman chuckled. “Just me reflecting on the fact you have a tendency to upset people.”

“Well, I do like rattling a cage or two,” I said. “If you can find someone to do my job that’s less confrontational, I’m all in favor of handing over the reins.”

That made Chapman’s eyebrows rise again. “You’re not happy with your current position?”

“The position is fine,” I said. “The work is important. My issues are with the process.”

“I can understand where someone with your personality might clash with the established order,” Chapman said, putting his hands in his pockets like some cocky prick.

“Yeah, I guess the ‘established order’ has problems with the way I do things sometimes,” I said, trying not to provoke a fight.

“When you bring a Gatling gun into a company’s offices,” Chapman said, staring straight ahead, “it might be a sign that you’re pushing the envelope.” Now he looked at me sidelong. “And it might unnecessarily inflame a few people, locally, at least.”

“What can I say? I focus more on getting the job done than ruffling feathers.”

“I’ve heard that about you,” he said as the elevator dinged. “And now I’ve witnessed it. Tell me, have you considered maybe smoothing off some of the rough edges around your personality? Trying to ‘get along’ a little more? Might help your job performance.”

“Well, I did attempt a correspondence course through a charm school,” I deadpanned. “But they’re withholding my diploma until I stop cursing a blue streak during their classes. Maybe someday I’ll graduate and be just the belle of the ball.”

Chapman smiled tightly. “Well, it’d be a start, I suppose, graduating anything.”

Okay, that pissed me off. “We can’t all be fortunate enough to get a full ride to Stanford and feel completely cool with blowing it off to chase our dreams. Some of us have to work for a living to keep you privileged types from getting your corporate headquarters ransacked and your spines pulled from your bodies.” I took a step closer to him. “Just think where you’d be without your spine in your body. Why, you’d be like a quivering jellyfish, unable to say what you really mean to people. Forced to disguise your sneering disdain for uneducated cretins through thinly veiled jibes rather than saying them like a grownup.” I turned my back on him as I stepped out of the elevator and almost ran into Friday, who was leaning against the wall just outside. “The hell?”

“Oh, hey,” Friday said. He looked like he was trying to be casual, but also in a lot of pain. Again.

“Are you waiting for me?” I asked.

“Actually, I’m waiting for him,” Friday said, nodding at Chapman as the CEO stepped, a little carefully, out of the elevator behind me. “We have things to discuss.”

Chapman’s eyebrows went into the stratosphere this time. “We do?” He looked at me with great uncertainty, then back to Friday. “Who are you?”

“I’m an influencer and a power user of your network,” Friday said, pulling a wadded-up piece of what looked like a gum wrapper out of his pocket. “I have some design features I’d like to request.”

Chapman’s face scrunched up, going from surprise to confusion to slight irritation and back again, so swiftly. “I’m not really taking suggestions right—”

“First,” Friday said, reading straight off his gum wrapper, “I need a feature where people who are being saucy little bitches can be slapped accordingly through their device. Included is a list of the people I feel deserve first honor once this is implemented. Maybe you can shock them a few times during the beta, I don’t know.”

I glanced at the names written on the gum wrapper: Valerie Griffith, Greg Vanatter, Stephanie Rose McDonnell, Julia Fritts. “Who are these people?” I asked.

“Championship Shitposters,” Friday said. “And perfect test subjects for a bitch slapping.”

Chapman boggled at that for a few seconds, but managed to get his mental footing fairly quickly, I thought. “Ours is a digital platform. I don’t know how you could implement that sort of...thing.” He said the last with such disdain you’d think he was talking about poop he’d gotten on his shoe.

“It’s pretty simple, really,” Friday said airily. “Maybe an electrical shock or something through the phone or mouse or touchscreen. That’s as good as a slap. Or at least good enough for our purposes here.”

“You know,” I said, “I realize it’s basically impossible, but I actually like that idea, personally. Sometimes shit-talkers really need a good slap so they remember that there are real-world consequences for running their stupid mouths.”

Chapman met my gaze and looked pained for a second. “That...is not a feature we would implement, even if we could. We’re into minimizing harm, see—”

“No,” Friday said, “you’re into bitchifying the world, you mean.”

Chapman did not answer back quickly this time. His eyes shifted around, processing what Friday had said. “That’s...not a word.”

“It is,” Friday said. “Because I just made it up, and it’s totally kittens.”

“Come on, Friday,” I said, seizing him by the sleeve and tugging him away. “Let’s leave Mr. Chapman to his very serious business.”

“But I have like ten more suggestions here—” Friday said, yanked off balance by my move. He clutched his guts as I pulled him along, and barely managed to stay upright. “Okay,” he whispered, pain just seeping out of him.

“Oh,” I said, pulling a Columbo and turning around one last time. “Could you, perchance, give me a list of the projects you keep in that black vault that Grendel was going for?”

Chapman’s eyes went wide. “Absolutely not. And even if I did, you wouldn’t understand what they were.”

I felt a sloppy, placid smile come across my face. “Of course I wouldn’t,” I said, the color red seeping into my vision.

“I didn’t mean it like that,” Chapman said.

“If I may ask one last question,” I said, keenly aware his security was all on high alert at this point, watching me, fingers lingering around the triggers of their weapons, ready to pull them and go to town on me if things kept trending downward in this conversation, “where were you during this entire...incident?”

“I was following lockdown procedures,” Chapman said, drawing himself up and adjusting his shirt. “In my office, with the door closed.”

“All aquiver, I’m sure,” I said, keeping that smile just draped across my smug face. “With worry for your people, I mean.” And I dragged Friday out of there, leaving Chapman without a clapback, the look on his face worth whatever blowback might come from Washington at his behest.
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“I don’t think he was very happy with you,” Friday said, stutter-stepping his way along, partially bent over as he hobbled along the concourse.

“Are you operating under the delusion that I give a damn what some flaccid Silicon Valley wanker thinks of me?” I asked, rolling my shoulder to see if the numbness had left yet. It hadn’t, but it was getting better.

“I don’t know, man,” Friday said, “I feel like you should worry at least a little. You know what they call these guys out here? The ones who run things?”

“‘Dipshits’?” I asked. “‘Maladjusted turds who probably deserved to have their lunch money stolen while receiving their daily atomic wedgies’?”

“No, but that’s a great name for them,” Friday said, then looked around quickly. “In private, I mean. But no, they call them...‘The Masters of the Universe.’”

“They better watch out or Mattel is going to sue their asses for ripping off their show and toy brand.”

“Heh, that show was totally kittens,” Friday said. “Hey, wasn’t it before your time?”

“I have Wikipedia, Netflix, and a lot of free time between cases,” I said, not slowing down, making him keep up with my hurried pace. We were now passing the auditorium, and I could see Veronika lingering near the door, an EMT helping her with a wad of gauze held to her forehead. Phinneus, Kristina and the dude with the exceptionally hipster taste in clothing were all lingering nearby like the world’s most obtrusive and poorly matched set of backup dancers.

“Heh,” Friday said, still clutching his side. “Look at those guys. They look like a terrible music group from the early 2000s.”

I cringed, and he caught me, so I felt compelled to say, “Yeah, I was thinking something similar.”

“You know what I was thinking?” Veronika called to me from behind the wad of gauze the EMT was taping to her forehead.

“No, but I have a feeling I’m about to hear it,” I said. “At full volume, no less.”

“I was thinking I wouldn’t be suffering a near migraine right now if not for your pet moron,” Veronika said, pushing the EMT’s hand out of the way. She looked really hot under the collar, mostly at me for some reason.

I shrugged. “I don’t know what you want from me. I didn’t hit you. You can tell by the whole ‘still being alive’ thing.”

“You may have everyone else on the planet convinced you’re an unstoppable badass, Nealon,” Veronika said, “but I’ve seen you at your worst. You can’t blow smoke at me—”

“Veronika, I’m an FBI agent,” I said. Not being a dude, she didn’t feel the need to get all up in my face like a gangsta while she was slinging her anger and offering the start of some threats. She did it at a distance, smartly.

“Like I give a shit,” she said, now on her feet. “Because I’ve always been such a stickler for abiding by laws.”

“You might want to start, at least around me,” I said. “I’d really hate to have to arrest you.”

“Try it, Nealon,” she said, her hands glowing blue. “Because I’m in the kind of mood where I wouldn’t mind burning a fresh hole in you.”

“Wow, that was kind of hot,” Friday said. “I think that was a metaphor for lesbian stuff.”

“It’s not a metaphor for anything, dunce,” Veronika said, and shoved her hand into the wall behind her, burning through it with plasma, then dousing the heat.

“You’re just lucky that damage to private property isn’t a federal crime,” I said, nodding at the hole she’d just left. “Otherwise I’d have to drag you in right now.” Her eyes burned at me. “Stay out of my way, Veronika. You and your little crew of private mercs.” I looked at each of them in turn. “I don’t have any beef with any of you, but if Veronika tries to lead you into lawbreaking in my path, you should really disregard the bullshit she’s spewing about me being weak and remember what’s happened to all the mercenaries who came before you. Because you all seem nice, and it’d be a shame if you ended up on the wrong side of the soil.”

“Also, we would kill you,” Friday said. “With our fists. Except Veronika. Because she would probably enjoy fis—”

I elbowed Friday in his wounded ribs and heard the breath go out of him before he could complete his breathtakingly tasteless statement. “Stay out of trouble and I’ll stay out of your way as much as possible.” I started past them, but didn’t dare look away from Veronika, whose cool had officially been lost.

“This ain’t over, Nealon,” Veronika called after. “We have a job to do. I’m bringing in that Grendel, over his dead body. And that of anyone else who gets in my way.”

“Then I guess we both know where the other stands,” I said, walking backward away from her, still keeping my eyes on hers. “But when you get in my way, you better be ready. Because in spite of my current job, I’m still not much for taking prisoners.”

“And I’m not much for taking shit,” Veronika shouted after me.

“Me neither,” I said, but a lot quieter.

“I don’t understand either of you,” Friday said. “I’m all about taking shits.” He clutched his stomach. “I think I feel one coming on now, in fact.”

“Try not to do it on yourself—or the limo,” I said, putting on a brave face in spite of what had just happened. Veronika was no pushover. Neither were Phinneus or Kristina, and I suspected that skinny jeans dude was right in their category, toughness-wise.

Which meant now, not only was I facing Grendel, but at least four of the hardest metas around.

“Seriously, I should find a toilet now,” Friday said, still holding himself around the midsection. “Imagine if I could take a toilet selfie here, in Instaphoto’s and Socialite’s headquarters! Posting a photo to a social network from within the headquarters of that social network. Super meta, on an artistic basis. I bet it’d get a billion likes.”

And this was my only backup.
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“Looks like you survived,” Mendelsohn said, hurrying up to greet us as we approached the limo. Friday had found his bathroom and, presumably, posted his bathroom selfie. I sure as hell wasn’t going to confirm it.

“With nothing but a little arm numbness and a hell of a lot of bruising to the midsection, surprisingly,” I said, glancing at Mendelsohn. He seemed just a little relieved, and rushed to open the door for us both.

“I suffered a lot more for this victory,” Friday said, hurling himself into the limo so hard it shook. “But I got an audience to make myself heard with Jaime Chapman, so I feel like it was worth suffering. Suffering is temporary, after all, but greatness—well, that’s forever.”

“Suffering does not have to be temporary,” I said, sliding into the limo and plopping down on the back seat. “It can be a continuous state. See also, ‘despair,’ or ‘Coldplay, listeners to.’”

“That’s really harsh,” Friday said. “I know it’s unpopular sentiment, but I like Coldplay. And Nickelback. I’m just going to put that out there, because it’s always the next shitty thing people say when they’re acting like serious critics and dissing music other people enjoy.”

“Why don’t you make it a trifecta and share your feelings about Taylor Swift?” I asked, slumping back against the seat, careful not to disturb my wounded arm.

“I liked her earlier work,” Friday said, affecting a very serious tone. “Her self-titled debut album had a very fresh sound and a sweet earnestness to it. The follow-up, Fearless, includes some real classics like the title track, Love Story and Shoulda Said No, all of which I totally heart. Her third album went a little poppy but stayed true to her roots and kept it close to the heart with the instant-classic Mean. The fourth and fifth albums, Red and 1987, were like an evolution followed by a revolution, but I’m not really sure what to make of her artistic intentions surrounding her most recent release, Reputation.” He paused, suddenly pensive. “Also, I don’t really like the first single for some reason, Look What You Made Me Do. It just hits my ears wrong.” He looked right at me. “You know what I mean?”

I blinked a few times at his oddly scholarly analysis of the collected works of Taylor Swift. “Uhm. Sort of.” All I could think was that this was a guy who was preparing to release a single titled Droppin’ Deuces, and my brain did not feel prepared on any level to accept him as a serious critic or artist.

Yet here he was, saying weird shit that bordered on reflective analysis. Even as big as a Honda Odyssey, Friday was still occasionally a surprise.

“I can tell you’ve really put some thought into that,” Mendelsohn said. He was clearly almost as dumbstruck as I was by what had just come out of Friday’s mouth.

The next sentence cleared it all up for us, though. “Come on, guys,” Friday said. “If you’re looking at becoming one of the hugest superstars in the business, how can you not take a serious look at the trends over the last few years, and the staying power of a star like Taylor Swift? I mean, really, that’s like elementary school studies for someone who wants to be in the music biz.”

I looked at Mendelsohn; he looked back at me. This was awkward, because what did you say to follow that up? “So, what actually happened in there?” Mendelsohn asked, probably sparing us from a deeper critique of Taylor Swift’s career.

“Veronika and a crew of meta-powered mercs, apparently hired by the Inquest CEOs, showed up mid-fight,” I said. “They weren’t intending to help us, because apparently their job was to kill or possibly stop Grendel, but they ended up being a nice distraction at a needed moment.”

“Well, that’s good,” Mendelsohn said amiably.

“Except now Veronika is super pissed at us,” Friday said. “I think she’s really serious about vengeance. And you know how these lesbians hold grudges.”

Mendelsohn and I both gawked at him. Mendelsohn got the obvious question out first, and more politely than I would have: “How...exactly does a lesbian grudge differ from that of anyone else?”

“Because they have not been satisfied by a man, their anger is prodigious and unquenchable,” Friday said matter-of-factly. Except he was not speaking anything approaching an established fact.

“Ermagerd,” I said, because I really didn’t have any words other than that.

“That’s really offensive,” Mendelsohn said.

“Why are you offended by that?” Friday asked. “Are you a lesbian?”

“You don’t have to be a lesbian to be offended by a blatantly defamatory statement like that,” Mendelsohn said. “Especially one which has no basis in reality.”

Friday waved a hand at him like swatting a bothersome fly. “This is just common knowledge. Everyone knows that lesbians are angry.”

“I don’t think that’s true,” I said. “Nor do I think most people even believe that.”

“Well I can’t help that they want to ignore science,” Friday said.

“Okay, well, I don’t think there’s a lot of point in arguing with Banky Edwards,” I said. “Suffice to say that Veronika is upset not because she’s a lesbian but because Pastor Phelps here knocked her unconscious with a chair to the face.”

“That was an accident,” Friday said. “I couldn’t see her in the fog. Her shadow looked like Grendel.”

“I wouldn’t tell her that when next we meet,” I said, “because I don’t think mistaking her for a giant yellow monster, even in fog, is going to make her less mad at you.”

“I need to ask her about this lesbian anger thing,” Friday said. “I’m betting she’s going to back me up on this. Then you’re all going to be so embarrassed.”

I sighed. “If you share your ‘unifying field theory of lesbian anger’ with Veronika, I’m pretty sure she’s going to take your balls as trophies.”

Friday just nodded. “Which will totally confirm the theory. It’s science.”

“This is not what science actually looks like.” Mendelsohn was just shaking his head. “It’s a sample size of one, no control group—this is what you would call anecdotal evidence. And also justified, whatever she does to you.” Mendelsohn grimaced. “I’d be careful where you air these ‘theories’ of yours.”

“Yeah, sure,” Friday said, taking out his phone. Conversation over, I guess. “Whatever.”

“What happened to Grendel?” Mendelsohn asked, settling back in his seat and crossing his legs.

“I ripped his arm off and used it to disembowel him,” I said, about as casually as I could given the content of the message I was delivering.

Mendelsohn, to his credit, took it almost in stride, just a hint of eyebrow raising. “Oh. Well, that’s good, I guess? Given what he’s done thus far?”

“It’d have been better if he died,” I said. “He got away, though. Left a trail of blood as he fled, though, so maybe on the bright side, we’ll get something from that.”

Mendelsohn nodded. “Nothing on his motives, though?”

I shook my head. “Not much. His target was some sort of R&D group inside the Socialite HQ, I guess?” I shrugged. “Chapman wasn’t too keen on sharing what they had cooking in there, though he listed two examples before he closed down: ‘advanced algorithmic improvements’ and AI.”

Mendelsohn’s face creased in a complete frown. “He wouldn’t give you the specifics, but he told you that? That’s not nothing.”

“I think he was caught by surprise at the target, at first,” I said. “He ended up being more candid with me than he might have if I hadn’t caught him flatfooted about that being what Grendel was after. He sure clammed up later.” Now it was my turn to make a face. “You were right: the consensus thinking among his smart set is that I’m an uneducated moron. Which is maybe why he shared those first two things with me—why hold back in front of an idiot who thinks ‘AI’ probably stands for ‘Anal Insertion’ or something similarly frivolous?”

“There’s nothing frivolous or fun about entering through an exit,” Friday said, looking up from tapping on his phone. “You don’t drive on a one-way street. It’s dangerous. Deadly, even. That’s science, too.”

“You are just full of the most interesting quaint notions,” I said. “Please go back to your text message or whatever you’re up to. I promise I’ll wake you if anything important happens.”

Friday grunted and went back to whatever he was doing.

Mendelsohn looked at me a little pityingly, which I don’t think Friday caught. “This picture is getting more interesting the longer that you dig at what this Grendel wants. I mean, the rate at which we’re seeing diverse objectives for him crop up makes it infinitely more complex to solve, but still...fascinating.”

“I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself, Mr. Spock,” I said. “Care to distill any of these ‘complex thoughts’ into a working theory of what he’s actually after?”

Mendelsohn’s eyes went wide, like he was trying to compute it. “Well, I had a theory that he was, indeed, working on pieces of a learning AI that could be paired with robotic technology.” He ticked off points on his fingers. “Good, solid servers from our van in San Fran, the algorithm from QuantiFIE up in Queens, robotics from the Inquest affiliate in Chicago. Now we go off the rails a bit here on the last two ‘heists,’ mainly because we don’t know exactly what he got from Inquest, nor what his target was here, but still...”

“What would you do with a robot with AI?” I asked.

“This is what I don’t understand,” Mendelsohn said. “You’re Grendel. Eight, ten feet tall, nearly invincible. Why would you need a robot with AI?”

“What does anyone need a robot with AI for?” I asked.

“There are many applications, actually,” Mendelsohn said. “I mean, long-term, robotics paired with a solid, base-level AI could be used to automate countless tasks, dangerous or monotonous ones, that humans do on a regular basis. Mining. Space exploration. Manufacturing work. There’s real value in assembling the pieces of what Grendel appears to be cobbling together, at least under this theory.” He scratched his chin. “But there’s holes in it, too. Why bother? If you’re Grendel.”

“Clearly he’s building an army,” Friday said, unprompted, and without looking up from his phone. “An unstoppable army of robots to be his friends and help him conquer the world. Like Ultron.”

“That’s a little grandiose,” I said. “Even for a nerd like Grendel.”

Mendelsohn sat up a little. “That’s an interesting supposition. What makes you think he’s a nerd?”

I felt a little poleaxed with that one, blinked a couple times. “Well...I talked with him before our fight began. I guess maybe that’s maybe the impression I walked away with. I mean, his thing after he gets these powers is to break into tech companies and raid some seriously deep tech items. To me, that suggests he’s got a level of understanding and knowhow for this branch of technology that’s above average, or at least greatly above the layman’s average. Ergo, he’s at least a little bit of a geek.”

“Well reasoned, I think,” Mendelsohn said, sinking into thought.

“Also, there’s another thing that’s leading me to that conclusion,” I said, finally finding a way to put words to a thought that had been brewing in my mind, all part of the largely unspoken investigative soup that seemed to be churned in my guts, leading me in whatever direction I typically went. “The revenge motive is real. This is a personal thing for him. Whatever stake Grendel has in this, he’s not just a hired hand, like Veronika.” I took a breath, steadying myself. “Someone in this play has truly wronged him, at least in his mind.”

“Who do you think it is?” Mendelsohn asked.

“I don’t know,” I said, shaking my head. “But whoever it is, they either have no idea it’s coming, or they must be hella powerful.”

“Interesting thread,” Mendelsohn said, smiling just slyly enough that I knew he had a pretty solid idea of how I was coming to that conclusion. Then he asked, testing me: “Why do you think that?”

“Because they’d have to be, to justify all the effort he’s going through,” I said, putting to words a dark thought, with an even more frightening implication. “Powerful enough that a nearly indestructible monster doesn’t want to come at them head on.” And that thought left me with a little bit more chill in my bones as I wondered just who could be powerful enough to scare Grendel off.
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Friday

 

Ok u guys, Friday typed, got a srs issue that needs an answer! I say lesbians are angrier than ur straight lady who gets regularly laid! which is y gay dudes are the happiest men (duh, it’s science—gay means happy) they r getting much needed vitamin D in their lives!! And don’t give me that anti-science BS about plastic artificial dongs—we all know all natural and organic is the only healthy way to do things!!! and that includes the real D!!!!!!!!

He surveyed the post for only a moment before hashtagging it with the usuals and hitting the SHARE button.

Boom. That’d keep his audience engaged. Probably not go viral, though, with such a simple and unassuming question. He’d have to find another way to keep pushing the boundaries on that subject.
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Veronika

 

“These aren’t the results I’m paying you for,” Berniece Adams said, head down, eyes up, brow furrowed so that she looked a little like a pissed-off hedgehog glaring out of her hole.

Veronika had dealt with scarier bitches in her time, though, so she just took it in stride. “I didn’t go in there seeking to get planted in the face by Sienna Nealon’s sidekick, either, but I did, and here we are.”

“I knew that guy was an idiot from the second I laid eyes on him,” Berniece said, blowing air through colorless lips. “You shouldn’t let him get in your way.”

Veronika thought about picking up the chair in front of Berniece’s desk and tossing it at her just to see how well she could dodge it, even without the steamy fog in the Socialite auditorium, but that was probably a little over the line.

Berniece caught her looking, though, and broke into a grin. Leaning forward, putting her elbows on her desk, she said, “Do it. Please.”

Veronika stared at the chair, then back to Berniece. “Why? You got a death wish?”

Berniece just grinned. “Do it.”

Veronika started to. She picked up the chair in one hand, lifted it, brandished it. Then she let it slide back down. “You’re paying me to protect you. I’m not killing you. It’s the opposite of what I’m paid to do.”

Berniece’s eyes narrowed in consideration. “Hollister. If I die in the next few minutes, you make sure Veronika gets paid for an entire year. Hell, two years. Hol? You hear me?”

Hollister kept his head down, but sort of spasmed a couple times where he was sitting. Didn’t turn around, though. “Keep paying her even after she kills you. Got it.”

Berniece just smiled. “There you go. Job security. Now...throw it at me. Like you mean it.”

I do mean it, Veronika thought, but she didn’t say it. Instead she grabbed the chair, lifted it up—

And lobbed it at Berniece. Not too hard. It floated through the air like an oversized—

Berniece snatched it out of the air one-handed and shot it back at Veronika—

Veronika barely dodged out of the way in time. The chair hit the far wall and disintegrated into a shower of wood and cloth, like it had never been a cohesive object at all.

“Well, well,” Kristina said, looking up from her nails. No one had said a word this whole time, but even Phinneus had a raised eyebrow. Chase, too, from where she stood by Hollister. Mostly because in their months of guarding these two, there hadn’t even been a hint that—

“You’re a meta,” Veronika said, peeling herself off the carpet and giving her pants a good brush down. Between this and the incident in the auditorium, they needed a serious dry cleaning. “All this time?”

“Duh,” Berniece said, smirking. “And not just me.” She picked up a paperweight off the desk and heaved it at the back of Hollister’s head—

Before Chase could cry out and throw herself in front of it, Hollister turned and snatched it out of the air with a perfect catch. He set it gently upon his work bench, then went back to whatever he was doing, mumbling something to himself the entire time.

“What the hell do you need us for, then?” Chase asked, her lightsaber hand’s glow already fading back into her sleeve.

“That’s a question I’m asking myself after today,” Berniece said, smile frozen in place. She locked eyes with Veronika. “So...if you want that money I just mentioned, maybe stop dicking around? Because I’m not going to just sit here forever and take your bullshit in stride.” She tapped the desk with a perfectly manicured nail. “I want this job done. I want that thing dead. I want anyone who gets in your way to get steamrolled out of it.” She sat back. “You hearing me?”

Veronika just nodded. To hell with Nealon, anyway. She owed as much loyalty to Sienna as Sienna had showed her at this point. “I’ll get it done,” she said. Then she fed a glance around the room, making sure—they were all nodding, even Chase. “We’ll get it done. Whatever it takes.”
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Sienna

 

Wittman Capital was buzzing when Mendelsohn and I popped in. Friday had asked us to drop him at the hotel, which I was only too happy to do. He was still hunched over, anyway, so I doubted his utility in a fight at the moment.

Plus, I’d last seen Grendel with his own arm stuffed into his guts. God willing, the fighting portion of our day was over.

I checked a status update text from the head of the FBI Task Force here in SiliValley, which was a name I had probably not been the first to apply to this place, then pocketed my phone. I followed Mendelsohn over to his desk in the far corner of the open room, next to high-strung Kelvin, who was looking at us sideways during our whole approach.

Mendelsohn ignored him, not out of malice, I suspected, but because he looked deep in thought. “Have a seat,” he said, waving vaguely to the chair in front of his desk.

I did so, looking into Cam Wittman’s office behind him. Wittman was at his desk, staring at a tablet computer. When he saw me looking, he not so casually hit a button and his windows tinted so I couldn’t see him anymore. It wasn’t the first time I got a strange vibe from him, but maybe he was just really into his privacy right now. Watching porn or something.

Another text buzzed my jacket and I pulled it out. 

Ugh. Request for a written report on the Inquest and Socialite events from Shaw. Bleh. I pocketed the phone without even bothering to answer. I hated writing reports, and as far as I knew, I hadn’t even done the one from the incident back in Queens yet. Which meant I’d really be working to clear a deluge of them when I finally got around to this least-favored part of the job.

But for now, ignoring Shaw’s texts seemed the better course. Couldn’t write it if I hadn’t seen his communique, after all. I had a similar policy about checking my email, which was why my inbox presently had over a thousand unopened emails.

“I might need a little time to think and work on some alternative possibilities for the components Grendel has stolen,” Mendelsohn said, sitting back in his chair and looking up at the ceiling pensively. He’d been thinking for a good long while now, really working on the problem in his head.

“Yeah, that’s fine,” I said. “I might take a little time and work through a few loose ends, anyway.”

“What kind of loose ends?” Mendelsohn asked, and once again he seemed completely focused on me, whatever he’d been contemplating just chucked aside in favor of giving me his undivided attention. In my experience, rare indeed was the man who offered that kind of active listening.

“Something about Inquest is bothering me,” I said. “Their CEOs were all happy-go-lucky and willing to help when their affiliate in Chicago was hit. But the minute Grendel came to their campus here—”

“They became uncooperative.” Mendelsohn nodded.

“They hired meta mercs and turned them loose on him,” I said, “then shut us out. That’s not a normal reaction.”

Mendelsohn was nodding along. “Counterpoint—maybe his attack on their campus provoked an emotional response rooted in their feelings of breached safety. A sort of tumble down Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, if you will.”

“Right,” I said, doing a little nodding of my own. “Before they were self-actualized, working on problems that sustenance level farmers couldn’t even contemplate, all their basic needs met, and then suddenly, the house comes crashing down and they acted—well, rashly.”

“Exactly,” Mendelsohn said. “And in a way that lacks rationality.”

“Sort of a reciprocal, revenge footing,” I said. “I could see that. People act in weird ways all the time, especially when something of a traumatic event comes home to roost. But—” I shook my head “—I can’t shake the feeling there’s something else going on there.”

“Okay,” Mendelsohn said. “Do you mind if I ask what the basis is for your thinking in this regard?”

Once again, he forced me to speak aloud the gut-level reasoning I was going through. “Brittle Bruce.”

Mendelsohn blinked. “The security guy at Inquest?”

I nodded. “His reaction was very strange, standing in the midst of what was an obvious and odd situation. He’s hiding something; I’d stake my badge on it.” I glanced down at the leather badge case hanging on my belt next to my holster, where I’d had to move the backup Glock up to primary position after leaving my main pistol at the Socialite crime scene as evidence. “Not that my badge necessarily means all that much to me...”

“What would you do about it?” Mendelsohn asked as Kelvin buzzed around to his desk across the aisle that led to Wittman’s office. He was watching us with slightly suspicious eyes, his cheeks a reddish shade.

I watched Kelvin as he watched Mendelsohn, and a vague suspicion formed in my head. “Hey, Kelvin. Do you know Bruce, the head of security over at Inquest?”

He stiffened, looking almost scandalized. “How would I know—” He started to puff up, outraged, then let out a long breath and sagged. “Yes.”

Mendelsohn blinked twice. “How did you leap to that conclusion?”

“When he watches you normally, he’s jealous of the fact that you’re in a higher status and moneymaking position than he is,” I said, shrugging apologetically at Kelvin. “This time when I caught him looking, it was because he was interested in what we were discussing, and his reactions changed the second I mentioned Bruce.” I looked at Kelvin. “How do you know him?”

“He’s my cousin,” Kelvin said, sighing again. “And an idiot. He only got that job because Mr. Wittman did me a favor.”

I frowned. “How did Mr. Wittman get him a job at Inquest?”

“Mr. Wittman is on Inquest’s board of directors,” Mendelsohn said. “And Socialite’s, for that matter.”

“Right. This incestuous town,” I said. “Isn’t that a conflict of interest? Inquest and Socialite both have search engines.”

Mendelsohn nodded. “And Inquest once attempted a social network feature that didn’t pan out. Lots of Silicon Valley companies have overlap to some degree. Features, directors, CEOs. It happens. Conflicts of interest are declared when applicable and we move on.”

“Hm,” I said, and looked back at Kelvin. “Are you on good enough terms with Bruce that you could set me up a meeting with him? I need to ask some pointed questions.”

He contemplated it for a few seconds, then sighed once more. “Sure. He owes me, anyway.” Then he pulled out his phone and dialed, walking away as he held it up to his ear.

“That was impressive,” Mendelsohn said. “A very interesting chain of reasoning there, and leading to a good result.”

“Thanks,” I said, trying to dismiss the praise. “But I wouldn’t go making a big deal out of it until it actually results in something other than a secretary calling his cousin for a meeting.”

“There are several things about what you did there that fascinate me,” Mendelsohn said, leaning back, resting his entire hand on his chin. “I really think that they’re getting a lot of things wrong about you, Ms. Nealon.”

“I told you, call me Sienna,” I said, doing my damnedest not to meet his gaze. “And I’m not going to bite on that. I really don’t want to know who ‘they’ are.”

“You know who ‘they’ are,” Mendelsohn said. “Because in this case, ‘they’ is everyone who’s forming a bad opinion of you based on an outdated and incorrect narrative.”

“Well, I don’t have all my life to go to war with them to try and straighten that out,” I said, checking my phone again. More texts, more heat from the boss. Man, Shaw was pissed. I didn’t dare unlock it. “I’ve got enough on my plate as it is.”

Kelvin came strolling over just then, a Post-it note in his hand, which he stuck to the desk in front of me. “You’re welcome,” he said, a little prissy.

I read it. It said Hot Grills Diner. Valley Springs, CA. 7:00 PM. Come in disguise. “Thank you,” I said, staring at the note. 

Come in disguise? What was the reasoning for that?

I glanced at Kelvin, but he said nothing, already back to whatever it was he did during the day. Whatever the reason for the disguise, though, I had a feeling this was important.
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Valley Springs was a convenient two hours away, in the Central Valley of California. To get there, I had to first circle the west side of the bay, then hit 580 over the coast ranges. Past that was a lovely stretch of rural America that could almost have been in the Carolinas or Colorado save for being just a little dustier at the sides of the road. Sure, there were differences, probably major ones, that a botanist would spot. But for me it was trees, hills, and long stretches of fields. Heartland. After spending the day in the quasi-suburban office park and part of the day before in the people-strewn cityscape of San Francisco, taking the limo out to the Central Valley was like a breath of fresh air for this people-fearing succubus.

I strolled into the Hot Grills Diner a little early, wearing a trench coat and a fedora, dark sunglasses and a raven wig. I probably looked like someone who was in disguise, but I tried to spice it up with a couple fake tattoos peeking out of my corset, which was partially hidden by my trench coat. My sunglasses were a lot more glamorous than the basic ones that Sienna Nealon typically sported. My whole look was more glam than usual, really, and I was wearing heels which completely changed my posture and gait.

Lucky for metahuman dexterity, too, because I felt like I was going to sprain my ankle every fifth step, honestly. I was excited for this meeting to be over because I had a change of clothes waiting in the car. I hadn’t even been wearing this stuff for that long and already I wanted to rip it all off and throw it in the garbage. Honestly, the lengths I go to in order to appease people. Someday I’ll stop being such a people pleaser.

Bruce was huddled in the corner of the diner with a steaming cup of coffee in front of him. He was looking around at the patronage of the place, which was pretty light and mostly limited to what looked like a couple farmers and a tech bro who was sitting at the counter, immersed in his phone. A waitress buzzed around wearing a traditional apron and dress. She was mid-40s, looked like she knew the score, and was wearing comfortable enough shoes that I knew she’d been doing this a long time and was probably over the bullshit but still good at her job.

“Get you something?” she asked, intercepting me halfway to Bruce.

“Milk,” I said, playing against type. I was, after all, dressed a little like a dominatrix or hooker. The dress pants probably left her guessing which I was. Vampire could also be a valid suggestion.

“Tall or short?” she asked, not missing a beat.

“Tall,” I said, and on I went. 

I slid into the booth across from Bruce, watching him fidget as I did so. 

He looked me over once, then nodded, apparently a decision made. “You look...different.”

“Do I pass?” I asked.

He looked me over again. “You pass for not being yourself, which is what I was looking for.” He smacked dry lips together. “Sorry. But I can’t be seen with Sienna Nealon. Not right now.”

“Hence the far, far, twelve-counties-out-of-the-way placement of the meeting,” I said, “and the reason I’m wearing a corset.”

His eyebrows hit the ceiling like one of the test-of-strength machines you hit with a sledgehammer. How had he not  noticed? My boobs felt like they were at my chin. “Really?”

“Yeah, I wanted to change my shape a little,” I said. “I think I had to break between four and six ribs to fit into it, but I do look different. Silhouette-wise, I mean.” Plus there was the hair.

His eyes seemed to creep just a little higher. “Did you really...break ribs?”

I rolled my eyes under my sunglasses. “No. But I will say, I’m not sure how these things came to be associated with sexiness, because getting frisky is about the last thing I have on my mind now that these things are binding my chest to the point I can barely breathe.”

“Oh, uhm,” Bruce said, and turned his attention back to his coffee. “Well...thank you for going through the trouble. Though you maybe could have just stopped at the wig and sunglasses.”

“I take disguise very seriously, Bruce,” I said. “Which is one of the reasons I never got caught by the FBI in the two years I was on the run. The other reason is that I take personal security very seriously. Yours and mine, in this case. So, you called for disguise, I come in disguise. You tell me to drive to the Central Valley—here I am. Make it worth my while?”

“I don’t know how much I can tell you,” he mumbled. This was where the rubber was going to meet the road.

“Look, it’s pretty obvious to me that you’ve got some things on your mind,” I said.

“Yeah, but whatever my little worries are, they’re not really FBI-type worries,” he said. Still mumbling, which suggested to me that not only were they FBI worries, they might be big-time FBI worries.

“Okay, that’s fair enough,” I said. “But you’ve got me here. And in costume. And with ribs that are really hurting me—”

“Do you need to go to the bathroom and adjust that thing, maybe?”

“I think that might actually break the ribs,” I said, doing a little fidgeting of my own. “Let me just ask you a question instead—what did Grendel steal from Inquest? That seems a simple enough thing to—”

“It’s not simple,” Bruce said, voice dropped to a whisper. “Not at all.”

“Well, how about something a little easier,” I said. “Whose workstation did he break into?”

Bruce paused, gauging the level of risk at telling me this. “Hannah Yang,” he finally said.

“Great,” I said. “What does Hannah do for Inquest?”

Bruce tightened up. I could hear his legs cross beneath the table, like he was girding himself for a kick in the balls. “I...can’t tell you that.”

“Fair enough,” I said, and pulled out my phone. I started tapping away at it.

Bruce peered at me in slight alarm. “What are you doing?”

“Checking LinkedIn for Hannah’s profile and current job title,” I said, not looking up from the phone. “It’s really amazing what people post online these days.”

Bruce deflated some. “She’s a programmer. Works on the site’s search functions.”

“That doesn’t really narrow it down for me, does it?” I asked, frowning at him.

This caused Bruce to tighten up more. A lot more. Immeasurably more, really, to the point where his ass might not let go of the bench seat he was on without a tranquilizer.

“Uh, Bruce?” I asked, watching him all the while. “Stop clenching, bud. You’re going to break something.”

“Sorry,” he said, but did not loosen up. Instead he took another swig of coffee and made a face, probably because it wasn’t fair trade organic with soy or whatever. “Look, the thing you have to know is—our CEO is crazy.”

“I thought you had two CEOs?” I asked. Of course I had a feeling that Berniece was the one wearing the pants in that place, but I figured this question might lead me somewhere interesting.

“Hollister is the brains—” Bruce pushed some hair out of his face “—but Berniece is everything else, including the brawn.”

“Does she scare you?” I asked.

“Hell yes, she scares me,”  Bruce said, looking around again. “Because she’s crazy. And not like, small-margin crazy, okay? Not ‘only wants brown M&Ms in her personal candy bowl’ crazy.” He lowered his voice. “She’s ‘break into your apartment and smother you in your sleep if you piss her off in some small way’ crazy. That kind.”

“Has she done that before?” I asked, trying to take that with a grain of salt. “Broken into someone’s—”

“There are rumors,” Bruce said, eyes darting. “And yeah, she broke into my apartment once. I turned off my phone for a night. Just needed some chill time after a rough week at the office. I woke up and she’s standing over me—”

“Damn, personal boundaries—”

“I know, right?” Bruce looked like he was ready to launch into the stratosphere. “She dragged me into the office. Not physically, but berated me until I came in to help deal with the ‘crisis.’” He made scare quotes with his fingers. “And it wasn’t even a crisis! It was my predecessor deciding to move on to a different company. But she wanted him locked out of everything, right then.” Snapped his fingers. “So I had to do it. At freaking three AM on a Friday night. Because she came into my locked apartment and woke me up looming over my bed.”

“Creepy,” I said, shivering a little. Berniece’s was not a face I’d want to wake up to, even if I leaned Veronika’s or Ariadne’s directions. Eyes too big, smile too nutty, manner too...overbearing, I think. “What did HR say?”

“She breaks into my apartment and hovers over me until I wake up, and you think I’m going to go to HR with it?” Bruce’s voice rose, straining in a whisper as he tried to contain his excess emotion.

“All right, fine, she’s crazy,” I said. “I get that. Sometimes bosses go a little nuts. Seems like out here in SiliValley, they might go a little ‘more so,’ you could say, since everything here appears pushed slightly to the extreme.”

“You can say that again,” he said, putting his head down in his hands. “That town is crazy. Makes me want to go home, but...”

I waited, adding only a “But...?” for prompting.

“But the money is too good,” Bruce said. “And what am I going to do back in Hutchinson, Kansas?” He threw up his hands. “I don’t know. I’m thinking about Austin. Texas, I mean. There’s a serious tech presence out there, but it’s not quite as nuts as here.” He shook his head again. “I just don’t know.”

“Bruce,” I said, softly, and he looked right at me. A lot of his emotion had been spent letting all that out, and by listening, I could feel that I’d let him unburden himself too. Reporters and spies had a name for this type of exchange—seduce and betray. Well, I’d done a good portion of the seduce part just by listening. “What did Grendel steal from Inquest?” I reached out and took his hand, trying to be reassuring. My leather gloves brushed wet, sweaty palms, but wearing these meant at least I didn’t have to worry about killing him.

“You look like a dominatrix,” Bruce said, slumping. He was drained just by that simple admission, didn’t even squawk at me holding his hand.

“Well, I’m not going to crack a whip on you like one,” I said, hoping that was the right thing to say. And it was better than looking like a hooker, though maybe he was being kind by not saying that.

Bruce let out a low, almost pained chuckle, then settled into a few seconds of silence. “He stole the algorithm. For search. The main one.”

“Okay,” I said. “That doesn’t seem so bad—”

“Oh, it’s bad,” Bruce said, looking around once again. As though the farmers, the dude at the counter, or the long-term waitress were going to spring up and slaughter him before he could deliver his message here.

“Here’s your milk,” the waitress said, swinging in unprompted. She didn’t have her order pad out, which told me she was checking in. “You guys planning to order dinner? Or you just having some drinks?”

“Not sure yet,” I said, smiling at her from behind my shades. I’d altered my voice to go higher here and more sweet, match the outfit. “Mind giving us a few more minutes?”

“Take your time,” she said, and she was gone like a flash.

“Bruce—” I started to say.

“The algorithm is shit,” he said, and his voice broke as it rushed out.

I blinked, not quite sure how to take that. “Uhh. When you say ‘shit,’ do you mean—”

“It couldn’t find chicken in a grocery store fridge case,” Bruce said, eyes darting furiously now. “It couldn’t find oil in the middle of a refinery. It’s a scam, a bullshit thing—”

I shook my head. “Inquest is the number one search engine by traffic in the world—”

Now it was Bruce’s turn to shake his head. “No. It’s really not. Because the algorithm is shit, and anyone who uses it for one search knows it’s not that good.” His eyes flashed around the room. “Those numbers are a scam, the algorithm is a pile of dog crap, and the fact is that Grendel—whoever he is—has it now—well, he’s going to know.” Bruce swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing madly. “And Berniece is terrified that this means everyone is going to know it soon, too.”


 

 

 

 

64.

 

 

“Okay, hold on, explain this to me,” I said, trying to wrap my head around what Bruce had just dropped on me. Inquest, the highest-traffic search engine in the world, was a scam?

I thumped an elbow on the table and accidentally splashed some of my milk over the edge of the glass. Scrambling, I grabbed napkins and started to mop it up while Bruce sat there, eyes shifting like crazy, as though he were going to get attacked, and trying to compose himself while I cleaned up my mess.

When I got done, he still hadn’t elaborated. So I probed. “How does a search engine climb to the top of the world traffic rankings,” I said, drawing out my words, casting a look around to make sure no one was paying attention to us and trying to get Bruce to re-engage after he’d spent himself and all his courage in that last revelation, “in the middle of Silicon Valley, without...y’know, getting exposed?”

Bruce looked like he wanted to swallow his tongue, but eventually coughed up two words: “Traffic assignment.”

I tried to figure out what that meant. It sounded vaguely familiar, though for all I knew it was from my various policing classes. I’d learned to direct traffic at some point, hadn’t I? “Explain,” I said, though, for clarity’s sake.

“It means another site assigns you their unique page visits,” Bruce said, somehow getting that out around the mountainous anxiety that was apparently built up within him. “News companies use it to inflate their visitor numbers for venture capital purposes. Let’s say their actual site gets six million visitors a month. They buy the traffic from other sites, clickbait ones and whatnot, with lots of listicles broken down into individual pictures. Each counts as a unique visit or page view.” His eyes dashed around the room, and you would have thought he was selling me nuclear codes instead of cluing me in on what sounded the lowest stakes, dumbest scam since somebody came up with the Pet Rock. “They buy up, say, another six million views from these sites and—boom. Now they have twelve million, even though that additional six million never actually went to their site.”

“Okay, that’s gross, but how does that fit with Inquest?” I asked. “You’re telling me half their traffic comes from somewhere other than their own site...?”

Bruce lowered his eyes. “Yes. Berniece bought up—oh, I don’t know, two, three dozen smaller, niche search engines. Then bought a ton of ad space to raise our visibility, get our name out there, even though our algorithm is horse shit for finding things compared to a lot of our competitive set.” His entire posture had moved into this defensive, hunched-over, turtle-like position. I feared he was going to wake up with a lot of neck pain tomorrow unless he did some yoga to loosen up later. “Now she can proclaim we’re number one, which brings in a whole bunch more traffic, but it’s not because we’re the best. We actually suck.” His voice fell to a guilty whisper. “We’re number one thanks to smoke, mirrors and marketing.”

“That’s true in a lot of fields, though, isn’t it?” I asked. “I mean, I read a feature a few years ago that basically said the New York Times Bestseller list is total horseshit. That it’s whatever they want it to be that week. That they’ll punt books they don’t like off it. Hell, they even created a children’s list to keep the Harry Potter books from dominating.”

“Maybe it is like that elsewhere, I don’t know,” Bruce said. “But I’ll tell you this—there’s a lot of talk around the Valley about how Inquest pulled this off. It’s kind of a coup. And no one’s really figured it out yet, exactly, or if they have, they’re not talking where we’ve heard them. If Berniece knew I was letting the cat out of the bag...” He shuddered. “I don’t know what she’d do. Kill me, maybe.”

“That’s a little dramatic, don’t you think?” I asked.

“No!” Bruce whispered. “Do you know how much money came her way—our way—after we took the number one spot? Because I don’t, but I have an inkling, and it’s a number that ends in ‘billion.’ Everyone wants to work with a winner, and second prize is worth a hell of a lot less. Advertisers don’t want to pay as much if you’re number two.”

For some reason—Friday—the bass line to Droppin’ Deuces began to fire off in my head. What an unfortunate time for that to happen.

“So if Grendel stole the algorithm,” I said, trying to work through the logical conclusions of this—

“If he is in the industry at all,” Bruce said, “he’s going to know very quickly that we’re a paper tiger.”

My phone buzzed and I checked it. Text from Shaw, partially obscured, all caps. I ignored it. It buzzed again a second later, and I rolled my eyes, hitting the button to silence it after I noticed Bruce get even more agitated as he lost my full attention. “Sorry,” I said, throwing it back in my jacket. “My boss is on some kind of tear. I think he needs more fiber in his diet.”

“I need to get back,” Bruce said, standing up, almost dinging his knee as he did so. “Who knows what’s happened while I was gone? For all I know, Berniece has broken into my apartment again, looking for me.”

“Wouldn’t she call first?” I asked. 

“I have no idea,” Bruce said, close to a moan.

“Can I make a suggestion?” I asked, trying to keep a quiet, sensitive approach to him in his place of despair. “Dude, you’re wrecked from all this. Get out while you can. Kansas has gotta seem pretty good right now compared to this pressure you’re under. Or Austin. Whatever.” I waved a hand over him. “You keep living like this and Berniece is going to kill you even if she doesn’t do the deed herself. Heart conditions and strokes are no joke, Bruce. Silent killers.”

“You’re right,” he said quietly. He stood there for a second, seemingly trying to make a decision. “One last thing.” He leaned over and jotted something down on a napkin, then stood up and presented it to me. “Here.”

I took it from him carefully, afraid it might tear. It had words on it: 23837 Hidden Hills Drive, Mountain View. 2 AM tonight.

Looking from the napkin to him, I asked, “What is this?”

“I don’t know, exactly,” Bruce said, letting out a breath. “All I know is that it’s important to Berniece.”

I frowned at the address and time. “Is it a meeting?”

“Maybe?” Bruce shrugged. “It’s like a social event, I think? Skull and Bones type club, maybe? For the big deals in SiliValley.” He managed a chuckle. “I kind of like that name. That’s growing on me.” He pointed at the napkin again. “I don’t know if it’s related to any of this, but here’s what I do know—they go religiously. Every week. And it’s super secret.” Bruce looked around one last time. “I gotta go.”

“Get out while you can, Bruce,” I said, looking at the napkin.

“That’s good advice,” he said, heading for the door. He paused there, before opening it, and looked back at me. “You should take it, too.” He shook his head. “Nothing good comes from this place...these people. I mean...think about your ribs.”

And with that, he left, disappearing into the dark, leaving me—somehow—with still more questions that I didn’t have answers to.

And also, aching ribs, because this corset was literally killing me. God. The things I do for my work.
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Friday

 

“This has been a good day, team,” Friday said into his camera, recording the last Instaphoto vid of the day. “Rock on. Sleep well. Hit the gym hard. Kill your quads. And get your protein intake balanced. Gainnnnnnnnnnnnzville, bros! Later!” And he signed off.

Friday let out a long breath. He was alone in his hotel room, stomach not quietly back to business as usual, but better than it had been this afternoon. He was bruised, though, hardcore, from the fight at Socialite. Definitely so bruised that the tasteful nude selfies thing had to be put on hold. Maybe tomorrow.

He stood and stretched. He’d had a killer jam session earlier, really cranking it. He’d worked on the follow-up single to Droppin’ Deuces, which he thought he was going to call either Yellow Paralyzer or maybe Bustin’ Guts and Nuts. It had a more gangsta rap feel to it right now, which made him lean in the direction of the latter. But it was still up in the air, creatively. Lots of room to move it around and work on the arrangement before he finalized things.

“Tomorrow, we go out and conquer again.” He unlocked his phone again and checked his panels on Instaphoto and Socialite.

“Whoa!” he muttered. His follower count was way up and one of his posts had gone viral. Megaviral, even. Oh, it was the question about lesbian anger. Sure, sure. That made sense. He couldn’t be the only one who’d ever noticed that issue.

Friday yawned. Looked like it had thousands of comments, plus it had been reshared like crazy, people taking his awesome musings and spreading them far and wide across the social ’net.

No time to parse the comments tonight, though. He was bushed. Healing and jamming and his workout from last night, plus the impromptu concert this morning.

“That’s enough movement toward our dreams for one day, champ,” he said, talking to his own crotch. Because why wouldn’t he? Where else was he going to get intelligent conversation in this room? Not like his biceps had brains of their own, hugenormous and kittens as they were.

With that, he fell over into bed, conking out perfectly within seconds of hitting the pillow. Making shit happen was exhausting. And tomorrow was going to be even more amazing, he could already tell.
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Sienna

 

“Hey, Mendelsohn,” I said, the limo thrumming along down the road back to Silicon Valley, “it’s Sienna. I had that meeting and Brucie spilled a little detail about a few things. Gotta admit, I’m not quite sure what this has to do with the investigation, but he seemed to think it was big. Catastrophic, even, for Inquest. Call me back when you get a chance. I’d like to walk you through what he told me.”

I hung up on his voicemail, shrouded in the darkness, the limo’s internal lights dimmed, the glass divider between me and the driver. Sitting in silence, I took a few moments to collect my thoughts and check the time.

It was a little before 10. Maybe Mendelsohn was an early riser and had already gone to bed. Or he was doing something. Either way, I felt a little in the lurch until I got his perspective on the whole ‘traffic assignment’ thing Bruce had broken to me. Was it big? Was it small? I felt like I needed an insider like Mendelsohn to tell me.

As to the napkin with the meeting time and place on it, I’d snapped that into my phone with a photo immediately in case I got attacked and the napkin got trashed. Which certainly wasn’t out of the question. I’d also done my best to memorize the details of it, and had, though it was no guarantee they’d stick if someone like Grendel came along and gave me enough skull trauma.

I leaned back against the soft seat and got lost in thought.

A big, bad, seemingly unstoppable beast that was stealing tech secrets far and wide. Maybe building a robot...something? Robot army, even, taking it to an extreme conclusion?

With a score to settle against Silicon Valley.

Oh, and Veronika and her crew seemed to be operating at the behest of a very angry CEO who was perpetrating some sort of tech scam to make more money for her company, and eager to keep that from getting out. Willing to kill for it, maybe even.

I rubbed my eyes. The miles passed as I stared out the window into the darkness beyond, only the occasional light to mark our progress through the night.

Also, what was up with Wittman? The guy had invited me out here after his businesses had been hit twice, but he’d frozen me out the entire time I’d been here, saddling me with Mendelsohn. Maybe he was just a busy CEO, but I felt like there was something deeper going on there. Another missing piece.

Somewhere during the slow swirl of thoughts, I remembered Georgia West, and how she’d died at the outset of all this. I’d really liked West. Of all the people I worked with at the FBI, she’d easily been the most palatable. Tough, professional, serious about the job, with none of the burnout, ex-wives and baggage bitterness of Holloway or the new-puppy, drooling enthusiasm of Kerry Hilton.

Damn, West. I wanted to avenge her something fierce, and sticking Grendel’s own hand into his guts didn’t quite scratch that itch. But it was a start.

My mind drifted back to my conversation with Jaime Chapman earlier in the day, too. His casual, malicious sense of superiority was a thing I’d encountered a time or two. I’d been famous long enough that I was well over people who sneered at me and thought me a complete dunce due to my lack of formal education.

Credit to Mendelsohn; he must have seen this. I realized, a little belatedly, that in our conversations, he’d taken a sort of opposite tack of Chapman. Almost like he was building me up in spite of my—admitted—insecurities related to that lack of education.

Then there was Friday. I sighed, loud, there in the empty limo.

What the hell was I going to do about Friday?

Harry had passed the message that Friday was somehow crucial to this investigation. Thus far, he’d thrown himself brainlessly into a fight with Grendel only to get disemboweled—which, hey, I could sympathize with, having had it happen to myself once or twice—then pissed off Veronika to a higher level than she’d already been pissed off. Which did not seem to bode well for me in the future. Or Friday, if it came down to it.

I pulled the napkin out of my pocket again. The edges were already showing wear from my constant handling of it.

Whatever was going on at this place tonight, I needed to at least take a look. The idea that it could be a trap occurred to me, and made me wonder what the best path to handle it would be?

I could bring Friday as back-up. If he were any other agent, that’s exactly what I would do, in fact.

But...

This was Friday we were talking about.

I hit the button for the intercom to the driver and read out the napkin address to him. After he acknowledged he had it, I said, “Take me there and park a half mile away or so. I’m setting my alarm for 1 AM and I’m going to get some sleep. You can do the same if you want. Just don’t tell anyone this is our destination, okay?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, and that was it for our communication. 

I set my alarm, then stretched out across the back seat as I came to a decision.

Hell no, I wasn’t bringing Friday along on...well, whatever this was. If Mendelsohn called back, I’d talk to him about it, otherwise I’d go alone and just sniff around the edges. I wouldn’t go ‘in’ on whatever it was unless I found out it was totally innocuous. 

With that decision made, but a thousand other questions swirling in my head, I lay back on the seat and thought of someone I desperately wanted to talk to as I drifted off to sleep.
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“Ma’am?”

I woke in the back of the limo, which was far from the worst place I’d woken up to recently. “I’m up, I’m up,” I said, in a deep grog. The driver’s voice was coming out of a speaker, and there was a buzzing noise going off nearby. It was pretty subtle, and it took me a second to realize it was my phone. Who knew how long it had been going. I hit the button to shut off the alarm, then closed my eyes again for a minute.

“Ma’am, it’s almost two in the morning,” the driver’s voice came over the intercom again. 

That snapped me awake, a little more harshly than I would have liked. I guess I’d hit snooze a few times. Usually that wasn’t a problem for me; I tended to get up fairly early and vault out of bed with the first ring of the alarm. But every once in a while when I’d hit my limits, the snooze button did become an option. Apparently that had happened here.

“Okay, yes, I’m sitting up,” I said, and did so, blood draining out of my head and making me regret fighting against gravity. Bed was so much more of an attractive option than getting up to—what was I doing again? Oh, right, staking out an address given to me by Brittle Bruce. I took a couple long breaths. “Okay. Okay, I’m shoving myself out the limo door and hoping the night air will briskly wake me.”

It did, though it was not nearly so brisk as, say, Minnesota, in December.

I found myself on a dark street in the hills of Mountain View, on a well-manicured road that looked to be mostly isolated and abandoned—

Oh. Except for the twenty or thirty cars parked just ahead on either side.

“Somebody’s having a party,” I muttered to myself, taking care to shut the door quietly behind me so as not to send the noise echoing like a gunshot into the night.

Early arrival element of surprise: foiled. 

The road on either side was lined with trees, and I strolled into the cover of them quickly as I heard a vehicle approaching from behind me. I took a quick inventory of the cars on either side of the street; some BMWs, Mercedes, Teslas. Looked like I was at a pretty swank party.

I unlocked my phone, ignoring the torrent of text messages from Shaw. I’d get to those sometime when I wasn’t trying to sneak about in the night, trespassing and whatnot. I sought out the GPS and mapping app, inputting the address I was looking for, and it popped up.

Bingo. A hundred yards ahead on the left. At least now I knew exactly where I was going.

I stuck to the shadows, didn’t dare move when I heard the car behind me coming up. It sought out a parking space ahead, and I heard laughter in the wake of the driver killing the engine. It receded into the night, the driver and passengers walking up the driveway of my target at a leisurely pace.

“Who wants to get this thing started?” I heard shouted in the distance, top of someone’s lungs. It was tough to gauge distance given the loudness of the shout, but it couldn’t have been too terribly far. There was a roar of agreement at a slightly less loud volume.

What the hell was going on over there?

I snuck up to the road and listened for any cars coming, scanning the front windshields of all the parked ones, making sure someone’s driver wasn’t lurking about inside. I crossed the road, trying to keep my face down and out of view until I was shrouded by the trees again. Then I stuck to cover and acted as casual as possible as I walked toward the house in question.

The driveway was long, like this was a country estate of old. It took me about two minutes of hiking before I caught sight of the house, a Tuscan design with the tiled roof one might expect of a villa in Italy. There was no one out front, but the long drive was packed with cars, too.

I stuck close to the treeline that veiled it on either side, meandering toward the house and trying to look like I was just another guest.

I noted digital surveillance gear mounted close to the road. Cameras, motion sensors. I dodged them as much as I could, especially the cameras, but I had to have been seen given how dark it was and how unpredictable their placement could be. I just kept my head down and shuffled along. Blending in was my best defense.

Coming up on the house, there wasn’t a soul in sight. No security, no dogs, just a bunch of parked and abandoned cars. I didn’t even see any valets or caterers, nor any hint that they’d been here. Which made sense, given that the road was stacked with unprofessionally parked cars.

The house itself had to be in the tens of thousands of square feet, just shy of a mansion. In this area, I had to believe that sort of domicile typically would command a staff. But I didn’t see anyone, not even security personnel.

That was odd.

There was a steady noise coming from somewhere behind the house. Cheers, jeers, hard to say. Maybe both.

I broke cover from behind the last tree, scanning the surroundings as I went. A rough cheer came from the back of the place, and I surveyed the ground in front of me. A slight slope and some fine landscaping separated the back yard from the front, where I was. It wouldn’t be hard to vault it or sneak through a gate, but a better strategy would be to sneak around—

A scream of pain put an end to all my thoughts and plans in an instant, freezing me in place on the driveway. Another followed, then the sound of a wet slap, fist hitting flesh, pain being dealt, a sound I was all too familiar with—

I broke into a run as another scream echoed over the quiet night, all caution forgotten as I sprang into hero mode once more.
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The sounds coming from behind the house were a chaotic wash of laughter, of cheers, of screaming—and a lot of other things I couldn’t ascribe to any one action. It was the chaos of many people, the sound of a mob. Like the laughter breaking out during a violent movie when the hero turns to the villain and says a terrible pun before shooting him the face.

Violence was being done behind this house. Violence in the quiet of the Silicon Valley night, loud violence, violence without care for witnesses—indeed, it sounded like it was being perpetrated with the happy consent of many witnesses.

Ideas blew through my head even as the wind whipped through my hair at the speed of my sprint.

A group murder? With torture to start?

A beating for purposes of discouragement?

Some arcane, bizarre ritual out of Skull and Bones-like societies, fraternal and dark and intended to put fear into the intended victim?

Too many possibilities. I leapt the fence and attendant shrubs and came down on the side of the house in a patch of darkness shrouded by trees.

There were a lot of voices ahead of me. The house lay shadowed to my left, no sound coming from within it. The action was in the back of the place, and the action sounded...well, terrible.

The wet smack of fist against non-compliant flesh came again, and this time instead of a scream there was a moan.

Then a cheer from the crowd, lusty and terrible.

This was entertainment.

My blood boiled.

There’s always a moment before I do something rash where something snaps in me. I’m naturally stubborn and wrathful, but when I see someone being purposefully hurt, it always pushes me that next mile to anger, to fury. 

I burst out of the bushes and into a beautifully lit backyard that could have been ripped out of Buckingham Palace and slapped into the middle of Silicon Valley. Strings of lights lit a courtyard scene below, a fountain bubbling serenely behind a crowd that surrounded a small pit of upturned earth beneath.

And in the middle of that pit...were two people.

Two men.

One was on his hands and knees, partially shrouded by a crowd of dress-shirt-wearing dudes with the occasional dress or blouse-wearing lady sprinkled in. Half the circle of the crowd had their backs to me, the other half faced me, and no one looked at me because they were all focused on the action at the center.

I was ten feet or so above them, at edge of a landscape feature, partially shrouded by the shadows of the trees around me. I had a perfect view of what was going on below, of the two men at the center of the circle.

The one who was on his feet was pumping his arms in the air to loud cheers from the crowd, like some gladiator in the arenas of old.

The other guy...well...

He was bloody and near face-down, shirtless and scuffed up something fierce. Bruises had already formed across his back, his shoulders, his face. His mouth was just one bloody bubble, and he was on all fours, dripping crimson into the dirt.

I only watched for a second as the standing victor worked the crowd for praise as he pumped his arms. They obliged, and he grinned, then turned back to his fallen foe—

The poor bastard on the ground was helpless, and as the winner turned his attention on his fallen victim, the crowd roared its approval for him circling in like a shark. They were totally into it.

I wasn’t.

I leapt down and bowled over four, five cheering spectators from behind before the watchers across the circle fully registered that player three had entered the game. I cleared the path and leapt down into the circle, finding myself a solid four, five feet down from where the spectators were watching in a makeshift pit.

“Yea!” the winner shouted, completely unaware that I had rolled his way like summer lightning and was about to strike him like the tallest building in the area. “Who wants to see me—whoaaaa!”

“Fly through the air like a big dumbass bird who doesn’t know how to land?” I asked, grabbing him by the back of his pants and giving him a commanding wedgie as I used them as a grip with which to launch him into the air. He flew, plus his tightie whities snapped him as I let loose of them (and him). He shouted in fear as he shot off into the night. “I do,” I said, as I heard him land with a thud somewhere beyond the mob.

There was a tension that ran through the crowd as they seemed to take stock of who I was and what had just happened. There were whispered curses, muttered exclamations, some naughty words bandied about, maybe applied to me, hard to say. I tried to keep an eye on what was going on with them since no one had fully reacted yet. I stooped down next to the wounded guy. “Hey, are you all right?” I asked, putting a hand on his battered body. Yikes; he was beaten all to hell. I hadn’t seen anyone this bruised since...well, since I’d done a self-examination in the mirror after fighting Grendel.

“What...” His mouth was thick, speech gauzy. “What...?” He couldn’t get a full thought out.

“Hey, it’s okay,” I said, trying not to touch him in any one place, skin to skin, for very long. I grabbed him by the pants, too, since they were the only article of clothing he was wearing. “Come on, let’s get you out of here.”

“What...what are you doing here?” he finally managed, speaking through swollen lips.

“Saving your ass,” I said, taking up his weight carefully, ruining my shirt in the process. He was bleeding everywhere. A stuck pig being prepped for a barbecue would have been less bloody. “You can thank me later.”

“B...but the fight...wasn’t done?” I looked right at him after he got the last bit out, and his eyes were lit with dawning anger.

A rumble ran through the crowd. They parted in the direction where I’d thrown this guy’s sparring partner, and sure enough...

Mr. Victor came waltzing back up to the edge of the fighting pit, looking none the worse for the wear (except his pants had been pulled up to almost his armpits by my wedgie throw).

His eyes were dark like storm clouds, and his hands glowed with some sort of energy. He spoke, and it sounded like thunder, deep and angry and resonant. 

“You...are not welcome here.”

“There’s a lot of places I’m not welcome, cheeseball,” I said. “More than I can count, mostly because of my former ability to burn off my clothes at a moment’s notice. Churches, synagogues, mosques, my local grocery store...I could go on—”

He flashed a hand at me and it burned bright for a second, some green energy flung off it like a summer leaf. Except it hit me in the center of my chest and burned like someone had tossed a lit torch down my shirt, and I hit my back, dragging the loser in that fight with me.

A meta.

Eyes flashed around me. There was motion all through the circle. Hands burned into flame, into plasma. One lady blurred in a hard spin around us, an effect I’d seen speedsters use.

They were all metas.

And I was surrounded.

Damn.
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“That’s assaulting a federal officer, jagoff,” I said, flipping back to my feet and straight into a fighting stance. Against a bum’s rush of metas, I wasn’t sure how much good my willingness to fight was going to actually be. So first, a bluff—

The guy I’d tried to save smacked the back of my leg, cutting it from beneath me, and I went down again hard. I was fortunate in that I managed to land in a backward roll, but that set the tenor, I figured, for what I could expect here.

If they wanted to mob me, they were going to get the full Sienna Nealon treatment, and I wasn’t one to go down without a fight.

I propelled myself out of my backward roll and vaulted out of the miniature pit feet first. I kicked two spectators, one with each foot, spearing them as they gawked. Jaws broke, screams were let, it was a good old time.

Landing atop them, I didn’t waste any time. Cardinal rule of being outnumbered and outgunned in a fight: you’ve got a lot of work to do.

I got to it.

I flung fists without regard for who I hit, because none of these people were on my side and none of them were particularly concerned with my well-being, so I concerned myself with seeing that theirs was poor. I threw a back kick, spinning into an elbow strike that took out two more of my (many) foes.

With all my efforts, I’d created a little space around me. A woman came shrieking at me like a banshee wearing a cocktail dress and moving at meta speed.

I planted a foot squarely in her midsection, heard the air rush out of her like a busted beach ball, and watched her sail into the pit.

Without no one charging me just then, I spun on my heel and burst into a run, breaking for the house. I ducked low, a blast of fire or plasma or something hot shooting over my head as someone screamed behind me. A shrubbery caught the next burst, and I hurdled a railing that exploded into a shower of dust as it soaked up the energy projectile meant for me.

Then I was in the house, the door frame exploding behind me with the force of a dozen beams blasting into it. It collapsed behind me and I kept running, figuring my best option was to get the hell out of here before I had to fight them all.

“Hey!” A guy was standing at the top of a staircase to my left, apparently quite put out by my presence. I did a double take; he wasn’t standing there, he was hovering. Must have flown in the upper window.

I snatched a vase off a nearby table as I passed and winged it at him. It hit him squarely in the face and shattered, and he came down like I’d cut his strings, thumping down as he hit each step.

Not waiting around to see how he landed, I kept sprinting, bursting through an archway into a living room as the clamor of the mob behind me reached a crescendo. I glanced back to see people flooding in through open windows. They couldn’t make it in through the door, because some idiot had blasted it closed. The archway above it was showing some serious signs of strain, too, cracks in the plaster suggesting they’d taken out a support for the house.

I could work with that.

The room ahead of me was nothing but support beams, a grand hall with pillars encased in beautiful wood and stone. I shoulder checked my way through one, rolled up and popped through another one. I hit something big and steel in the middle and ripped it down like I was tearing a curtain off the rod. It landed with a clang next to me, torn free of its pretty encasement.

There was a quiver through the house as the effects of all my rendered damage seemed to cause it to settle on its foundation. “Coming all up in here like Miley Cyrus,” I muttered, taking out another like a football tackle, sending the steel beam flying like I’d shoved it.

“What are you doing?” someone shouted behind me. It was the guy with the energy beams, the one from the fighting pit.

“The usual,” I said: “giving you a reason to make me feel unwelcome.”

“Stop!” he shouted.

I did not stop.

I ran through another pillar, ripping the steel support out of it but this time holding onto it.

The problem with acting in concert with a mob is that it forces you to move like a collective. They were coming at me now, too, as a crowd, a horde, really.

I flung the steel beam at them.

They caught it collectively.

Which was to say some of them caught it in the face, some in the gut, a few in the hands. Others tried to break and run, but ensconced in the middle of the mob, this went predictably bad. Two people collided with each other at meta speed and conked out right there on the floor.

“Like bowling for dummies,” I said as I watched my perfect strike clothesline and clean out a half dozen people in seconds.

The Victor was caught in the crush of people falling, people screaming. There was blood everywhere now courtesy of the damage I’d done. “Stop!” he shouted again.

“Make me,” I said, and kicked down another supporting column, this time in their direction. The steel beam shot out of its stone surround, sending fragments blasting into a couple of the guys coming at me. They struck, and blood and screaming followed.

Victor just stood watching me, horrorstruck. “You have to stop!”

“Listen, bub,” I said, loving the fact that half the crowd was now injured, cowed, or just standing back like I was going to lay into them. “I don’t know what kind of reaction you’re used to in these sorts of situations, but where I come from, blasting an FBI agent with meta energy projection skills? That’s the end of the polite portion of the conversation. Bum-rushing them with a mob of meta fighters? We’re well past the ‘Give Peace a Chance’ stage.” I kicked loose another beam and sent it flying at him.

He dodged. Other people did not. There was a lot more screaming, a lot more blood. 

“I bet this isn’t how you saw this going,” I said, ducking behind the last support beam like it was my hostage. Because it was. I drew my gun, pointing it around the pillar. I didn’t pick a specific target, just had it ready to snap to if needed. There was no sound but the moans and cries of the injured now. Victor had gone quiet, staring at me with an outstretched hand, like he could stop me from bringing down the house.

“It’ll kill you, too,” he said. I had placed the pillar between us, and even though it didn’t completely cover my hourglass figure, there was a less than zero chance that him shaving an inch off my ass and hips on either side was going to stop me from bringing down the house on all of them.

“Well, you’re already trying to,” I said, “so if I’m going to go out, I’m going out on my terms, not yours. How’s that wedgie feeling?”

“If I’m being frank, everything feels very pinched down there,” he said, looking a little pained.

“By all means, be frank about your frank and beans,” I said. “Thanks for sharing. Wish I’d done more to hurt them.”

“I shouldn’t have blasted you,” he said, looking even more pained.

“What was your first clue?” I asked. “All the blood?” I looked at his crowd. All the anger that had been in them a few minutes before was just gone. They’d rushed me in the heat of...well, something.

Reason had now set in. Reason and fear.

Of me.

Teehee.

“I feel I should point out you’re trespassing,” he said, still holding his hands out.

“I had probable cause to enter the premises due to screaming and sounds like someone was being murdered,” I said, still poised to take down the pillar and the house.

“But now you can see that no one is being murdered...right?” He looked around.

I surveyed the crowd. It certainly looked like a lot of people were being murdered. So much blood. Sure, I was the one who’d made it so, but still...

“What’s the deal here?” I asked, staring him down. No one else was making a move. Everybody else seemed scared to even breathe. “Come on. Start breaking the first rule of fight club or I’m going to work my way back to my murder hypothesis.”

“Okay, yes, you have it figured out,” he said, sagging. “This is exactly what you think it is.” Over his shoulder I could see the guy he’d been pounding on when I’d come in. He was hobbling, still bloody as hell, and not entirely moving under his own power, but he was coming in through one of the windows with the aid of someone who was holding him up. “We’re a fight club. A metahuman fight club. Now...” And he held up his hands, and the others matched him, a mass surrender to me. It was written all over their faces—defeat, remorse, worry that I was going to kill them. “Can we please stop, uh...” He blushed a little at saying it. “Well...fighting?”
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Veronika

 

Kristina came slipping back down the long driveway of the villa, appearing out of the shadows at the waiting car. Veronika had watched her disappear, enjoying the creepy factor of her dissolving into darkness, then slipping back out again as easily as if coming out from behind a curtain.

“Sienna Nealon’s in there,” Kristina said, voice low and a little husky. Probably so it wouldn’t carry in the still night. “The house is wrecked, but now it looks like they’re all having a kumbaya circle out back.”

Berniece took this in with nothing more than a cocking of the head as she considered it. “How did she find this place?” Her cheeks reddened. “This was my retreat. From the pressures of work.” Her cheeks got darker and darker as she spoke, then she turned away, face into shadow.

“You want us to go in there and throw a little chaos, boss?” Tyler’s grin was unmistakable, even in the low light of the limo.

“No.” Berniece shook her head in a fierce jerk. “If you fight her—when you fight her—it’ll be because she got in the way while we’re dealing with that yellow bastard.” She kept shaking her head. “Not now. Not here. Not in front of...them.” She waved a hand. “Driver...get us out of here.”

Veronika felt a small sense of relief, like the cold sweat she’d been about to break out in had been defrayed. Yeah, she’d fight Nealon if she had to. Hell, they might be heading that way, especially if she kept running with that dickwad Friday and twat-blocking Veronika around Grendel.

But as fun as that fight would be, it was going to carry some consequences. Nealon was a federal agent. Crossing that bridge? Well, it was a Rubicon all on its own. No going back after that, maybe.

The limo pulled away, into the dark, but somehow Veronika could almost hear Berniece’s teeth grinding on the ride. She was even more pissed at Nealon now.

Yeah...that fight was coming. There’d be money, maybe some bonuses involved, but a clash with Nealon was coming. Veronika would have bet on it.
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“Okay, start ’splainin,” I said, once we’d evacuated the villa. Getting everyone out had been a bit of a chore and required the slightly less wounded to carry the slightly more wounded, but we’d made it happen. Now I was standing a little ways off from the walking wounded, separated out from them with Victor and ready to start my interrogation. Finally, maybe, I’d get at least some answers.

“My name is Joshua M—” the guy I’d thought of as Victor started to say.

I waved a hand in front of his face. “Stop right there. I don’t need your last name.”

Joshua blinked. “Why not?”

“Because when I write my report to the FBI, I’m obliged to mention this. Do you live here?”

“No, it’s a rental,” he said. “We AirBnB it every week for this.”

I looked over at the house. As if it could sense me looking, it let out a wounded groan, the foundation and walls protesting carrying too much load with too little support. Ouch for the actual homeowner. “Well, someone’s going to have a hell of an insurance claim.”

“It’s okay,” Joshua said. “It’s rented by one of our members who has deep pockets. It was understood there might be damage, and...they...made provisions to fix whatever goes wrong here.”

“I’m sure Berniece will be so excited to pay for this place when it comes crashing down,” I said, and watched as Joshua’s eyes got wide. “Yeah, I know Berniece Adams is one of your esteemed members.” I tightened my jaw a little. “She fights? She’s not just a spectator?”

“Oh, she fights,” Joshua said, letting out a low whistle. “Lots of our members won’t even get in the ring with her anymore. She takes it very seriously.”

“What are the rules for this?” I asked. “Hell, why are you even doing it?”

“We’re in an incredibly competitive, long-hours industry,” Joshua said, really hitting his stride. I could tell he was passionate about it. “There’s a lot of pressure in tech. You’re always being chased by others, always trying to make the next innovation. A lot of us were looking for a way to blow off steam. Get in touch with something a little more primal, more grounded after sitting in front of screens or in meetings all day.”

“So you chose to imbibe a drug that gave you superpowers,” I said dryly, “then use said superpowers to pound the snot out of one another.”

Joshua’s cheeks flushed in the dark. “When you say it like that, it sounds—”

“Like fun to me,” I said. “But probably nuts to anyone who doesn’t brawl regularly for a living.”

He broke into an embarrassed grin. “You kind of inspired us. Doing the things you do. I mean, we watched—hell, the world watched—what you did in Revelen. You weren’t quite smiling the whole time, but there was a soul-deep sense of satisfaction as you went to work there.”

“Everyone needs a purpose, and it’s the only thing I’m good at,” I said, trying to neatly elide around the fact he’d just accused me of deriving satisfaction from beating the shit out of and/or killing people. “Where’d you get the drug?”

Here he hesitated, his conscience getting the better of him. “Look...it’s out there, let’s put it that way. I’m not outing my dealer, and I hope no one else here will, either.”

I sighed. “Great. You’re saying people are making it out in the world now? Like I could go to a corner dealer and they’d have it?”

“Probably not at that level yet,” he said, tension still high, his body like he was walking a wire. Or wearing one, in the presence of some very bad people. “This is Silicon Valley. Even the drugs here are designer, because the audience has money and specific wants. So, yeah, you can get the metahuman ‘cocktail’ here. Doubt you could in...I dunno, Cody, Wyoming, or wherever at the moment, but...it’s here. And I don’t mean to tell you your business, but give it five years and it’ll probably be there, too.”

“I don’t work for the DEA,” I said. “I’m only concerned about this in the sense that it’s making more trouble for me.”

“Good luck stopping it,” he said with a shrug.

“Yeah, I’m well aware of the efficacy, or lack thereof, in the drug war,” I said, letting loose another sigh. Looked like there’d be plenty of future business for me in the lucrative world of beating metahuman ass. Nothing like job security. “So let me ask you this—how long has this been going on?”

Joshua gave me a half smile. “A while now.”

“So where’s Berniece tonight?” I asked, looking at the wreck I’d made of the crowd. I didn’t see her in there anywhere.

“No idea,” Joshua said. “She was supposed to be here. She usually never misses.”

That left me wondering if I’d shown up too early. I might have interrupted her. For sure you could hear me fighting my way through the whole fight club (good times) and smashing down support pillars in the house for some distance, especially if you had meta hearing. “Okay, one last question,” I said. His smile tightened; he already knew what I was going to ask.

I asked anyway. “Do you know who Grendel is?”

Joshua’s whole body sagged. His eyes closed and his head sank forward. “I was really hoping you wouldn’t ask me that.”

“Because you know and don’t want to tell me?”

He nodded. “Yeah...I know who the thing you’re chasing is, IRL, as we say in the biz.” He paused, mingled regret painted across his face, a tension in his hands upon his lap. “I know exactly who it is. He got his start right here, with us.”
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Him

 

Is it ready yet? he typed.

Almost, the answer came back, so quickly he wondered if she had her keyboard embedded in her brain. It’s going to take some time. This is not a toaster.

I want to be able to go as soon as possible, he wrote back. 

You’ll have your revenge before you know it.

He smiled. Good. I can’t wait to see these bastards forced to subsist on their own smugness for a while.

Are you looking for a serious estimate on that? Because the relative amount of body fat a normal Silicon Valley worker has is hardly adequate to surviving in starvation. At least for very long.

He chuckled to himself. That was a warming thought. They really would be forced to eat their own smugness. How...hilarious.

I need the stuff you collected for me.

His smile vanished, his enjoyable contemplation vanishing as he typed a reply. And I need what you promised me.

I thought we were friends. She sounded almost wounded.

We are. But this deal is premised on fair exchange. I have what you want, you have what I want. He typed furiously. Let’s make the trade ASAP.

He hesitated. Sure, they’d been planning for this moment for a while, but...he’d been betrayed before. Stingingly. The idea that he might be walking into another...

He shook that idea out of his head. He had real power now. Before, he’d been powerless. Anyone who tried to betray him now...

Well, they’d get the claws in the gut. And he could attest to how much that hurt, to his surprise. 

Ok, the answer came back.

When and where, he typed.

How about 6 hours? Parking lot by the Golden Gate. That’ll put you close to downtown just after rush hour. High ground. Optimal spot to trigger.

That’ll work, he typed back, breaking into a smile. She was thinking ahead. That’d work perfectly.

I know. Plan on it, then. 

See you then, he typed, and logged off.

Hours away. That’s how far he was from revenge. 
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“His name is Michael Bermudez,” Joshua said, blank in the eyes, like he was trying not to feel anything about the betrayal he was committing. His whole body screamed discomfort, his shoulders all jacked up and tight, raised halfway up his neck he was so tense. “He’s a programmer, used to work for Socialite, Inquest—hell, you name it, he’s probably worked there for a while. He’s moved around the Valley quite a bit.”

“How would you describe him?” I asked, phone in hand, ready to take down whatever I heard here.

“Quiet, intense, and pissed off,” Joshua said, unfolding a little. “See, he got passed over for promotion at Socialite, so he moved to Inquest. And something happened there that—well, I don’t know, exactly—”

“What’s the rumor?” I asked. I couldn’t build a case with it, but I didn’t need to. I just needed something to start with, motive-wise.

Joshua took a deep breath. “I heard he asked Berniece Adams some uncomfortable questions about their algorithm and how it worked.”

I took that in, matched it up with what Bruce had told me, and spit out a follow-up. “Did you know that Inquest is only number one by virtue of using traffic assignment from other sites they own and contract with?”

Joshua smiled lightly. “Yeah. It’s kind of an open secret in the Valley. I mean, no one can prove it, but it’s whispered about at happy hours and in some of the places people in the industry congregate. It sort of came out right after their last round of venture capital, probably a little late to help the poor saps that invested, but...yeah.”

“Do you think Michael Bermudez figured this out?” I asked. “Because he seems a little salty with Silicon Valley.”

“Could be,” Joshua said. “He’s been struggling for a while. He sometimes says things...totally inappropriate. He said or did something at Socialite that got him basically blacklisted.”

“What was it?” I asked. 

He shifted in his chair. “Dunno exactly. Whatever it was, it went against the orthodoxy and got his co-workers to turn on him. After that, he got frozen out until he left on his own. I can’t be sure, but some of the stink he picked up there might have followed him to Inquest. Discovering the company secret might have been enough to finish the job. Whatever the case, he’s...” His mouth turned into a straight line.

“Yeah?” I asked.

“Persona non grata,” Joshua said. “Basically no one will touch him now.”

“Because of whatever he said at Socialite?”

He nodded. “I think so, yeah.”

“Hmmm.” I gave that a moment’s thought. “What about his relation to this fight club franchise you’ve got going?”

He shifted in his seat again, once more looking painfully uncomfortable. “We, uh...kicked him out.”

I just sat and waited. There had to be an explanation for this.

There was. “His power,” Joshua said, “it was just...he was so brutal, especially toward the end. Angry.” His face changed, frown creasing it. “Look, we come here to work out our issues and stress, and we pound on each other pretty damned hard. Michael, though, he just...couldn’t control himself with his power.”

“Did someone die?” I asked.

“No.” He shook his head. “But someone ended up in the hospital. That was the end of it for him. I kicked him out.”

“How’d that go over?” I raised an eyebrow.

He took a long breath. “He took it all right, I guess. Shame-faced. Said he was sorry. Never asked to come back, though. I feel like at that point, he’d been kicked out of enough places for enough reasons—”

I nodded. “He was feeling powerless.”

“Probably,” Joshua said. “Guess he’s not feeling that way anymore.”

“I guess not,” I said. “Is there anything else you can tell me about him? Anything I ought to know? Like where he lives?”

“Somewhere in San Fran, last I heard.” He pursed his lips. “There is one other thing. I don’t think he has anyone else. This club...I think it was kind of his only social outlet. At least, I never heard him talk about anyone else in his life.”

“Is that normal?” I asked. “In your field?”

He nodded. “It happens. Especially among the guys who really get into the programming. We have a tendency to enter a kind of trance-like state while coding, those of us who are on the spectrum anyway. It’s easy to get lost out there in the digital space, in whatever you’re building, you know?”

“No clue, no,” I said, turning my back on him.

“Hey,” Joshua called after me. “Are you going to tell anyone about this? About...us?”

I walked a few more steps before I turned around to answer him. “No. I’m going to leave you to your business. But...you are going to have to explain that—” I waved my hand toward the house “—yourselves.”

“Oh, you mean the—” he started to say.

He didn’t get a chance to finish.

The sound of the roof collapsing echoed through the night, the walls falling down. I just hid my grimace, turned my back and disappeared into the dry, dusty night, only cringing once my back was turned.

That was a biiiiiiiiiig mess that somebody was going to have to pay to clean up. Glad it wasn’t me.
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“Get me everything you have on a Michael Bermudez of the San Francisco Bay Area. On every Michael Bermudez in the Bay Area, if there are multiples. Need last known addresses, employers—whatever you turn up. Highest possible urgency.” I hung up with the local FBI office. They’d peruse the databases and get back to me, hopefully at a reasonable hour.

I threw myself into the limo and hit the intercom. “Take me back to the hotel, driver.”

A sleepy voice came a moment later. “Okay. Yes, ma’am.”

“Oh, and thanks,” I said, and switched off the intercom so I could fall back into my own thoughts.

What the hell had happened, exactly, with Michael Bermudez? A black mark on his record at Socialite. A losing streak that extended when he found out about Inquest’s trade secret.

Then he went and got himself kicked out of his only social club for excessive brutality. 

Ouch. In all possible ways.

Finally, I had an actual vision of my suspect, and he was everything I’d have guessed coming to Silicon Valley. Some disaffected tech bro with more interest in programming than dealing with human beings whose anger at the perceived slights the industry and the world had leveled against him had turned him into...

Well, into a monster. An actual, literal monster.

And one with a dangerous agenda that leaned toward some sort of revenge. 

What kind? Well, that was the question, wasn’t it?

I settled back in my seat to try and contemplate it, but once again, I felt like I was up against a wall of unknowns. I couldn’t even guess his plans, because I didn’t have any idea what was in the realm of possibility for him. Unlocking my phone, I hurriedly made a call.

“Hey, Mendelsohn, it’s me. I got the name of our Grendel. Call me back when you get this. He’s definitely a tech guy, and I’m definitely in over my head on this, but I think I’ve got the why.”

I settled back, trying to war against my own lack of knowledge in this. I couldn’t hammer my way through this wall, though, and after a few minutes of letting my brain whirl, I fell asleep against the soft seat of the limo, without a thought left in my head.
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Friday

 

Friday awoke pumped about the amazing day to come. It was going to be pure dynamite and totally kittens.

But probably not both those at the same time, because dynamite plus kittens would be messy. In the worst, non-sexy sort of way.

He vaulted out of bed as the frame protested his weight and movement with a violent squeal. “That’s right, bitch,” he said to the bed. “Take it. Take it all.” Then he slapped his own bare ass, grabbed his phone, and headed for the bathroom.

Friday made it about halfway through his morning pee before he felt the need to do a spit take. So he pinched off mid-piss, filled up a cup of water, drank it, then spit it wildly on the mirror. For comic effect.

“What the helllllll?” He grinned ear to ear.

He’d gone viral.

Mad viral. Crazy viral. From one end of the ’net to the other viral.

“Hell yes.” He pumped his fist. This was great. Five hundred thousand shares of his post. Twenty million views.

One point five million comments.

“I’m glad you’re still out,” he said, talking down to his junk. “Because I’m going to need to touch you after this.”

It was wilder than his wildest dreams. Just looking at the numbers was sick. Which post was this, even?

Oh, the angry lesbians one. Made sense. Everyone loved lesbians.

“So many new fans,” he said, just dwelling on those numbers. “They’re going get pumped over my new gym vids this morning. Time to get it on.” He flexed. So many possibilities. So many more people to push content to.

His album was going to go quintuple platinum. Or whatever.

Well, this was amazing. Just staring at those circulation numbers...the reactions...so much—

Friday blinked. He’d scrolled to the first comment, the most Liked comment, and it was...

Please stick your hand in your mouth up to the shoulder and then swell it to maximum size so your head will explode and we’ll be rid of you.

“Well, there’s always a contrary opinion in every crowd,” Friday said. Why did that feel so...

Wounding?

“Whatever,” Friday said, shaking it off. He kept scrolling...

We hate you. Please die kkthx.

And scrolling...

Kill yourslef and save us the trubble

Wish you’d just kill yourself.

Kill yourself.

Please kill yourself.

Kill yourself.

“Oh,” Friday said, still scrolling.

You are the worst person in the world today.

I hope you fall off a building and land on your head so your ugly face smashes up inside that stupid gimp mask.

Die. Just die.

Have you tried drinking bleach and ammonia? You should. It’d help clean you up.

“I don’t think that’s chemically smart,” Friday said. What was this curious falling sensation?

Oh, right. His hopes and dreams.

“They hate me,” he said quietly. 

Man.

Maybe this day was not going to be kittens at all. Or maybe it really was kittens plus dynamite, in the worst, non-sexy way.

Friday sat quietly back on the bed and kept scrolling.

It did not get any better.
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Waking up sucks.

Waking up to your driver kicking you out of the limo so he can go home and sleep? That’s marginally better, I suppose.

It didn’t feel better, though, as I dragged my ass through the lobby, ignoring the early morning crowd of people in athleisurewear, taking advantage of the continental breakfast.

I’d gotten hours of sleep last night, yet somehow I felt worse than if I hadn’t slept at all. When the elevator doors closed on me, I saw in the stainless steel reflection that I did not, indeed, look particularly good. My hair was mashed up on one side, kinked and frizzed. My eyes were bleary and half-closed.

I looked about like I felt, then. Suddenly I regretted passing on that continental breakfast, because a lone rumble of hunger reminded me that my last meal had been a glass of milk the evening before.

The elevator dinged open, not on my floor, and an older gentleman started to get in.

“Going up?” I asked.

He glanced at me for a second before answering. “No, I’m—oh, damn.” He shook his head and stepped back out, casting a wary stink-eye over me as the door closed.

I couldn’t blame him. I’d seen how I looked after all. I’d looked better after Grendel killed me that first time.

As I waited for the elevator to slowly climb, I pulled out my phone. As the screen flared to life, I saw I had...um...

About five thousand notifications.

“When did I put you on silent?” I asked the empty elevator. Must have happened during my meeting with Brittle Bruce. I counted a hundred and fifty(!) text message alerts.

75 were from Shaw.

22 were from Director Chalke.

13 from Agent Holloway (that sack of ass).

10 from Agent Hilton.

The rest were from a wide variety of acquaintances, including Gravity, a couple of neighbors in New York I’d gotten to know, and some other agents of my acquaintance from the bureau’s main office in NYC, as well as a couple from my NYPD contacts. Glancing at them, I noticed a common theme:

Friday had once again shat the bed.

Shaw’s were the most colorful. He’d started out with very basic, “Hey! Call me!”-type texts last night. As the night went on they seemed to follow the pattern of the five stages of grief. Hard to say where he was now, but it felt like he’d somehow looped back to ANGER, because his latest text was a torrent of creative rage, verging on profanity but pulling back just before he got there.

I let out a low moan. I was already tired enough; like I needed to deal with another Friday crisis right now. Just as my case was starting to actually develop into something serious.

Dialing back Shaw, I figured I’d take a few minutes and soothe his worried soul before moving on to the next task in my investigation, which was trying to find some ways to even up the odds when next I clashed with Michael Bermudez, aka Grendel.

Shaw answered on the first ring. “Where have you been?” The tension in his voice wouldn’t have been out of place if he’d been mid-colonoscopy. With no anesthesia.

“It’s been a long night,” I said. “But I finally figured out who Grendel is—”

“Have you seen this shitstorm we’re in thanks to your Guy Friday?”

I felt personally attacked on that one. “Hey, I’m not the one who made an ‘approved backup’ list and told me not to deviate from it while we’re facing the biggest, meanest, most murderously dangerous meta I’ve ever fought, okay? I may know him, but you’re the one who backed me into a corner to take his help.”

“Have you seen what he did?” The strain in Shaw’s voice ratcheted up.

“No, I was busy solving a case,” I said. “And I hav—”

“He posted something last night that went viral,” Shaw said, plowing right over my progress report. “A homophobic screed against lesbians.”

“Okay,” I said. “Well, that is obviously very bad—”

“Do you have any idea the hell this is kicking up?” Shaw asked, sounding like he was about to unleash on me with his singing voice. It was probably pretty smooth. Maybe not right now, with all the rage he was feeling, though. “I’ve been called this morning by Senators. Congresspeople. Chalke’s talked to the President—”

“Good grief, what did he say?” I asked, my curiosity naturally piqued. “Something appropriately moronic, I assume?”

“I’m not going to dignify that with an answer,” Shaw said.

“Okay, well, I’m kind of in the middle of solving this Grendel thing—” I started.

“No, you’re not,” he said. “There is no solving right now. You are now officially in damage control.”

“Uh, what?” Somehow I’d made the entire journey to my room without even realizing it. Must have gotten involved in the conversation to the point where the world blotted itself out. I didn’t even remember the elevator dinging. “I’m trying to catch a dangerous murderer—”

“This takes priority,” Shaw said.

“Beg pardon?!” I couldn’t quite keep my surprise at bay on that.

“He’s damaged the reputation of the bureau with his comments,” Shaw said. “It’s a firestorm here, and in Washington. The press are all over us.”

“Look, I’m not condoning...whatever it is he said, because Friday talks enough stupid shit that I’d never, ever, defend his position,” I said, my brain whirling fast. Somehow I’d woken up from dazed to alert in the moments since unlocking my phone to check the messages. “But we have an actual, murderous, devastatingly evil meta tearing through the Bay Area. How does making apologies for Friday’s dumbassery take priority over that?”

“You have good reflexes,” Shaw said, so smoothly I was sure he’d anticipated my response and prepared this in advance. “You can juggle.”

Somehow I felt like I was carrying the weight of the world on my shoulders right now. And if not the world, at least the J. Edgar Hoover building. “I’m not sure this is a thing you want me to juggle, okay? If Friday doesn’t dash a ‘sorry’ letter out in the next 72 hours, some folks might be rightfully offended. If I don’t stop Grendel, people will die. I’m not saying I won’t work to address the Friday problem, I’m just saying that maybe we need to prioritize—”

“You need to listen to me!” Shaw exploded. I guess his colonoscopy had hit an interior wall. “The bureau is not pleased.”

“Meaning Chalke is not pleased,” I filled in the blank for him.

He didn’t stop to acknowledge that. “We look like backward, bigoted numbskulls thanks to your external hire!” Shaw was building a fine head of steam and I didn’t feel I could stop him just now. “You need to find him, and get both your sorry asses on a conference call now. We need to take steps to address this immediately, if not sooner.”

“Can’t get much sooner than immediately,” I snarked.

“This is your priority, Nealon,” Shaw said, all heat gone. He was just gravely serious at this point. “Do you understand me?”

“Get Friday, get on a call,” I said, parroting it back. “So we can fix this mess. Yeah, I got it.”

“Good. Call me back when you’ve located him.” And Shaw hung up.

I wanted to drop down on the bed, but I didn’t. “Sonofabitch,” I muttered, instead, and put aside my seemingly endless fatigue to go knock on Friday’s door, hoping that maybe—just maybe—if we worked quickly, we could solve this problem and get back to work on stopping Grendel.
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“Friday?” I hammered his door. “Friday, are you in there?” It rattled in the frame, echoing up and down the hotel hallway.

“Go away,” came a small voice from inside.

I paused in my hammering, unsure of what I’d heard. “Friday, is that you?”

“Please,” the small voice came again. “Just leave me alone.”

“I wish I could,” I said, “but I can’t do that. I need to talk to you. Like now. Immediatemente. Post haste. Extremely soon—”

The door opened, and Friday stood there before me—

And he was...tiny.

“What the actual eff...?” I stared at him. While he was a little taller than me, his muscles were nearly nonexistent, like he’d been on a hunger strike for six years. There was more meat on a hamster’s leg than his.

“I’d really like to be alone right now.” His voice was soft, so soft, lacking that hard, Bale-Batman gruffness that he seemed to apply as liberally as I might add hot fudge to a sundae.

“And I’d love to let you be alone and whatnot,” I said, “but we have a problem.”

He was still wearing his mask, but he’d hung his head. “I did something very wrong, didn’t I?”

“Apparently,” I said. “Though I’m unclear on exactly what it was. Shaw just tore a strip out of my ass, told me to collect you and get on a conference call so we can do damage control on this, uh...mess.”

“Okay,” Friday said, hanging his head. “Let me get my phone.”

“Right,” I said, and he went over to the dresser and slid open one of the drawers. He pulled out his phone, holding it like it was toxic, clutched between thumb and index finger. He walked with slumped shoulders, and I tried to remember a time when I’d seen Friday so...

Glum.

I couldn’t think of one, other than maybe when he’d told me about Vlad/Hades gripping his soul so tight he felt like he was going to die, and not having the words to express that feeling other than sheer terror.

We walked back to my room and I dialed Shaw as we did so. “Got him,” I said.

“Great, I’m conferencing you in,” Shaw said, and the phone seemed to go dead, but didn’t hang up.

A moment later, a great staticky burst blew in my ear, and I yanked the phone away from it. “Are you there?” Shaw’s voice came, tinny and small, through the speaker.

“Yeah,” I said, not bothering with speakerphone, because Friday and I were metas and could hear just fine. “We’re both here.”

“Good.” Director Chalke’s strident voice cut through the call. “Your...subcontractor...is there, then?”

I’d just said that. Friday didn’t answer, so I did it for him. “Yes. He’s right beside me.”

Friday was still hanging his head, looking at his shoes. His entire ensemble looked way overgrown on him without his muscles.

“I hope you realize the giant mess you’ve made, Agent Jacksen,” Chalke said. She sounded surprisingly calm about the whole thing, but there was no shortage of recrimination in her tone.

“I’m sorry,” Friday said, just above a whisper.

“What was that?” Chalke asked.

Friday inched a little closer to the phone. “I said ‘I’m sorry.’”

“‘Sorry’ is not going to cut it,” Chalke said, clipped. “Not for this. Your actions have reflected extremely poorly on the bureau, making us look just as backward as every negative stereotype people have of officers of the law. We are trying to transform this agency into a forward-looking bastion of integrity in law enforcement, and there’s no room for bigotry in our halls.”

“Okay,” I said, feeling like I ought to say at least a little something on Friday’s behalf. “That’s fair. A good aim. I would like to say, on Friday’s behalf, he seems genuinely contrite about his error—”

“I am so sorry,” Friday mumbled into the phone. “I said something really stupid. I’ll apologize. Just tell me what to say.”

There was a moment of silence, then a smooth voice cut in.

A very...familiar voice.

“I’m glad to hear you say that. It’s so much easier to defuse these things when you have a subject who genuinely wants to make amends,” the man said, and my spine tingled a little bit because...yeah, I knew that voice.

Russ Bilson. 

Cable news commentator. Political organizer.

Oh, and Washington, DC’s biggest slimeball.
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“Bilson?” I asked, just to confirm what my gut had already told me.

“None other,” Bilson said, and I could feel the smugness ooze over the phone. I’d become very familiar with it listening to him on cable news during the years of my exile. He’d bashed me every single night on every forum available to him, usually without anyone taking up my defense on the other side of the argument.

“I didn’t know you worked for the bureau,” I said, feeling my face contract into a steely mask. Even though he couldn’t see me, I felt a compulsion to keep my emotions on a tight leash around him. Trust Bilson? Hah. Only as far as I could throw the Hoover building. Lucky it was already on my shoulders.

“In times like this,” Director Chalke cut in, “the bureau employs outside crisis management firms like Mr. Bilson’s.”

“Huh,” I said. “And I thought you were just a lobbyist.” 

And backroom-dealing slimeball, I didn’t bother to add. He probably picked up on it anyway, based on his chuckle.

“When it comes to image and messaging, I’m the pro from Dover,” Bilson said. That smile. I was so glad it wasn’t a video-conference because I shuddered and my fists clenched. “Right now, thanks to your pal Mr. Jacksen, the bureau has a very large imaging and messaging problem. The image is, ‘We’re a bunch of backward, bigoted good ol’ boys who tell anti-gay jokes in our musty locker rooms.’ And the message is, ‘we hate gay people.’”

“That’s a lot to apply to a whole bureau based on whatever the hell Friday posted on Socialite,” I said, rubbing my face with my hands. “Which I still haven’t heard.”

“It was a question about why lesbians are angry,” Friday said quietly. “You know, what we were talking about yesterday.”

My jaw dropped a little. “You posted that online? In the name of...WHY?!”

There was a moment of silence. “You were involved in this, too, Agent Nealon?” Chalke’s voice was tense.

“No!” I almost shouted. “We were in a limo after the fight yesterday, and Friday talked out his thoughts about...” I sighed, wondering how I’d gotten dragged into this stupidity. “About lesbians being angry due to—I don’t even want to say this; it’s stupid, and I don’t believe any bit of it—”

“So you were involved,” Chalke said.

“Because I was a witness, I’m involved?” I asked. Now my voice was rising. “I didn’t endorse what he said! I was arguing against his idiotic position! That is my only involvement!”

“This just keeps getting worse,” Shaw said, half under his breath.

“This is not a—how am I responsible for—” I felt a wicked stutter take over, splitting the rage and fear. Rage that I was dragged into this because of a dumbass conversation I’d had with Friday in which I hadn’t agreed with a single thing he’d posited.

And fear, because I was supposed to be stopping a big yellow monster who was actually killing people, and this sideshow was sucking away my valuable time like the years-of-your-life machine from Princess Bride.

“If you were having the discussion, you’re involved in this,” Chalke said gravely. “Complicit, whether you want to admit your culpability or not.”

“Lemme get this straight,” I said, trying to ground my sense of the absurd so as to avoid yelling. “I’m complicit in Friday’s saying of something I don’t agree with, in a forum I’m not even on, because he said some stupid shit off the top of his head in my presence and I argued against it.”

“I realize that probably sounds a little...hard to swallow,” Bilson said, smug yet mildly conciliatory, somehow the voice of reason in the middle of this ludicrous call. “But this is the world we’re in, you see. Reputational effects move out like ripples in the water from a central point, such as Mr. Jacksen. As SAC Shaw has previously made you aware, Mr. Jacksen...has been tying himself heavily to you in his social media presence of late.”

“I have no control over that,” I said, just steaming. “I mean, unless you want to authorize me to break his fingers or take away his phone or something. Which I’m fine with—”

Something brushed my elbow. I looked back to find Friday offering me his phone. I took it and tossed it on the bed. He kept his hand extended, fingers out. “I’m not breaking your damned fingers right now, okay?” I said, elbowing his hand away.

“Why not?” Friday asked. “I deserve it.” He perked up a little. “Maybe you could livestream it. Call it my penance, then break them.”

“I—what?” I shook my head. “We don’t do corporal punishment for crimes anymore, okay? And certainly not for...whatever the hell this is.”

“Hate speech,” Chalke offered, oh so helpfully. “And you can sugarcoat however you like, but when the report is released on this, you will be implicated for your actions. There’s no avoiding it.”

“How am I implicated for—grrrrrrrrrghhhhhh.” I shoved my entire fist in my mouth before I said something hideously unwise. I bit down—gently—on it, and it seemed to help, though the taste of my own blood came furiously a moment later and it was not pleasant.

“Rage is not going to be a productive emotion at this moment, so I appreciate your efforts to temper yourself during this difficult time, Ms. Nealon.” Bilson just bled empathy, as I bled in my mouth. “Whatever your feelings about your involvement in this...incident...the rest of the world, based on the social media reaction and posts, clearly feel you are tied to it.”

I yanked my hand out of my mouth. “The rest of the world for the longest time felt I was involved in murdering a bunch of prisoners and trying to kill journalists. That didn’t make their dumb, ignorant, uninformed asses correct then and it doesn’t now, either.” I stuck my hand back in my mouth and sucked on the blood like the vampire I was. I didn’t enjoy it, though, because my vampirism was really limited to souls. Blood tasted icky.

“Perception is reality, Nealon,” Chalke cut in again, abrupt, slightly ragey. “You can’t let these sort of perceptions get out of hand or they get cemented in peoples’ minds. Like what you’re talking about, actually. Fantastic example.”

I twitched to keep from saying something unwise. Well, further unwise.

“I’ll do whatever you want me to do,” Friday said, still almost whispering. “Apologize. Fall on a sword. Throw myself out a window.” He looked around, eyes alighting on the window. “There’s a window right here, in fact.”

“Hey, hold up there,” I said, yanking my hand out. Blood was dripping down my lips. Man, my bite was strong. Maybe I should have tried that on Grendel. Yuck. His yellow blood probably tasted worse than mine. “I don’t see how self-defenestration is going to solve this problem.”

“I agree,” Bilson said. “There’s an established playbook for dealing with this. An immediate apology, removal of the offending post in question, plus firing Friday—”

I blinked. “Wait. What?”

“Of course Friday’s going to have to be fired,” Chalke said. “We can’t be seen to have anything to do with him going forward.”

“Yeah, no, I get the tactical—whatever, there,” I said, a little lump of panic rising in my throat. “But see, here’s the thing—he’s the only other meta I have to help deal with Grendel—”

“The bureau is not going to be accused of harboring homophobia,” Chalke said, and boy, was she putting her foot down.

“I don’t think ‘homophobia’ is the right word,” Friday said, swelling a little. “I don’t fear lesbianism.” He kept growing, and I wondered what the hell was prompting that. “I embrace it. I mean, I watch lesbian videos literally all the time—”

“Okay, maybe don’t go to that as your defense—” I said.

“This is not going to be productive if you persist in this manner—” Chalke said, snipping.

“But I love the gays,” Friday said, and boy, was he growing now. His Bale-Batman voice was back, his arms were getting to be the size of my thighs, and his head was back up, eyes focused on the phone. “I have a lot of respect for the gay people. I embrace gaiety. That’s why I hate un-masculine men. I want a manly man—you know, when I’m in that kind of mood—”

“What the f—” I started.

“None of this is acceptable,” Chalke said. “This is not a discussion, and he is clearly not contrite—”

“Maybe I’m not sorry anymore,” Friday said, and he completed his swole, now the size of a small shed. “Maybe anyone who got their little feelings hurt was just being too sensitive. Bitchified.”

“Or maybe you were being a dick,” I shot right back. “Friday, can we please keep our eyes on the prize here? Grendel is out there—”

“You don’t need to worry about that anymore,” Chalke said, snapping me back to reality. “It’s clear from this conversation that we have much bigger problems at hand.” I didn’t have a chance to butt in with the argument that when you had a homicidal, near-invincible killing machine on the loose, there were no bigger problems, at least in my view. Chalke slammed the door on that pretty quick. “You’re both suspended from the case. This—”

“You can’t suspend me!” Friday shouted, lifting up my phone and holding right up to his face as he shouted. “I am unsuspendable!” He swelled a little more. “You can’t even lift me! But I can lift you, see?” He picked up my phone, held it aloft.

“Nealon, take his gun—” Chalke crackled over the phone.

“He’s not armed,” I shot back, taking a step from Friday to keep from getting clobbered by his oversized, Popeye forearms, which were now the size of a tree trunk.

“I am so hugely armed,” Friday said, waving the phone. “Look at these GUNS!” He flexed. “Now, I suspend you—you people, whose names I neither remember nor care to!” 

And he flung my phone at the wall. It struck, shattering on the drywall and showering us with pieces.

I looked at the remainder as it rained down on the hotel carpet. “What the hell did you do that for?” I asked. After a second, I had to concede, I knew exactly why he’d done it, and I kinda wished I’d beaten him to it.

“These people are clowns and they understand nothing,” Friday said, swiping his own phone and waving it in front of me. “I’m a superstar in the making. They can’t stop my ascendancy with their petty jealousies just because my reach is huge, my arms are huger and my junk is hugest.”

I rolled my eyes. “Don’t be a dumbass. You shit the bed, Friday—”

“I don’t shit the bed!” Friday shouted at me, and I felt like one of those cartoon characters who was being blasted by a foghorn as he yelled right in my face. “I’m a big boy!”

“Shrink back down, dumbass,” I said, trying to keep the thin leash on my annoyance. “You’re making everything worse.”

“No, you make everything worse!” Friday shouted back.

“How do I—” I started to ask.

“I came here to help you!” Friday shouted, waving his massive arms around, nearly clobbering me with one. “The minute you called I was like, ‘Album? Release party? Art? Pffft! To hell with those critical priorities, Sienna needs help!’ I shoved it all aside. For you!” He pointed a finger the size of a summer sausage at me. “Because we’re family. Because family’s there for you when you need them.”

“Okay, fine—” I started.

“But where were you when I needed you?” His eyes were wide under the mask, manic and crazed. “Huh? When your femme brother fired me, where were you?”

His accusation hit me like a tank round. “I...I was...”

“Don’t answer.” He waved a hand at me, again nearly clocking me save for my superior reflexes. “I know where you were. With your new friends in the FBI.” He waved a ham-like fist at the wreckage of my phone. “They think they’re too good for me. They all do.” His gaze settled back on me. “You do, too. But you’re wrong.” He pounded his chest, then grew even more. “Well, I guess I’m learning the lesson here that my mom tried to teach me when she abandoned me: family is a shit show, and I don’t owe you a damned thing.” He flashed a two fingered salute at me. “Peace.” Then he narrowed it to one finger.

Then he did a standing broad jump out the window, taking a good portion of the sill and frame with him.

I rushed to the edge as he came crashing to the earth below like a falling meteor. I heard him sniffing—or maybe sniffling—as he broke into a loping, leaping run. He was over the hill and out of sight in seconds as I stood there, in the wreckage of my hotel room, staring after him.

What the hell do you say to that?

“No, Friday, don’t go,” I said, utterly without enthusiasm. He couldn’t hear me, anyway.

“I can hear the irony in the way you said that!” His voice carried over the hills between us.

I just stared after him, and soon enough, the sound of his heavy footsteps receded from my earshot. I looked down at my phone, which was definitely unsalvageable, and sighed. 

What the hell was I supposed to do now?
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The map I got in the lobby from Dominique (who gave me a stinkeye that told me that she was apparently one of the displeased people that had so worried Chalke and Shaw) suggested that I was a long way from the nearest cell phone store. Fortunately, I recognized that Wittman Capital was about a fifteen-minute walk, so I set out, catching a lot of glare in the lobby, and not for the destruction of my room or my current hairstyle, neither of which were particularly good nor in my control.

Ten minutes’ walk did little to fix the latter and absolutely nothing to improve the former, but it did find me at the entrance to the parking lot of Wittman Capital. I estimated it was a little after nine in the morning by the sun’s position and also my hasty check of my clock before I left the hotel room.

The security guard gave me a suspicious look but did not try to bar my entry, so in I went, meandering through the open work bay and sun-drenched tables, catching more frowns and displeased looks, along with a lot of whispers.

“Did you hear what she said on Socialite?”

“I didn’t say a damned thing, I’ll have you know,” I shot back at one stunned person, half a room away, when I caught their whisper campaign. “I’m not even on Socialite, and I have nothing to do with that idiot and whatever he posts.”

My rage quieted the room, which I gauged to be about half full. My impression of Silicon Valley was that nine to five was for other parts of the country. Or at least that was the view from Wittman Capital. Noon to midnight might have been more accurate shop hours for them here.

I steamed my way over to Mendelsohn’s desk, which was abandoned and looked like it had been since last we’d been here. I stood there quietly for a moment, then glanced over at Kelvin, who was stealing looks at me between typing something on his computer. “You know where Mendelsohn is?” I asked.

“Not in yet this morning.” His voice was calm yet steely, and he avoided actually making eye contact with me. I guess my non-post had somehow offended him, too, despite my not having anything to do with it.

“When will he be in?” I asked, trying not to fume too loudly. Oh, hell, who am I kidding, I have an RBF when I’m not even mad. When I seethe, as I was then, my face screams my aggravation loud and clear.

“No idea.” Kelvin still did not look up. He seemed to be making a studious point not to.

“Fine,” I said, and caught a glimpse of motion in Wittman’s office. “I’ll just ask your boss.” And I headed for his door.

“What—? No, you can’t!” Kelvin was on his feet in a second, almost overturning his chair, he bolted from it so quickly

“Too slow,” I said, and turned the knob. It was locked, and broke under my grasp. I threw it open on a stunned Cameron Wittman, who wore a headset and stared at me from behind his desk. “Hi, Cam. We need to talk.”

“Mr. Wittman, I’m sorry,” Kelvin said, edging up behind me but not daring to lay a hand on me.

Cameron Wittman just stared at me hard for a second, then said, “I’ll have to call you back,” and terminated his call. To Kelvin, he said. “It’s okay. Leave us alone for a minute?”

“Should I call security?” Kelvin asked, letting a trill of pleasure enter his voice, possibly at the thought of security doing...whatever they would try to do to me. I kept quiet at this, but rolled my eyes so Wittman could see it plainly.

“That won’t be necessary,” Wittman said. “Just close the door.”

Kelvin did. Or at least tried to. It clicked and clanked where I’d broken the mechanism. He fussed with it for about a minute while Wittman and I stood in silence, waiting for him to leave. “I’ll just...leave this and call maintenance,” he finally said, giving up.

“Thanks,” Wittman said. When the final clanking of the knob subsided, he remained standing, facing off with me. “So...what can I do for you?”

“Glad you asked,” I said, stepping around his desk to look out his window, not bothering to give him the grace of eye contact. “I’ve got a line on Grendel, but my idiot partner, who has screwed things up so monumentally as to create a virtual stink around me that is apparently smellable all the way back in Washington, broke my phone. I need a car and Mendelsohn’s help.”

Wittman folded his arms in my peripheral vision. “I don’t see how any of that is my problem.”

Well, hadn’t this just been a great start to the day. “If I was in a charitable mood,” I said, trying to keep my voice steely calm, listening to the voice in my head that said, Peace, chill, instead of the one that suggested, KILL, “I might just point out that the only reason I’m here, Cam, is because some metahuman douche decided to raid your facilities and kill my partner as well as myself. That I’ve done my utmost, within the parameters given to me by the FBI and you Silicon Valley incels, to try and solve this, and that, indeed, I have, in spite of a breathtaking lack of cooperation on many fronts. Not yours, at least up until now. You’ve been incredibly cooperative. If I wasn’t in a shitty mood, I might thank you for that, most effusively, in fact.”

I wheeled on him, bringing my best glare. “I am not in a great mood though, Cam. I have been killed. I have been beaten. I have been harangued. I have apparently gone viral for things I neither said nor believe, on an internet platform which I am not even present on. For apparently endorsing the beliefs of an idiot who I can’t even count on to hang with me in tough times. Somehow the last of these—the ones whose consequences are hurt feelings and possible offense—seems to be the primary concern for the rest of the world, while the former—the ones that actually risk my life and limb—are not. This is deeply disconcerting for me. I’m feeling a little offended myself, in fact, by the breathtaking lack of worry about my life being in jeopardy on a constant basis during this case.”

Wittman didn’t even blink. “Again, that’s hardly my problem.”

“The big yellow monster seems kinda like he might be your problem, Cam,” I said. “He’s not shy about killing his way through Silicon Valley. He’s not happy with you guys, and I’m beginning to understand how he feels.” I took a menacing step toward him. “Now listen to me. I don’t have a beef with you, but it looks to my inexperienced eye—oh, who’s kidding who, I know beef when I see it—that you’ve got a problem with me. So why don’t you just stick it up your ass for now and we’ll work it out later, after I save the damned day.” I got right up in his face. “Again, I might add.”

“Please take a step back,” Wittman said, looking me right in the eye. Unflapped, too.

Something about the way he said it, something about the challenge, right then, was like the proverbial straw joining the Hoover Building on my shoulders.

Something broke in me.

I lifted a hand, jutted out one finger, and prepared myself. “Listen up, Cam—” I brought it down, ready to poke him right in the chest as I lectured—

And something exploded in the air between us, blasting me back across the room as though a bomb had gone off between us.

When my head stopped ringing enough for me to concentrate, I realized I was smashed against the wall, and Cameron Wittman was standing exactly where he’d been before I’d touched him, a vibrato of energy surging around him in the form of sound waves that blurred the air surrounding him like an aura.

He just looked down at me, cold, clear, his voice not moved an inch.

“I told you...to take a step back,” he said, and I cursed in my head.

Cameron Wittman was now a meta. 

And he’d just knocked me the hell down.
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“Well, well, well,” I said, brushing myself off as I stood up, “looks like somebody’s decided to take a sip of the good stuff since last we met.”

“After you came crashing into my apartment in New York City, I decided I never wanted to be powerless, at the mercy of someone else, ever again,” Wittman said. His hand vibrated as he spoke, and I could feel the back of my teeth vibrate. He had a power like Eric Simmons; soundwaves that manifested as earth-quaking abilities. He’d shot them at me and I’d gone flying. My heart was still thudding slightly out of time thanks to what he’d hit me with. “Now I’ll never be at anyone’s mercy again.”

“Don’t be so sure of that,” I said, keeping my distance. “Grendel comes after you, your little power is more likely to give him some tickles down there than send him flying.” I brushed a little more drywall dust off my jacket. “Now that we’ve gotten that out of the way, you want to tell me what’s up your ass?”

“I gave you access to my mind before,” Wittman said, looking at me all steely, “for a specific purpose.”

“To stop the bad guy,” I said. “Which I did.”

“To bring ArcheGrey to justice,” he said. “Last I checked, she’s still out there.”

“ArcheGrey did not cripple your brother, okay?” I massaged my neck where I’d impacted the wall. It stung. “And the person who did was hired by another party—Nadine Griffin.”

Wittman’s eyes narrowed. “You didn’t tell me any of this when I granted you access to my mind.”

“I didn’t tell you that I removed your most humiliating childhood memory, either,” I said, “but it’s a fact.”

He raised a vibrating hand to me. “You should leave.”

“You should be real careful assaulting an FBI agent,” I said, raising my own hand up like a counter. It wasn’t like a baseline succubus could throw anything back at him, but it probably looked menacing. “Why is it that everyone in this town just assails me whenever they frigging feel like it? No respect for the law in this place. I’m starting to see why people shit and shoot up on the streets.” I adjusted my messed-up clothing and brushed down my hair. “I’m on a case, Cameron. One that’s hit your company already. One that involves a man who’s killed and who doesn’t seem to mind doing it again. You really going to kick me out of here, help revoked, now?”

“I don’t trust you,” he said, back straight, shoulders flush, head held high. “I shouldn’t have trusted you then. I definitely don’t now. Get out. Don’t come back.”

There was a creak of his door coming open, and two security guards just standing there. There were no words from them, but Kelvin looked all sanctimonious and prissy-lipped.

“Okay,” I said, taking the hint. “Best of luck if Grendel comes your way, Cam.”

“If he does, I won’t need you to help me deal with him,” Wittman said coldly. “I have resources. I can hire someone I’d trust to handle this rather than try and leave it to you and worry the whole time about what you’d come up with. Given your record and the problems you seem to bring to the table I simply...don’t believe you’ll look out for my interests in this.”

One of his security guards made to take my arm as I walked through the door. “Don’t do that,” I said. “I’ll go peacefully—unless you touch me. Then it’s going to turn not peaceful very quickly.” I left the threat there, because what the hell was the point of ramping up the antagonism any further than it already had been?

“You threatening me?” the security guard said, clearly with more mouth than brains.

“No, I’m warning you,” I said. “I’m an FBI agent and a succubus. You touch me like that, you’re assaulting a federal agent, and if you hold on, you’ll lose your soul.” I cast one last look over my shoulder at Wittman. “Thanks for all your help. Best of luck with your Grendel problem.”

“I don’t have a Grendel problem,” he called after me. “That’s all you.”

“And you better hope it stays that way,” I said, not looking back. 

But I had a feeling it wasn’t going to.
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Friday

 

“I don’t care what’s happened, I am going to make this day be kittens plus dynamite,” Friday muttered to himself as he dug in the dirt. “There will be kittens and dynamite, and by God it will be great and sexy and not at all gross and explodey. It will not be absolutely Kardashians. I will not allow it.”

He stopped his excavation project. He’d dug out a nice little stretch of what had been a grassy area, stopping when he’d unearthed dirt beneath the layers of topsoil and greenery he’d peeled back. He’d been trying to construct a setting that would look like beach sands when photographed at a close angle, but...

This was dirt. Black dirt. Oh, wait, that was wrong. African-American dirt, Friday mentally corrected. He really didn’t want to set off anymore internet firestorms by elephant-stepping on unorthodox words and phrases.

“I’m going to get ’em all back,” he muttered, trying to find lighter-colored dirt to mix in. There were some streaks of sandier brown in here. Maybe if he spread that out a little...

No, it still looked black. African-American, rather. Damn. He really needed to work on thinking that right. No more lesbian fupas. No, wait...faux pas? Either way, no more.

“I’ll say I’m sorry and they’ll see I’m sorry and I’ll make my apologies,” he said, digging again, huffing a little, dirt flying everywhere. “They’ll see. I’m worthy. Worthy of following. Worthy of...” He choked a little. “They’ll love me again. I’ll show them I’m good. They’ll see. They’ll realize I actually love lesbians, even if they are kind of angry, usually at me. But who can blame them? I’ve been known to say a stupid thing or two.” He laughed. “Maybe more than one or two. But who doesn’t?”

Still African-American dirt everywhere. How the hell was he going to turn this into a sexy, high-angle, ‘Look-at-me-I’m-on-a-careless-happy-fun-vacay-on-the-beach’ selfie?

“Excuse me, sir?” came a tinny voice from just outside his photo set. “You can’t dig here.”

“Just chill out, Mr. Roboto,” Friday said, smoothing the dirt. It wasn’t the most beachlike he’d ever seen, but he’d make do. “I’ve got to snap a few photos to upload and I’ll be out of your hair. Which is robot-like, I assume. Maybe metal snakes, I don’t know.”

“Sir, I’m not memeing, but this is literally an Arby’s.”

Friday stared at the metal stand with the menu on it, just beyond the planter where he was digging. “I’m not stupid; I know that. But I need to borrow your lawn. I’ll order some roast beef sandwiches after I take these tasteful nudes.”

“Excuse me, what?”

Friday stripped down, hurrying, because roast beef sounded really good right about now. Plus, he needed to start making amends to all the angry people online. Sure, they were mad. Like lesbians. But maybe they just needed some vitamin D, too.

In this, Friday had them covered.

He spread out on the patch of dirt, posing as he held his phone in selfie position. He splayed out, tilting his head back so that it looked, artistically, as though he had partially fainted. He set his legs at right angles—no, deeper, tucked back beneath his beautiful ass. He angled his whole body.

Someone honked as they went through the drive-through. He could hear the conversation as he worked on his pose:

“Did you know there’s a giant naked guy taking a selfie on your lawn?”

“Yeah, the cops are on their way. If you want to pull through and order at the window, that’d probably be safest. We think he’s having a mental health incident.”

“I’m fine, thanks,” Friday called to them. “And I’d like five roast beef sandwiches to go. Along with an order of potato cakes.” He lowered his voice. “Those things are totally kittens.”

He snapped the first photo. Yes. It was very cute. Perfect for what he was looking to do.

Friday rolled over, spreading out in a starfish pattern. Owning the land, the ground beneath his cheeks. Zooming in, he took a perfect dick pic, the paleness of his junk accented by the dark sands. “Excellent contrast,” he muttered as he reviewed the picture.

Finally, he rolled over and posed, kicking up his legs like a schoolgirl wearing high heels and pretending to be a hooker. “Yes,” he muttered, “you are a sexy bitch. You could rock a bikini bottom like no one else. They’ll all see. Soon enough, they’ll see.” He swelled his butt just a little more, a little sop to the Sir Mix-A-Lot crowd who were definitely into those things. “I do have an LA face as well as Oakland booty, because I was just at both yesterday.” A few more snaps...

“And I’m spent,” he said, rolling back over to his front. He tagged the pics, prepped them for upload, and hit the button, already thinking of sweet roast beef—

ACCOUNT SUSPENDED.

The message popped up before the first photo even uploaded, and Friday was left staring at it, blinking in the sunlight. Wondering if this was some error.

“No,” he said, poking at the phone. “No, this can’t be right.” He felt his eyes grow teary. “I was going to get them all back. I was going to make them love me again with these.”

His racking sobs rang out over the Arby’s parking lot as he let loose all the pent-up frustration with a dripping run of tears that turned the ground around him muddy.

“There, there, big, uh, naked guy,” the speaker chirped. “You want some curly fries to cheer you up?”

Friday stopped sobbing. “Hell yeah I want some curly fries.”

“All right, we’ll get you some curly fries. But you’re going to need to put on some clothes if you want to come to the window and get them. This isn’t White Castle, after all.”

“That’s fair,” Friday said, reaching for his discarded clothing. “That’s totally fair, Mr. Roboto.” It was worth putting on pants to bury his grief in potato cakes and curly fries.

Still...cut off from his Socialite/Instaphoto account...how could things get any darker?
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Sienna

 

“I am an FBI agent and I am commandeering your phone,” I said, snatching a phone out of a Wittman Capital employee’s hand as I passed them, just outside the front entrance. The security guys watching me looked like they might make a move, but I flashed my badge and my middle finger at them, and they wisely kept their distance as I stalked off across the parking lot, trying to remember the New York office number from memory.

I hit it on the third try, and was treated to the automated menu that answered for us. Getting past the boilerplate menu required a code, which, fortunately, I did recall.

Ten seconds later, Shaw answered. “Who is this?”

“It’s Nealon.”

“Nealon! What the hell happened during that conference call? And why are you calling from a California number?”

“Friday lost it and broke my phone,” I said, mentally adding a DUH! “Sans phone, I couldn’t call you back right away. Also, apparently my location in Silicon Valley is a bit of a hike from the nearest phone store.”

“They have phones in hotel rooms, Nealon,” Shaw said, voice trending toward a yell.

“Oh, yeah,” I said. “That’s a good point. I must have been too frazzled to consider that. Might have had something to do with Friday leaping out my window.”

“He what?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I’m guessing someone’s on the hook for those damages, and I can only be thankful it’s Cam Douchenozzle Wittman who rented the room and not the government. Anyway, about the case—”

“Do you not hear yourself speaking?” Shaw sounded about ten miles past aggravated, and definitely past the point where tact was a thing in his consideration. “You ditched out on a conference call with the Director and her crisis manager—”

“I didn’t ditch, my phone got destroyed by a prideful ape. You try and rejoin a conference call with a shattered phone, I defy you.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Shaw said, regaining a modicum of control. “We need to address this crisis.”

“Look, I needed to talk to you without Chalke or that clown Bilson on the line,” I said. “I know you’re bent out of shape about Friday’s social media antics, and I’m not saying they’re not bad, but I’m a little more focused on the events that include the consequence of people actually dying than the ones where people get butthurt about Friday being dumb and saying—probably unintentionally—hurtful things.”

“This is a serious issue, Nealon.” Shaw had hit yelling. “The bureau is the nation’s leading law enforcement agency. We operate on trust and—”

“I don’t believe anyone thinks that because Friday, who does not actually work for the FBI, posted something dumb on Socialite, they think the entire FBI are a bunch of bigots,” I said, surprisingly cool given the level of fire I was under. There was a strain in my voice, though, and it was rising to match. “My job is to save lives from threats like, oh, I don’t know, A GIANT YELLOW INVINCIBLE MONSTER SMASHING ITS WAY THROUGH THE BAY AREA! Not try and corral a stupid freaking moron who I couldn’t control if I had ten gallons of tranquilizer, a thousand feet of paracord and five hundred feet of duct tape!”

Okay, I might have yelled a little. Calm, begone.

“Get yourself under control, Nealon!” Shaw shouted. “You work for us!”

“Not anymore!” I shouted. “To hell with you, and to hell with everyone! Go fuck yourself, bureaucrat! Here!” And I tossed the phone back at the person I’d taken it from.

“He—hello?” the person I’d stolen the phone from talked into the microphone, then looked up at me all confused. “Uh...he still wants to talk to you.”

“Well, I don’t want to talk to him,” I said, and broke into a run across the parking lot. 

I didn’t care where I was going, so long as it was the hell away from that phone, away from Shaw and his stupid voice and effed-up priorities.

To hell with it, really. To hell with them all.

I didn’t need this shit.
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I stomped like Godzilla through the green space surrounding the Wittman Capital campus. It was genuinely pretty out there, though I’d have died before acknowledging it in the toxic mood I was in. In my own internal world the skies were black and grim, my anger like dark clouds across the sun.

“To hell with everyone,” I said again, still stomping like a child. I was aware I was being childish. Keenly aware.

But I did not give a damn. I felt justified by this onslaught of abuse I’d done roughly nothing to prompt. I hadn’t wanted to hire Friday; I’d been killed by a superior enemy and forced to go with whatever help I could get.

None of this was my idea. None of this was my fault.

Have you ever felt so wronged that you hit a point of DGAF where nothing actually mattered to you anymore? Where you were so emotionally spent by bullshit going on around you that even the important things just faded into the background?

I remembered feeling that way, quite strongly, for about the first month after I’d gone on the run following President Harmon framing me. I’d hidden out in a small town in Utah, and kept my head down, letting the world pass me by.

I’d come out of it eventually, of course, and returned to doing what I do best—kicking ass, taking names, ridding the world of metahuman threats.

But for that month, the villains had some freedom to maneuver in a way they might not have been able to if I’d been on duty.

Already my anger toward the FBI was fading, the memory of Grendel shoving his claws in my guts coming back like a fire. It wasn’t the first time someone had gutted me, of course. Wolfe had done it a couple times. As pain went, it was about the top of the scale, near as I could recall. Tearing my heart out afterward?

Well, I’d hadn’t been conscious for it, but dammit, my hand shook thinking back on it now.

“Damn you people,” I muttered under my breath. Why the hell did this have to be so hard?

I cursed Harry Graves for telling me to bring Friday along on this. What the hell was he thinking?

I cursed Shaw and Chalke, too. How could they possibly have their priorities so damned out of whack as to worry about image and damage control when we had a murderous killer on the loose? He’d literally thrown people to their deaths out of Socialite HQ, killed security guards at Inquest, even murdered an FBI agent and they were like, “You know, our real concern here is people on the internet seeing this temp moron we hired to help you as representative of the entire FBI.”

How could that be a bigger problem than people dying? I wasn’t, by any means, condoning Friday’s moronics. Far from it. But him making an utter ass of himself online seemed, to my admittedly inexperienced eyes, to be less of a crisis than people literally being murdered and a big bad villain who seemed to have an evil scheme in mind. Because if Grendel was cool with murdering people as he went about acquiring the pieces of his scheme, I didn’t have any faith that the endpoint of his plan was going to result in anything other than more death and misery. Certainly more death, at least, than Friday’s statements about the general temperament of gay women, asinine as his words were.

Suddenly I was left reflecting on the FBI’s handling of this entire crisis. They’d put me out here without even paying, left me to Cameron Wittman and his largesse, sent me without backup and—if I hadn’t gotten aggressive in talking to the FBI armorer—without anything more than a couple pistols. To take on Grendel, who had proven himself immune to gunfire.

In spite of all that uphill-both-ways-in-the-snow bullshit, I’d managed to humble the bastard. Once with the aid of Friday (amazingly) and Veronika, and once with my own guts and a distraction assist from Veronika’s Inquest gang.

But now I’d lost my phone, my ride, my FBI backing was pulled due to Friday’s idiocy, I’d as good as quit my job just now, and Veronika and friends were definitely leaning against me in this whole matchup. Plus, Grendel had gotten whatever the hell he was aiming to get, and hanging out there about to move to the next stage of...whatever the hell Michael Bermudez had in his revenge-addled brain to do.

And I’d just walked out on that? For pride? Because I was angry about the government acting like a bunch of bureaucratic, ass-covering toolbags, more concerned about the effects of pissing off people than saving lives?

Shit. 

Seriously...what the hell was I supposed to do now?
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Michael Bermudez

 

He didn’t bother taking his computer with him, because soon he wouldn’t need it. All he did was type in one last message:

Ready?

And when he got the response:

Yep.

He grinned at the message, threw on a t-shirt and pants, and headed for the door. Didn’t even bother to log out first, he was so jubilant and distracted.

This was it. Everything he’d planned. With help, of course. Everything they’d planned. If everything went according to that, well...

Revenge would be had.

They’d get mega wealthy.

Life would be good.

With one last look around, Michael Bermudez closed the door to his apartment—and his old life—and prepared to go create a new one.

“Time to reboot the system,” he whispered with a smile. Because it really was.
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Sienna

 

I’d lost steam after I realized the depth of my screwup. How I had thrown out my job and all my plans for the sake of assuaging my stupid pride? Well, no one had ever accused me of being the coolest, calmest of individuals, but I had to admit:

Yeah, I messed up on this one. Hard.

Walking over the last hill to leave the Wittman Capital property, I reflected that this tree-lined campus was just a little too big, just a little too shrouded, just a little too far from the damned road. I had a long walk to the nearest cell phone store, where I’d hopefully be able to secure a new phone, with which I would promptly call Shaw and apologize. Then Chalke. Then go on a mea culpa internet tour, or whatever they needed me to do.

Whatever got me in place to stop Grendel/Bermudez from doing whatever he had it in mind to do.

“Sienna?” A voice reached my ears, pricking them up, from the road, which was about fifty yards to my left. I was high on a hillside, and I looked down to find a mid-grade BMW parked on the side of the entry drive. Aaron Mendelsohn sat there, window down, waving up at me.

I looked left and right in case security was watching, then ambled down the hill. “Hey,” I called back. “You might want to just roll up the window and drive on in.”

Mendelsohn frowned. “Why would I want to do that?”

“I don’t know if you’ve heard,” I said, closing the last ten yards or so to reach his door, “but Wittman cut me off. Kicked me out. Whatever. I’m persona non grata around here.”

His frown deepened. “He left me a voicemail mentioning the basics, but I didn’t quite understand the genesis. What happened?”

“I had a bad night and kinda picked a fight with him,” I said, deciding, what the hell, own it. “Turns out he’s meta. Did you know that?”

“Yeah. We talked about it when he took the serum,” Mendelsohn said, nodding like it was nothing. “He asked my opinion, I rendered it. For him, it makes a lot of sense. He’s a very wealthy man, security is an issue, kidnapping threats are a problem, especially in some of the developing countries where he’s done business, so—”

“So you advised him to become superhuman,” I said. “Good advice for him. Didn’t work so well for me.”

“Doesn’t sound to me like it worked well for anyone if he’s cutting off support for this investigation,” Mendelsohn said. “I’ll have a talk with him if you like. By the by, did you get my voicemail?”

“Ah, no,” I said. “Friday shattered my phone this morning, so I’m operating in the dark at the moment.” I waved my hands to indicate my mode of traversal. “Also lacking a car, and seeking a phone store without a GPS? Not the easiest thing I’ve ever done. I mean, not as tough as, say, running across Scotland without that, but still...not easy.”

“I can give you a lift,” he said, reaching across his seat and throwing open his door.

I adopted a pained look. “I don’t want to cause you friction with your boss. Wittman is super pissed at me. Not without cause.”

“I’m sure he has very good reasons, in his mind, for being so,” Mendelsohn said. “But I’m not him and he’s not me, and he respects me enough to respect my decisions. I have quite a bit of latitude in determining my personal time off, and I feel a day coming on now.” He smiled. “So...come on. I’ve got some exciting developments to share with you based on my part of the investigation in any case.”

“You...kept investigating?” I asked. “Last night?”

He nodded. “I managed to get a line on finding Uruk. You remember? The—”

“Homeless totally non-Sumerian in the footage from your server robbery downtown,” I said, smiling. “Yeah. I remember. Distinctive name and all that. How does this help us, though? Because I have the actual name of Grendel now. Left you a message about it.”

“I got that and called you back this morning,” he said. “What’s the name?”

“Michael Bermudez. Sound familiar?” I circled around and got in the BMW while he thought about it.

He pursed his lips, deep in thought. “Can’t say it does, but this is a big town. Bio?”

“Veteran of Socialite, where he said something to get himself internally blacklisted,” I said, ticking off my fingers, “and then Inquest, where he might have discovered that their search engine’s success is actually a giant sham to disguise that they’re using traffic assignments to look bigger and cooler than they are.”

Mendelsohn’s eyes widened slightly as he three-point turned the car. “That was a popular rumor for a while. You confirmed this?”

“With Brittle Bruce, yeah,” I said.

“Oof,” Mendelsohn said. “That’s going to affect Wittman Capital’s investment.”

“Oh?” I tried to sound nonchalant, but a little question mark had just popped up in my head relating to Mendelsohn’s interest here. “Does that mean you’ll sell it? The company holding, I mean?”

“I’ve wanted to sell it for quite some time,” Mendelsohn said. “Long before the rumors came out. Their revenue model never made sense to me, but Cameron had a feeling about it and overruled my recommendation. Even if they are doing what you say, there’s still some underlying value thanks to some recent acquisitions, but it certainly slashes the price of the company. By a lot. Cameron’s investment might end up closer to a break even when it’s all said and done. Anyone who got in on the later funding rounds is going to—forgive the colloquialism—‘lose their ass.’”

“Let me warm up the world’s smallest violin to showcase my deep concern for the hit to Cam’s profit margin,” I said, putting my thumb and forefinger an inch apart. “Meanwhile, we’ve got Michael Bermudez out here doing shady shit for a reason we can’t quite get a finger on, other than revenge and possibly robotic AI—”

“Indeed, I’m hard-pressed to find logical things he could be working on other than this,” Mendelsohn said. “But there are other possibilities, I suppose. It’s all very murky.”

“Yeah, I’d like to clear it up,” I said, “but unless I can find this Michael Bermudez, I doubt I’ll be able to.”

It only took a beat before Mendelsohn brought up the logical question. The one that any idiot would ask: “What happens if you run across this Bermudez now?” He looked over at me, eyes lined with concern. “I mean, forgive me, but...it hasn’t gone particularly well for you most of the times you’ve challenged him. Do you have a plan to change that?”

I drew a deep breath, then let it out slowly. “No, not really. But I have to do something, don’t I?”

Mendelsohn shifted his eyes to the road as we wended our way out of the corporate park where Wittman Capital’s Headquarters lay. “I suppose you do. Can’t the FBI help?”

“I’m not so sure they can,” I said, a little carefully. “Take me to the cell phone store?”

“Okay...” he said, nodding along. “And then?”

“And hopefully by the time I sync the new phone with the cloud, I’ll have a voicemail waiting from the local FBI office with a last known address for Bermudez. After that...” I gave it a moment’s thought.

Nope. Still no idea what to do.

“After that, I guess we’ll just have to puzzle something out,” I said. Mendelsohn gulped, and I knew exactly how he felt.


 

 

 

 

86.

 

 

“You have four-hundred and twenty-seven new voicemails.”

“Sonofabitch,” I muttered under my breath as I held my new phone. My contacts had already populated, and looking through visual voicemail was a huge lifesaver.

“Inbox zero appears to be a far-off dream for you,” Mendelsohn said, his own phone up to his ear as we hung out in the parking lot of the phone store. “Yes, Kelvin? I’m not going to make it in today. Bit of a Ferris Bueller thing, yeah...”

I skimmed the voicemails, scrolling down. I flat-out ignored the ones from Chalke, Shaw, or anything with a DC or New York number. Which was basically all of them.

Aha.

A 415 number stood right in the middle of them all, and I clicked it. It took a second to load, then launched into the message with several seconds lopped off the front.

“...with the San Francisco FBI office. The system shows one subject with that name in the area.” They rattled off a short address that wasn’t familiar at all to me. “Thank you, and please feel free to call with any additional inquiries.” Click.

I repeated the address a couple times in my head, then once out loud before popping it into my phone’s GPS. I motioned to Mendelsohn, who wrapped up whatever the hell he was doing with his call. I caught the last of it.

“...really ought to prepare to accept a markdown on that Inquest stock, Cameron. Trust me on this.” Pause. “Traffic assignment, yep. The rumors are true.” He looked right at me. “Yes, I got it from a reliable source.”

I rolled my eyes at that. Likelihood Cameron Wittman considered me a reliable source: zero. Cares I had about Cameron Wittman losing money on Inquest’s bullshit stock shell game? Also zero.

“All right, thanks,” Mendelsohn said. “Talk to you later.” He hung up. “Where are we headed?” I repeated the address, and he nodded. “Downtown, not far from our location there. And also not far from—”

“Where Uruk hangs his battle scythe?” I asked, heading for the BMW.

Mendelsohn chuckled. “Weren’t spears more the thing in that era?”

“All I know is they were probably, what? Bronze? Stone? What age was it?” I shrugged. “My pre-historical knowledge is just not comprehensive for some reason. Probably because my mother didn’t offer that course.”

He tsk-tsked me. “It’s never too late to learn. And you really shouldn’t knock your education. As I’ve said before, you’re quite bright and well-read. A college degree, especially in these days, is less a sign of actual knowledge than it is a hint that you might be socially connected in the right ways and have yourself blessed by an academic elite that is somewhat insular and disconnected from the majority of our society. To their peril.”

“Oh, have we come full circle?” I asked. “Has the power of education and the revolt of the nerds been eclipsed, the wheel turning back to coolness radiating from the mal-educated and ignorant?”

“Education and ignorance can, sadly, go hand in hand,” Mendelsohn said. “Trust me on this. I have met some of the most educated idiots you could possibly imagine.”

“I have come in contact with a breathtaking lot of stupid,” I said, slamming the door behind me. “So I can imagine quite a lot of it. Also, I’m related to Friday, so...”

Mendelsohn hesitated, chagrin bleeding out. “Yes. I heard he broadcast his thoughts on the disposition of lesbians after our conversation yesterday. Very unfortunate.”

“Thanks for still sitting next to me, then,” I said. “A lot of people are inching away right now.” I looked out the window. “I know for a fact my bosses at the FBI are.”

“Why wouldn’t I?” Mendelsohn asked, and he sounded genuinely curious.

“I don’t know if you’ve noticed,” I said, “but these days in our society there exists a little something called ‘Cancel’ culture. A less nice way to put it might be ‘twitchmobbing.’ Where the whole point is to find some offense someone’s committed online, and then a large group of people bombard them on the internet until they apologize and accept their exile from polite society.”

“I am going to suggest something to you,” Mendelsohn said. “Something you probably already know. First, that any mob of human beings is naturally calloused to the feelings of their target, righteous cause or no. That, in fact, when operating as a mob, humans are the least empathetic they can be, the least rationally judgmental and most heinously short-sighted and unforgiving. Furthermore, that anyone who abandons or criticizes you because of something you didn’t even say—well, they’re being either deeply disingenuous or flat-out malicious. Regardless, they are no friend of yours.”

“Yeah, I don’t have that many friends lately,” I said.

“You should work on that,” Mendelsohn said. “But I’d be happy to count you among mine.”

“You might not be so glad you said that.” I gave him a rare-ish (these days) smile. “People who stand too close to me lately tend to have a target painted on their backs.”

“Well,” Mendelsohn said. “Maybe I’ll just stand a little farther away. Not right next to you. A small, reasonable distance, but where I can still proclaim my support.” He smiled.

“That’s the best offer I think I’ve had all day,” I said. And I meant it.
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Friday

 

“Socialite!” Friday shouted at the pyramid, throwing the empty Arby’s potato cakes cardboard container at the building. “Unban me! Chapmannnnnnnnnn!”

The building didn’t answer, of course. Security was buzzing around behind him. They were right on the edge of the parking lot, and Friday was standing next to the building’s ledge, the start of the pyramid. He was going to begin climbing it soon, too, if Chapman didn’t come out and answer for this indignity.

“Sir, the police have been called,” a security guard with a megaphone broadcasted to him.

“You can’t call the police on me,” Friday said, slapping his own chest. “If they try arrest me, I’ll arrest them! I’m with the FBI!” He banged a hand on the concrete side of the building, shattering one of the panes of glass above. “All I want is my account reinstated so I can upload my tasteless nudes and win back my followers!” He slapped his hand on his chest again for emphasis. “I have to get them back, see? They have to...to see.”

He took a doddering step, suddenly lightheaded. His muscles were so hugenormous. That happened every once in a while when he was embiggened. Lightheadedness. 

He shook it off. The pencilneck with the megaphone was saying something into it.

“If you give up now, we won’t have to tase you.”

“If you tase me, I’m going to jump-start your heart with it. But rectally.” He made a move toward them, and the little bitches scrambled like tenpins hit by a bowling ball. “That’s right, run, you little girls. I am way too much man for you.”

He laughed. How could they stop him now? They’d have to see, dammit. Give him what he wanted and he’d show them—show them all. The whole world, even.

“I will not be deterred!” Friday shouted. “Heh. De-turd. Get it?” He blinked, lightheaded again. How big was he?

Whatever. He had a job to do. He had to get his account back. He was as big as he needed to be for that.

“You can’t stop me!” he shouted, top of his lungs. “I’m going to make shit happen around here. I will drop deuces on you people, you understand me? You can’t threaten me. I can’t be intimidated—”

The crack of gunshot hit the wall next to him, shattering chips of concrete and showering them in his face, and sending Friday’s pulse up into the nuclear high zone.

“AIIIIIIIIEEEEEE!” he screamed and ran for it, sprinting along the side of the building and rounding the pyramid in seconds. 

He didn’t stop running for a while, and while he was, he certainly didn’t pause to consider how he shouldn’t be intimidated. Someone had just shot at him, after all. With a gun. That shit could kill him.

He just kept running, and didn’t spare a thought about how far he should go, just that he should get the hell away from here.
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Sienna

 

Michael Bermudez’s apartment was empty, something I determined in about a pulse-raising thirty seconds as I swept it with my Glock 19. I looked for signs of movement, listened for any sound that indicated he was here and preparing an ambush in which to gut me.

But he wasn’t, which left me in an apartment that was cluttered with electronics equipment, and...little else, really. It was kind of sad how one-dimensional our villain’s life looked at first blush.

“Don’t you need a warrant for this?” Mendelsohn asked.

“If I had to guess, I’ve been suspended by the FBI pending disciplinary action,” I said. This was a three-room apartment—living room, bathroom, bedroom. The action was all in the living room, where Bermudez had a computer set up. And still running, without a screen saver. “I couldn’t get a warrant right now if I wanted to, so, no. I’m just breaking and entering as a private citizen.” I stared at the screen. “If SFPD puts as much emphasis on residential burglaries as they do auto ones, we’ll be fine.”

“Heh,” Mendelsohn laughed weakly, probably because he was aware we were committing a felony. “See anything?”

“Chat bar,” I said, pointing at the screen. I didn’t want to touch anything because of prints, evidentiary rules, etc. But this...

I read it quickly. It extended all the way to the top of the screen, maybe beyond. Couldn’t tell without touching the mouse, which I didn’t want to do. It was pretty straightforward—Bermudez had been having a conversation with someone about his evil plans, and it laid out the basics, at least in vague terms.

“That parking lot is in the Presidio,” Mendelsohn said. “But we’ve got a couple hours yet before the rendezvous.”

“Yeah,” I said, looking around quickly. There wasn’t a lot of...well, anything. “Does this place look like Steve Jobs’s house in that biopic to you?”

Mendelsohn didn’t have to look around; there wasn’t much to see. “Yes. It appears Mr. Bermudez is a minimalist. What do you suppose the transaction is here?”

“I don’t know,” I said, looking back at the chat box. “But he’s getting something he wants, and it sounds like he’s using it right then and there. Which is not good, I assume, unless it’s something innocuous, like a complete collection of Beanie Babies.”

“Or some drugs?” Mendelsohn grinned, then grimaced, apparently reaching the same conclusion I went to, but a second later.

“Can you imagine Grendel on cocaine or PCP?” I shuddered, for very good reasons. “I’m really rooting for the Beanie Baby collection now.” I took a breath. “Probably not that lucky, though.”

“Who do you suppose he’s talking to here?” Mendelsohn asked, leaning in.

A single letter denoted the other party in the conversation: M.

“Not you, is it?” I asked, trying to keep it light in spite of the fact that I’d been betrayed like this a time or twelve before.

“Ah, no,” Mendelsohn said, shaking his head emphatically.

“Drat,” I said, staring at the letter as though it might reveal some grand secret heretofore kept hidden. “Jaime Chapman, Berniece Adams, Hollister McKay—hey, there’s an M.”

“You just running through the list of people you’ve met since you got here?” Mendelsohn asked.

“Yeah, I typically find that in an investigation—and most cops find this, too—you run across the perp in the course of the preliminary because they’re generally somewhat close to the crime. Unless it’s a random act.” I tapped a finger on my chin. “But this isn’t random. Grendel’s been seeking things out, apparently on behalf of this M. M is rewarding Grendel with something that will let Bermudez get his revenge.” That was all right there in the conversational thread. Hell, Bermudez’s responses were practically dripping with enthusiasm.

He wanted to do this—whatever it was—ASAP.

It was happening today. In the next couple hours.

“Shit, shit, shit,” I said, under my breath. “Let’s head to the Presidio.”
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Veronika

 

“Huh,” Veronika said, looking at her phone. She only stared at it for a second before shaking her head and putting it down. Ridiculous, as always.

“What?” Berniece looked over at her through sleepy, half-closed eyes. They were all still cloistered in the bunker beneath the Mountain View mansion. Had been all night, or at least ever since they’d blown off the fight club event. It was starting to get a little ripe in here, but Veronika wasn’t going to suggest anyone leave. They were all making the kind of overtime rates that you could retire on, even as long-lived metas. And all for just sitting here.

“More stupid Friday drama,” Veronika said after a second of warring with herself over whether to say anything.

Berniece thought about it a second, her reactions clearly slowed by fatigue. She hadn’t slept. None of them had, but only Hollister seemed unfazed by it. He was still cranking away in the corner at...well, something. “That’s the big idiot, right? The one who said all lesbians are angry?”

Veronika rolled her eyes. Couldn’t help it. “Yeah. That guy.”

Bernice chuckled. “What’d he do now?”

“Oh, well,” Veronika said, pulling out her phone and reloading the news item she’d just checked out. “He was running half-naked up the 101 about ten minutes ago.” She held her phone out for Berniece to see as the video played.

“What’s this?” Kristina dipped in over Berniece’s shoulder. “Oooh. That man has muscles on top of his muscles. I’m all for a well-built gentleman, but that is just excessive.”

Tyler stuck his head in, too, peering down. “He looks like a comic book artist’s rendition of muscles. But taken to an extreme.”

“Watch,” Veronika said. Friday was really hauling ass down the side of the highway, then leapt up and over a sound dampening fence, out of sight.

“How fast do you think he was moving?” Kristina asked, still watching as the video looped.

“I don’t know, but I hope he doesn’t stop when he hits the bay.” Chase was hunched over Tyler’s shoulder, sneering. Of course. She had reason to dislike Friday.

“Well, at that speed he’ll be there in just a little while,” Veronika said. “Half an hour maybe, given he’s going cross-country.”

Berniece got a glazed look in her eyes, then blinked them back to clarity. “Hollister, dear? I feel like working at our downtown offices today. Don’t you?”

“No,” Hollister mumbled, not looking up from whatever he was doing.

“Yes, I think we should go downtown,” Berniece said, rising. “We’ll pack up and head to the tower offices.” She held back just the barest smile. “That way, if anything interesting comes from this—and I almost feel like it will—we’ll be well placed to act on it.”

Veronika exchanged a look with Chase, who burned with contempt. Neither said anything, though, until Veronika spoke for everyone. “You’re the boss, boss,” she said. What else could you say?
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Friday

 

Just keep running.

Just keep running.

Don’t let them shoot you down like a rabid dog in the street.

Keep running.

Sure, he was tired. But being shot down? That was forever.

“Ain’t no cop...gonna shoot me down...” Friday mumbled, taking another flying leap across the landscape. 

Had to get away...
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Sienna

 

“I take it this Presidio is a tourist attraction?” I asked as we pulled onto Lincoln Way, skirting the edge of Golden Gate Park as we cruised along. It was just one long tree-lined boulevard, seemingly stretching into infinity ahead. But not infinity, because we were about to make a left turn through the park, according to my GPS.

“Yep,” Mendelsohn said.

“Great, people,” I muttered. “I love being around people. Especially right now.”

“They’ll forget all this,” Mendelsohn said. “Given some time.”

“I suppose it’s not a murder rap, so it’s more likely than them just forgiving the last thing I did.” 

“Here’s a question for you, though—when are you going to forgive for this?” Mendelsohn asked.

I thumped my elbow against the window and made a face. “What?”

“Friday,” Mendelsohn said, not taking his eyes off the road. Traffic was heavy, but not ridiculous. “When are you going to forgive him for what he did here?”

I felt a tension in my shoulders. I had started to answer, “What’s there to forgive?” But I couldn’t get it out. “He didn’t...slander me,” I managed lamely.

“But he did do some things that blew back on you, rather grandly,” Mendelsohn said. “There’s certainly grievance. Reason for you to be mad. So...are you?”

“Yeah,” I said at last, begrudgingly, pairing the admission with a sigh. “I guess I am pretty pissed that he messed things up for me. Again.”

“Then...when are you going to forgive him for it?” Mendelsohn asked.

That prompted a world-class, Sienna RBF frown. “Uh, when he’s earned it?”

Mendelsohn shook his head. “That’s not how forgiveness works.”

“Look, I don’t have to forgive him,” I said. “I can carry a grudge for, like...decades, if I want to, okay? Grudges are light and I have strength to spare.”

“I can understand that philosophy and maybe even agree with it,” Mendelsohn said, “for the ordinary people you meet who’ve wronged you.” He was shaking his head. “But that’s not Friday.”

“He’s not ordinary, that’s for sure.”

“I mean...he’s family to you,” Mendelsohn said softly. “And you can’t give up on family.”

I opened my mouth to spit out a quick, savage response, but...

I thought about my mom locking me up for a decade to keep me safe—at my request. Something she didn’t want to do, something I butted heads with her for, hated her for at times.

She’d died to save me, the ungrateful teen pain in the ass who was actually the cause of most of my own suffering.

“Maybe,” I said instead. All I could manage.

“I think it’s really easy to marginalize someone,” Mendelsohn said. “‘Oh, he’s stupid’ when someone like Friday does something ill thought-out. Or dumb, if you prefer. But when he talked with us, ignorant as he might have been, he had no malice in his heart.”

“Right, he was just...big and pig-ignorant,” I said. “His mouth outran his brain’s leash.”

Mendelsohn chuckled. “I see a lot of this on the internet. Ascribing the worst motives to people and then nuking them from orbit—”

“Just to be sure, you know.”

“I believe marginalizing people is wrong, whoever it’s done to,” Mendelsohn said. “Whether it’s my great-grandparents in Germany during World War II or some hip atheist sneering at a religious person, it’s wrong to look down on others, to feel you’re better than they. Popular, sure. But an easy way to stir resentment that festers and lasts long beyond the calling of it.”

“Yeah, but some people just suck,” I said.

“And you don’t have to like them,” Mendelsohn said. “Or agree with them. But ascribing bad motivations to them? Well, that’s judging, and there’s no tolerance to that. None of us are our best selves every day. Friday certainly wasn’t when he posted what he did. If you’re part of the rest of the internet mob, I guess you have the luxury of hating a stranger. But if he’s family...”

“Ugh...” I lowered my head. “Why do you have to make this so difficult? Can’t I just be mad at his stupidity? Forever?”

“You can,” Mendelsohn said. “You can hold a grudge forever. And you’ll be bitter and angry and frustrated and I don’t think you’ll know real joy because you’ll be so busy holding on to the part of you that hates.”

I just stared at him across the seat as he pulled into a parking space. “Yeah. Well. I’ll think about that forgiveness thing and get back to you, how about that?”

Mendelsohn chortled. “I wasn’t expecting you to do it right this second. That would be miraculous.”

“Good, because I need time to pull off my miracles,” I said, as we turned into the park. The rendezvous was inching closer.

Time was running out.
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The Presidio was a sprawling section of land that overlooked the Golden Gate bridge, a former military base decommissioned in the drawdown after the Cold War and turned into a park/corporate HQ/historical zone. The location Grendel and his backer had chosen for their exchange was close to the bridge, the parking lot for its overlook, actually.

“I’ll just park here,” Mendelsohn said, putting the BMW parallel to the curb next to a white building that looked like an old military barracks. It had been rehabbed, repainted, maybe turned into a civilian townhouse or something. It was tough to tell from the drab exterior.

“Better here than on the sidewalk, I guess,” I said, popping the door and stepping out into the cool, cloudy day. The air smelled of salt water; the ocean was just on the other side of that big orange bridge, really.

“How do you want to handle this?” Mendelsohn asked, looking around. He couldn’t have been more conspicuous if I’d stuck him in a neon gown and heels and told him to walk the damned street to make some cash.

“Casually,” I said, nodding to his posture, which would have made ramrod straight look relaxed. “We’re out for a walk. We’re just normal people doing normal things in San Francisco, like walking or yoga or whatever.”

“I am fairly certain yoga would look out of place here,” Mendelsohn said.

“You’d be more likely to blend in doing yoga right now than walking around like you’re smuggling a dumbbell between your butt cheeks,” I said. “As you presently are.”

Mendelsohn stiffened, though I’m not sure how that was physically possible. “Casual. Right.” He relaxed twenty percent or so.

I patted him on the shoulder. “You’re getting there. Now keep in mind, our boy is probably going to be sporting a very normal look, because his other option is to come in hot wearing yellow and a big, bony body and drawing all manner of attention. I’m guessing he’s not all about that since I don’t hear any screaming.”

“So we’re looking for a white van...” Mendelsohn said as we started toward the overlook. It was across a couple roads, and traffic was relatively light.

“Yeah,” I said. “Which means we’re on the lookout for the kind driven by workmen and perverts.” He shot me a quizzical look. “You know, where they offer the candy? You have no idea what I’m talking about?” He shook his head. “You’re such an innocent.”

We walked down the hill, me trying to let my eyes scan behind my sunglasses without acting like my suspicious head was on a swivel. I wasn’t in disguise, which probably wasn’t a great help, but I was trying to blend in.

That lasted to about halfway down the hill, when an angry voice rent the air.

“Homophobe!”

I turned my head to see two moms in yoga pants power-walking toward me with the most outraged looks on their faces. I couldn’t tell if they’d been into the Pinot already this morning or what, but they looked peeved. And they didn’t back off when I gave them a look of blank disbelief.

“Yeah, I read what you said about lesbians,” the blond one shouted at me. She was wearing a sports bra in lieu of a shirt, capri-height yoga pants in blue, and sunglasses with her pissed-off look. Like she’d just walked down from Hillsborough Heights and decided to bring a few bolts of verbal thunder with her. “You’re sick and depraved.”

“I didn’t write shit,” I tossed back, because I’m really bad about taking fire without returning it, “so if you think you read something I wrote about lesbians, you’re an illiterate and a simpleton. Also, and I know this is the pot calling the kettle, but those pants don’t make you look fat, but your ass does.”

She gasped, mouth falling open, shocked that I’d have the audacity to not take her verbal lashing. “HOMOPHOBE!” she shouted, then started power-walking away with her friend.

“Homo-phobe, homo-phobe,” someone chanted behind me. I turned and found a group of frat-boy-looking tourists with their cell phones out, yelling at me, laughing, filming the whole thing. Whether they were serious or trolling was a matter up for debate.

“I’m not feeling like that forgiveness you mentioned is in the cards anytime soon,” I said to Mendelsohn, who looked like he wanted to crawl between the cracks of the sidewalk and pull them tightly closed behind him. To his credit, though, he didn’t run.

Being called unpleasant names by a crowd of bros was not the highlight of my day. The only thing missing was my nakedness and the intermittent sound of a bell rung by a nun declaring, “SHAME!” The chanting continued, and they followed us as Mendelsohn and I kept going down the hillside toward the overlook parking lot, my fear that we were completely screwed by all this attention growing with every step.
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Michael Bermudez

 

The chants were loud and growing in intensity with every passing second.

Bermudez was standing about twenty paces from the white van when he heard them, the sound breaking through his consciousness dimly, all at once, surprising him. Who the hell would be chanting such a thing, randomly, here on a street in the Presidio?

Then he saw who, and furthermore, who they were chanting to.

“Her,” he whispered, fury growing in him like a bitter seed sprouting.

Caught between the van containing all he wanted, and her—who he still wanted to gut, again—he froze. 

But only for a second.

“Plenty of time to push the button later,” he said, and his clothes started to shred, his skin growing yellow and his claws beginning to bulge from his bones.

Because there was plenty of time to kill now.
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Friday

 

He stopped running somewhere south of downtown San Francisco, stumbling to a stop, huffing like he was going to die. 

Hell, he might. He was stooped over, breathing hard, so hard it blew away a stray newspaper. Hyperventilating almost, trying to get those lungs full again.

At least they’d stopped shooting at him. He’d outrun them, of course, with his manly legs and eye-popping core power which he used to jump out of their stupid range. Friday flexed. Solid muscle, he was. Like a wall of muscle. Pure meat. Hot meat.

“The world needs to see my photos,” he said, taking his phone out. He’d just check and see if maybe, maybe, his visit to Socialite had woken them up after the shots had been fired.

Hey, he could at least scan his timeline now. That was new. Maybe he could upload—

What the...?

Squarely in the middle of the news feed was a TRENDING video with an eye-catching headline: Sienna Nealon shamed in the Presidio!

He pushed play, listened to the chanting. Sienna was just walking away. Like a chicken. Bawk, bawk. 

Mmm, chicken. Friday was hungry.

Wait, was this live?

He saw the counter in the corner of the feed and he suddenly wasn’t hungry anymore.

A million live views?!

“She’s stealing my fame,” Friday said, swelling a little more. “She’s stealing my fame!” He swole further, massively, hugely, enormous-huge-ness—

And with that, he was off again, huffing, puffing, chuffing (he didn’t know what that meant, but it sounded right), heading north toward that damned orange bridge—and his fame.
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Sienna

 

The roar was the tipoff that Grendel had seen us. Not a subtle sound, either, like a purring kitten. It was more like a jet engine combined with a blender with just a little angry lion thrown in for auditory variety.

I saw him coming, and he was not slow in his approach. He roared toward me at a full run, not bothering to stop for the traditional banter, no apparent desire to play things slow. He was out to kill me, and do it fast, presumably so he could get on about his evil scheme.

Behind him, something caught my eye: the white van.

I shoved Mendelsohn out of Grendel’s charge path. “I get big yellow, you get the van and—I dunno, get it the hell out of here or something?”

Mendelsohn stumbled, caught himself, and took a few more steps to get clear of what was soon to become the splash zone. “I’m fine with that division of labor. But are you going to be? Fine, I mean?”

“Dunno, and I don’t suggest you wait around to find out,” I said. Grendel’s roar was getting louder and he was about thirty feet from me at a full bull charge. My feet were lightly planted, and I had a very basic plan to deal with this fast-approaching problem. “Go go go!”

Mendelsohn sprinted on a dog leg running route, and for the first time I noticed he turned his feet out when he ran. Just like a geek. A splay-footed geek.

Grendel cut the distance between us like a rocketship, and when I judged the moment to be right, I made my move.

I jumped. Straight up.

I shot over Grendel’s head as he shot past me at warp nine. He flew out into the intersection behind me and crashed into a passing Smart car, launching it into the next county. I hoped those people had some good safety features built in, because that collision looked like it hurt.

Plus side: replacement cost would hopefully be small, since it wasn’t going to be covered by insurance.

I landed catlike on the sidewalk, catching myself and setting my feet right so that next time Grendel came at me I’d be ready to go in a different direction.

I’d need to. He wasn’t stupid, and he’d expect me to leap up again.

Grendel wheeled around on me, eyes spitting anger like fire. Behind him, the frat boys who’d been harassing me were still filming, but thankfully they’d stopped their chanting. Which was a shame, because it’d have made an interesting background soundtrack for the shit presently going down.

“A swing and a miss,” I said, adopting an announcer’s voice, “and that makes strike one. He’s stepping back up to the plate, though, looks like he’s ready to take a another shot at it.”

Grendel made a seething noise. “I killed you once.”

“And I ripped your arm off and buried it in your guts,” I said with a shrug. “If you’re saying that we’re in a toxic relationship, I agree with you. Why don’t we call it quits, go our separate ways. We can work out a visitation schedule for the kiddos—”

“You think you’re so funny,” Grendel said.

“Sometimes,” I said. “Like you, I don’t always bat a thousand.”

Grendel charged me, taking it at a slightly slower clip this time. He’d thrown his arms wide, and running me down seemed to be his plan.

Not one to go in the expected direction, I turned and bolted in the opposite one.

“Hahahah,” Grendel broke into laughter. He poured on the speed, now confidently assured he could run me down. Which he could, given enough time. His legs were longer than mine, and he definitely had the edge in innate strength, which translated into running speed.

I shot through a patch of trees and over a small hillside. A dirt trail led past what looked like old ammo bunkers, with viewing rails and concrete tops that had been turned into observation decks overlooking the Pacific below. 

“Where are you going?” Grendel shouted after me.

I leapt atop the concrete viewing deck. When I hit the top, I realized it was an old battery, made to hold cannons and allow for directed fire. Below was a long, cliffside slope down to beaches and the ocean below. 

Perfect. If I could fling Grendel over the cliff face, or get him to charge over it...

Yeah, that was wishful thinking.

Grendel had stopped short of leaping at me. Apparently he discovered his innate caution, because I could hear him prowling on the concrete beneath me.

I squatted atop the viewing deck on the battery, listening. Below was like a little courtyard, and I heard him kick at the concrete structure, smashing pavement. “You think you can trick me?” Grendel called, voice coarse, angry, and blaring over the rampart. Waves crashed in the distance behind me.

“I don’t know. Let’s find out,” I said. My strategy here was weak, and boiled down to keeping him distracted while Mendelsohn did something smart, like get in the van and drive it away where Grendel could never find it. I was really rooting for my nerdy partner on this one. I was also rooting for Grendel not to get a chance to disembowel me, but I didn’t feel strongly about my chances in a straight-up fight against him.

Grendel crashed into the battery’s doors below the platform, patience apparently gone. I had a bad feeling about what was coming next, so I backed up to the edge of the viewing deck, waiting, waiting, because I had a feeling—

He smashed up through the decking like Jaws leaping out of the water, mouth open, bone claws out, pissed as hell—

I damned near went over the railing just dodging the debris that showered out from him. Lost my balance, racked my shoulder blade on the rail, felt the numbness start down a rib. At least I hadn’t broken it. Or I couldn’t feel it if I had.

“You think you’re so smart,” Grendel said, planting his feet just on the edge of the hole he’d made. “You look at me and you think I’m dumb.”

“It’s the drool,” I said, pushing myself upright. He was only ten feet from me. Almost arm’s length for him. Not even close for me. Why couldn’t the fine scientists of Revelen have created a height enhancement serum? “Tough to look smart when you’re dripping like a puppy chasing a tennis ball.”

His eyes locked on me, pure fury, then he cracked a very slight smile. I was ready for him to swipe, but instead he raised his arms high above his head—

And brought them slamming down on the ground between us.

The stone shattered, again sending up a shower of block and debris. The ground collapsed, cutting my feet from beneath me as the blast of detritus forced me to dodge backward—

I hit the metal safety railing at mid-back, and over I went, barely managing to clutch it as I tumbled backward. My arm hit full extension, the shock of all my weight yanking down hard on the joints and sending a stinging feeling from my palm up through the connective tissue.

A cloud of dust puffed out over me, and a moment later, I heard Grendel down below, beneath the battery, chuckling.

He knew what he’d done to me.

He knew I was hanging there, defenseless, just on the other side of the wall.

It was just a matter of whether he’d get me through the wall...or rise up over it to finish me off.
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Veronika

 

“Got an incident in the Presidio,” Veronika said, responding to the beep of her phone. They were rattling along the streets of San Francisco in a limo filled to the brim with people. “Sienna Nealon’s there right now, getting yelled at by...someone or another.”

Berniece hesitated only a second. The limo ride was smooth, right through the streets of San Fran. “Have the driver take us there.”

Veronika frowned. “Why?”

Berniece just smiled. “Why would Sienna Nealon be at the Presidio? Something’s going on there.”

Veronika didn’t feel like arguing, so she hit the intercom. “Take us to the Presidio.” Bosses gonna boss, she figured. And getting paid was getting paid, regardless of whether she did it here or at HQ.
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Sienna

 

Hanging on a railing by one arm was no fun, so I swung my other hand up as soon as I could, then landed my feet on the ledge to share the load a little.

Whew. Still on the edge of a cliff, but at least I wasn’t reliant on one hand.

“I hear you,” Grendel said. His hand smashed out through the stone below, right where my feet had been a moment earlier.

“And I smell you,” I said, then did a gymnastic swing on the rail, flipping around and swinging over the top and down, coming in behind Grendel while he was still buried up to the elbow in the wall. “Your cologne is Eau de Toilette, right?”

I slammed into his spiny back with both feet, ramming him into the weakened wall. It cracked as he fell forward, unable to turn in time to deal with me. His head smacked into the stone, and the entire thing bowed out like Diagon Alley was about to open in front of his face.

Wanting to speed up the process, I gave him a standing side kick to the ribs, leaning heavier on shoving him than trying to kick him for damage. He hit it again, the wall gave a little more—

But not nearly enough, and he pivoted on me, lashing out with those damned claws, forcing me to retreat toward the shattered battery doors.

I kicked a stray block at him, which hurt my toes but sent a several-hundred-pound weight flying at him. It hit him squarely in the face as he lumbered toward me—

And did nothing, dissolving into a white cloud and a multiplicity of shards.

“I work for the damned government,” I muttered, taking full flight and running my ass out the wide open doors. “You’d think they could give me just one lousy tactical nuclear weapon to use on this bastard—AHHHHHH!”

Grendel swiped at me and I leapt to stay ahead of him, putting a couple dozen feet of distance between us but landing a little awkwardly on the edge of the path. I didn’t want to run back to the parking lot, but I crowned a small hill and was treated to a full view of it. I hoped Mendelsohn would take the damned van and get the hell out of Dodge, maybe head across the bridge to Marin County, but...

He was in the parking lot, still, van doors open, and staring at something big and electronic and ominous that was sitting in the back of the van.

“Drive!” I shouted at him, and he looked up, blinking in surprise. I’d caught him gawking at the internal machinery of the thing, and now he saw me waving frantically at him as I hauled ass in his direction. Grendel had let out a grunt of rage about twenty steps behind me. There was going to be no disguising what Mendelsohn was up to now. He needed to own it, and get that van the hell out of here before Grendel descended the hill and tore him into fish bait.

“No keys!” Mendelsohn shouted, cupping his hands together. His eyes got wide as Grendel came up over the hill behind me. “It was unlocked, though!”

“Probably to keep someone around here from breaking the window!” This I shouted from about fifty feet away, almost to the start of the parking lot, which was long and narrow. “Did you check the wheel wells?” 

Mendelsohn took a couple steps back to the passenger side wheel well and stooped, fishing around with his hand. He came up a couple seconds later with a key. “Hey, who woulda—oop!” He seemed to remember what was happening, ran around the front and made for the driver’s side door, getting in with a speed I’d have expected from a greased-up Speedster but not the managing director of a VC company. The van’s engine roared to life and he backed out of the spot with a squeal of tires as I closed to ten feet or so. A leap carried me to the top of the van as he floored the accelerator.

When I landed, I looked back, and Grendel was right there.

He seized the back bumper of the van and Mendelsohn’s burnout stopped as the vehicle lurched and I, again, tumbled, this time over the front.

Aw, hell.

We were caught.
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Friday

 

He gasped his way to the top of a rise, and there it stood, majestic as morning wood—

The Golden Gate Bridge.

“YEEHAW!” Friday shouted and jumped, a giant leap that carried him down a wooded hillside, over houses and cars and trees and people pointing at his junk as he sailed overhead with the grace of a ballet dancer. But more manly. Because of the junk.

He landed, hard, crashing and burning and rolling and laughing through trees. He wiped out a patch of pines and came up giggling about it because hahahah, stupid trees shouldn’t have gotten in his way.

“This is the greatest day in the history of ever,” Friday shouted to the sky and orange bridge in the near distance. If he vaulted a couple more times, he could be there.

What would he do when he got there?

Climb it! Duh.

A roar sounded, not too far away, and he leapt because why bother looking first? He came down in a crash, just before a parking lot, and there—

That yellow thing with the bones!

Wow! What luck!

“Yoooooouuuuuuu!” he grunted, pointing at it as he wiped the blood off his skinned knees. It was hanging on the back of a white van, maybe trying to stop a pedophile in progress, who knew.

A head of dark hair popped up over the front of the van. Pale face, freckles. “Friday?”

Friday just stared. “Uh...I know your name. I’ll remember it in a minute.”

“Friday, watch out!” she shouted, not quite shrieking like a girl but getting pretty close there.

Grendel turned on him, wheeling with those claws. The bones caught the sunlight and looked like miniature dongs sticking out of the guy’s hands. But bonier.

“Hahahah, I bet you have lots of fun with those,” Friday said, taking a step forward as the thing swung at him. It buried them in his chest, points into the muscle.

And got stuck. Haha. 

Also, ow, a little.

“Your blood will be like bone broth running over my face,” Friday said, grabbing that yellow thing by the wrist and wrenching it. “I need the protein. Gotta work out later. Maybe do some crunches with my feet in that bridge thing.”

He ripped at the arm and it came off, like a balloon ripped away from a toddler. He swung it around, laughing all the while. Like a sock in the wind, hahahaha.

Friday looked at the girl and dangled it. “Look at me! I’m waving!” And he made it wave, which was hilarious.
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Sienna

 

Friday was the biggest I had ever seen him.

Also, he’d forgotten my name, which was irksome, to say the least.

On the plus side, he’d ripped Grendel’s arm off and was now waving it like a kite, so I guess there was some advantage to his hugeness and its resulting stupidity.

“What’s wrong with him?” Mendelsohn asked. Near as I could tell, Grendel had somehow wrecked the van’s transaxle or transmission or something before tangling with Friday, because Mendelsohn’s repeated attempts at gunning the engine had no effect other than making the engine roar loudly. He’d given up by now.

“He gets dumber the bigger he grows,” I said, hopping down from where I’d been hanging on the front of the van after Grendel’s sudden stop of us.

Mendelsohn popped out the door, and both of us looked back at where Friday was still waving Grendel’s severed arm like a toy, making Wheeeee! noises like a child while Grendel staggered, bleeding all over the place. “I’ve heard that criticism about men in general,” he said. “Usually not in this context.”

“It’s his damned muscles,” I said. “When he grows his muscles, his brain shrinks or gets less oxygen or something. Look at them; he looks like he’s wearing a sandbag suit. And when they get that big, he gets stupid.”

Friday threw down the arm on the ground, looking around. “You know what I want? A t-shirt in my size that says, ‘LIVE. LAUGH. LOVE.’”

I exchanged a look with Mendelsohn. “See what I mean?”

“It looks like that thing tore a piece out of him and he didn’t even care,” Mendelsohn said. “Maybe use that to your advantage?”

“Yeah, I’ll get right on that as soon as I—” I started to say. Squealing tires stopped me.

A limo had pulled up behind us, and the doors were already flung open. Red hair flashed in the cloudy daylight, blue plasma glowing in the dim day.

Veronika and company had arrived.

Oh, yay.
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Veronika

 

They spilled out of the limo, Veronika ready. “You’ve got your marching orders,” Berniece said, disappearing into the back. The limo pulled away, backing up quickly once they’d deployed: Chase, Phinneus, Tyler, Kristina—somewhere, anyhow, though she wasn’t in sight now—and of course Veronika herself.

“Hey, Nealon,” Veronika shouted, looking at Friday, who was doing a little dance around the Grendel. His pectorals looked to be the size of a truck tire, but his head was still normal-sized. “Your pet monkey looks like he took all the steroids.”

“Awww, you have a pet monkey?” Friday shouted. “That’s so cooooool.” His words dribbled out, slurred. He blinked a couple times, then looked at Grendel. “Is this it? Looks yellow. Heheh. A pee monkey.”

“Can I prevail upon you to end this quickly by scourging this thing with fire?” Sienna called from just behind a white van with its doors thrown open. Some sort of mechanical something or other was hanging out the open doors on the side.

“No can do, champ-ette,” Veronika said, keeping her distance. “We’re supposed to stand back and let ol’ yellowbones try and finish this fight with you, then mop him up if he lives.” She shrugged. “I guess the boss is pissed you wrecked her plans last night. And that house.”

“Wait, you all are fighting the pee monkey?” Friday’s eyes were blank, ping-ponging around him like saucers. “That’s so unfair. And animal cruelty.” He looked right at Grendel. “I got you, bro. Let’s do this thing.”

And he leapt at Veronika and her crew.

“What the—” Phinneus barely got out before he had to dodge out of the way without firing so much as a shot. 

Chase and Veronika each dove in a different direction, acutely aware that what was coming their way would not land on them prettily. Not at all.

“Probability shift! Probability shift!” Tyler screamed, kicking up his legs almost to his chest, but not really moving in any direction. He held out a hand as though his powers could somehow shift the probability of Friday crashing into him—

It didn’t work, or at least not enough to stop him. Friday crashed into Tyler and the smaller man went flying like a football during kickoff. He landed in the woods somewhere up the hill as Veronika picked herself up.

“You’re all a bunch of bullies!” Friday shouted, swiping at Chase with forearms as big as concrete pilings. She dove out of the way again, lightsaber deployed, swiping it behind her to cover her retreat.

It skipped across Friday’s massive forearm, drawing a little blood but slowing him down none at all.

“What are you doing, Veronika?” Berniece’s voice reached her as she dove again, Friday’s wild swings forcing her to hustle a lot more than she’d thought when she’d gotten out of the limo.

“Trying to stay alive,” Veronika said, getting ready to get her plasma on. If this damned idiot would stop lurching at her long enough for her to take a shot, anyway.
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Sienna

 

Friday leapt off to do battle with Veronika for some reason before I could even call out a question to him about it. I had a few, too, like:

Why?

What are you doing?

Why not finish Grendel?

Why are you suddenly on Grendel’s side?

How did you get so stupid that a LIVE LAUGH LOVE t-shirt sounds like a good idea?

But I forwent asking any of these questions and so very many more because I was left alone with Mendelsohn, nothing but the van between ourselves and Grendel. Who was doing a sort of mewl-roar and thumping into the back bumper.

“What...just happened here?” Mendelsohn asked, his mouth returning to hanging wide open after delivering that question.

“Don’t ask,” I said. “It’s quicker to jump to what needs to happen. Which is us stopping Grendel.”

The van squealed, the shocks moaning as Grendel put a whole lotta weight on our vehicle. I had a feeling he was trying to stand using the van to brace himself. Tough to get up with one arm.

“How?” Mendelsohn asked. Really cuts to the quick, that guy.

“Did you perchance leave the van in neutral?”

He blinked, thinking about it a second. “No. Why?”

I opened the door and shoved him in. “Put it in neutral.” I circled around to the hood, planting both hands on the front.

He popped up a moment later, dark hair curly and wild, eyes just about the same over the dashboard. He nodded once, and that was all I needed.

I shoved the van as hard as I could, pushing it like it was a dumpster containing all the Coldplay albums in the world and Grendel was the fires of a thermonuclear weapon. I heard the tires thump over that big yellow sonofabitch and he let out a squeal as he disappeared under the back bumper, the shocks jarring as the whole vehicle thumped madly.

“Put on the brakes! Put it in park!” I shouted, and the van thumped to a stop right where it was, then vibrated like something was moving it. Or trying to. I was hoping we’d pinned Grendel in a position where he couldn’t get any leverage. “Now get out, quick!”

Mendelsohn didn’t have to be told twice. He plopped out of the passenger side door a moment later, dusting his khakis off as he looked up in surprise that the side doors were still open.

I came around to join him, watching the van sway, Grendel grunting from beneath it. The object of his love was just sitting there in the open door, looking like...I dunno. A satellite telescope or something. “What is that?” I asked.

Mendelsohn shrugged. “It does not appear to be any sort of computer device or server-related item. So I have three guesses—a nuclear warhead, an EMP-generating weapon, or—”

“It’s an EMP,” Grendel’s voice came from beneath the van, full of strain and anger as the vehicle swayed again, jolting as he tried to throw it off one-handed and failed.

“What the hell are you going to do with an EMP?” I asked, bending over to look at him beneath the van. His face was shadowed, and his remaining wrist was pinned under a rear tire. He was trying to kick, but his legs were too far out of the back of the van, and he wasn’t having any luck.

Yet. Give him long enough, that would change.

“What do you think?” Grendel’s teeth gleamed from beneath the van. “I’m going to give the tech sector a hard reboot.” He guffawed in what I’m sure he thought was a sinister manner, but really just sounded like gravel being thrown from beneath a spinning wheel.

I was tempted to let him out and push the button. “Huh. Not sure I’m on the right side here, suddenly.”

“What?” Mendelsohn stopped his examination of the EMP device to do a double take at me.

“Well, I’m hard-pressed to say he should kill people to get this thing,” I said, “but really, knocking out the electricity to Silicon Valley for a while?” I shrugged. “Oh noes, as the kids say these days. Lemme warm up an extremely small violin as Socialite’s profit margins eat shit for a few quarters.”

“First off, there are people who own that stock that aren’t evil assholes that would be affected,” Mendelsohn said. “Second of all, that EMP would hit the entire Bay Area, knocking out all the electricity, which would mean the pumps for fresh water and sewer—”

“Seems to me if the sewer pumps go out, you’ll just have a few more people shitting on the streets. No big.”

“—and the freezers at grocery stores, every car in the entire area, every delivery truck, including those that bring food—” Mendelsohn threw his arms wide. “Not a simple thing, an EMP.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know,” I said, doing a lunging jump onto the back of the van. Grendel let out a sharp grunt as my strike to the vehicle mashed it down on his trapped wrist. “I was just joshin’. Lighten up, Mendelsohn. Someone might accuse you of being an overly serious type.” I bounced the van on its shocks a few times. “But at least you won’t get called a naughty name for something you didn’t actually do.” I drew a sharp breath. “All right, let’s contain the problem and deal with—”

Unfortunately, Grendel chose that moment to make his move.
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Veronika

 

“What are you doing, Friday?” Veronika shouted as he swatted at her again. Why was she hesitating to burn his damned eyebrows off? Or hell, his head. He wouldn’t miss that.

“My lightsaber isn’t even getting through his damned muscles!” Chase shouted as she dove out of the way of his swinging arms.

It was true. Friday had a dozen burnt gashes down his arms and legs where she and Chase had landed hits, but he wasn’t acting like he was feeling it at all.

Actually he was...

Humming?

“Friday?” Veronika held up her hands warningly. “Friday, if you don’t knock this off—”

He came at her like a lumbering slab of beef—maybe several of them, all stacked one atop the next—and she fired off a plasma burst that went over his shoulder, singeing hair and clothing and leaving him with bubbling blisters on his shoulder.

Still, he did not stop.

“Shoot him in the face!” Chase shouted from somewhere behind him.

Veronika hesitated, hands glowing. “I can’t!”

“What the hell do you mean you can’t?!” Chase’s voice was moving, like she was trying to get into position to strike again. “He called all lesbians angry! You know he was talking about you! You’re probably the only lesbian he knows!”

“Yeah, but he’s a moron and I make allowances for that,” Veronika said, backpedaling. “If I killed all the people who did stupid things, there’d be no one left. Including you, sweet cheeks. Not going to mention your affinity for pumpkin spice everything here.”

“I feel personally attacked by this!” Chase leapt up, blazing saber held high. She brought it down, down toward Friday’s neck—

And sunk it into his trapezius muscle a good eight to ten inches, where it stopped, and she just hung there, speared by her own weapon’s sudden halt in momentum.

Friday paused, grunting, as he turned his proportionally tiny head to look at Chase. “Hmmmm?” His grunts sounded like Yoda, and his brows were stitched tightly together. “Offffffffff.” And he flicked her with a single finger, sending Chase flying up and over the limo. But not as far as Tyler had gone.

“Friday, I thought you liked Chase?” Veronika tightened the plasma beams on her hands. Maybe some small, high intensity bursts would wake him out of his stupor.

Well, make him less stupid. Maybe.

“Phinneus, do not kill him,” Veronika shouted. A quick search of the nearby area revealed Phinneus was not going to be shooting Friday, nor anyone else. Because Phinneus had thrown himself head-first into a curb, and he was, at minimum, out for now. She didn’t think he was dead, but she didn’t have time to check for a pulse or breathing, either.

“Kristina?” Veronika called. “This would be a real nice time to help your gal Veronika, who got you this job.”

“This’d be a real nice time not to end up a stain on the bottom of that big white boy’s shoe, too,” Kristina’s voice came from beneath a nearby car. She was in shadow, and apparently not coming out. “Thanks for the job though, honey. You keep doing you, I’ll help you when I can.”

“Damn you, Friday, for making me do this,” Veronika said, under her breath. With her hands outstretched, she fired a dozen egg-sized blasts into the air between them, taking aim at his muscles in hopes they’d take most of the burn. 

They all hit.

Friday did not slow down. Just grunted a little.

And grew.

“DiD yOu knOw I’Ve nEveR sEen a sIngLe epIsodE of GamE of thrOneS?” Friday asked in a horribly modulated voice, slack-jawed and drooling. Veronika just turned and ran, knowing that even the minimal brain power he once had was long, long gone.
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Sienna

 

I was not expecting it when the van flipped over. The tire swung up and clipped me in the chin, causing me to see stars, then the Golden Gate Bridge, in rapid succession as I bounced on the pavement. My head rattled a little more than it already had on the impact.

Come on come on come on—

I shook it off, blinking the stars out of my eyes. Grendel was moving, and I heard Mendelsohn scampering away over the downed van, which creaked as Grendel set it back on all four tires. He must have caught it after launching it off of him.

“Now you can watch the Bay Area grope around in the darkness,” Grendel said, spinning the van around on screeching tires like he’d driven it into a tight turn. But he hadn’t. He just...moved it. Like it was nearly nothing.

He hovered his hand over a button on the side of the EMP’s casing—

And pushed it—

The stars in my vision hovered overhead, and I watched the dimly glowing street lamp hanging over the parking lot just sitting there. I waited for it to go out, for some noise or horror or shock to fill my ears as the EMP exploded into existence.

But nothing happened.

“Uh...” I said, finally blinking the stars out of my eyes.

Grendel frowned, pushing the button again. And again.

There was no noise from the device that my meta ears could hear.

I started to laugh as Grendel blushed a horrific, banana yellow. “Looks like somebody got betrayed,” I said, unable to stop myself. Which was bad because I wasn’t even upright yet. 

Whoops.

Grendel’s face went through a couple evolutions of emotion. Disbelief, betrayal, anger—they all flashed through in a few seconds, finally settling on the last of those. And his eyes...

Well, they focused on me.

A real sinking feeling came over me as Grendel came for me and I let out a very un-Sienna sound—a brief shriek—as I tried to get my balance again and get the hell away from the giant yellow monster who meant to kill me again.

Because this time I doubted he’d make the mistake of leaving enough of me for anyone to revive.
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Friday

 

“WOMP WOMP WOMP WOMP,” Friday sang. Singing was good. Crushing things was also good.

Grey skies sad.

Red-haired angry blue hand person funny. But stinging.

“Friday, stop it!” Blue Glowy Hand Lady said as he tried to touch the blue hands. So pretty. Touch blue! “Stop, you nimrod! You’re going to burn yourself!”

“Bluuuuuuuuuuuue,” he said. Because blue. So pretty. Like glowy hand girl. She pretty too. “Me touchey!”

Scream?

Not red hair glowy hand.

Who...?

Friday turned. Yellow angry thing angrier than glowy blue hands. Claws sad. Ouchy.

Dark-haired girl stumbling. Trying to get away.

Friday skin hot. Not from glowy hands.

Hurt...girl?

Yellow monster hurt...what name?

Si...enn...a?

Hot flush.

Hands tight.

Big mood.

Friday...angry.

“ROARRRRRRRRR!”
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Sienna

 

The sound was like the wrath of God, if God was a bull moose in rut with his genitals caught in a bear trap. I thought it was Grendel at first, but Grendel actually whipped his head around to see what the hell was making it.

It didn’t help him survive the impact.

Friday slammed into him like a rocket-powered train running on greased tracks and Grendel lost his footing, ripped from the ground and trapped in Friday’s oversized arms.

“ROARRRRRRRRR!” Friday let loose with all the anger in the world, spitting fury right into Grendel’s face, wide-open yellow eyes just staring back at him, hands limp by the creature’s side.

I don’t think Grendel had ever been attacked with such feral savagery before. He didn’t know how to take it.

Friday lifted him up with a hand in the center of his chest, then jerked him down with the other clenching a leg. The result was right out of the WWE, a powerbomb that shattered the pavement and knocked me over from the impact. It probably set off seismic sensors all the way down in LA, because dayum.

Friday. Was. Pissed.

He didn’t stop with the powerbomb, either. He climbed on top of Grendel and started throwing hands. None of the punches were pretty, but what they did was even less so.

Grendel was unconscious—I think—after the first or second hit.

He had to be dead after the third or fourth.

Friday was just smacking wet skull fragments into the pavement by the seventh, tunneling to China through the very sparse remains of Grendel’s skull.

“Friday, I think you got him,” I said, clutching at the multiplicity of ouchies about my body.

Friday lunged up from the carcass, locking eyes on me.

“Uh oh,” I said, catching the eyes of a man who’d just brutally annihilated the beast that had vexed me for the last week. He’d killed Grendel like a cockroach. If the cockroach had said something terrible about his mother.

But in those raging eyes, I saw that hot gaze soften as it met mine.

“See...ennn....uh...?” Friday burbled out. Along with a significant amount of drool.

“Oh, man, Friday,” I said, “you’ve gone full Flowers for Algernon, haven’t you?”

“Flow...urrrr?” he asked, toddling over to me, walking like an ape with his shoulders swaying.

“Shrink, Friday,” I said, waving him down. “Lose some muscle mass, gym bro. You gotta come down off the, uh...swole high, I guess...?”

Friday looked at his own overgrown forearms as if seeing them for the first time. Even his damned arm hairs looked like tiny crops scattered among too large of a field. He stared at them for a moment, then looked back at me, curious and questioning but also like a moron who didn’t understand words.

“Seee...ennnn...uh?” He really mangled my name, but I guess he remembered it, so points to him.

“Yeah, Friday?” I asked, slightly hunched from the ouchies.

Sirens echoed in the distance, faintly at first, then growing closer.

Friday went ramrod straight, looking around for them, eyes wide and panicked.

Then he looked at the Golden Gate Bridge, so tall and majestic and orange-red, just behind me.

It didn’t take a genius to figure out what the moron was thinking. “Uh, no, bad idea. We need to wait for the cops and—”

Friday grabbed me up and stuffed me under his arm as he broke into a loping, gorilla-like run, grunting all the way.

So there I was, stuck in his under arm, the world bumping and swaying around me. At least my head wasn’t in his armpit. That honor was reserved for my abdomen, and based on the smell, I’d be washing for months to get the Friday stink out of my belly button.

“Idiot,” I breathed as he leapt us into the air toward the Golden Gate bridge in a mad dash to outrun the cops. I had a feeling this was not going to end particularly well for...well, any of us.
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The landing almost jarred me out of being stuck in Friday’s armpit, but fortunately(?) for me, I didn’t come flying out and splatter on the roadway as he crashed down on a Hyundai.

“Friday, watch out for people!” I shouted as a bevy of horns sounded as the midday traffic on the Golden Gate came to an abrupt stop.

“Mrawwwwwr,” Friday moaned, sounding a little like a humpbacked whale. Well, because of the outsized growth of his deltoids, he did look a little humpbacked.

I looked down into the crashed Hyundai. People were peering out from behind the deployed air bags in bleak astonishment. “Stay in your vehicles,” I said, waving a hand at them. “Please remain in your vehicles until the crisis has passed.” I glanced up at Friday. “Should be over pretty quick.”

“Nooooooooo,” Friday moaned, leaping off the Hyundai and heading for the looming bridge tower, that immense red structure that held up the suspension cables. “Noooo ennd.”

I patted Friday on the arm and kept it there. He’d already been touching my skin since he’d picked me up, thanks to his elbow accidentally lifting my blouse. I was losing my belly button’s mystique if anyone was taking pictures, but I was in solid contact with the moron’s skin. “It’s okay. It’ll all be okay.”

“Noooooooo,” Friday moaned, and started to leap up to the first rung of the bridge tower.

He didn’t quite make it.

Which is to say he barely got off the ground.

Friday landed on his tippy toes, weak and woozy. I could feel my skin burning against his. He made a noise similar to the cave troll in The Fellowship of the Ring after the arrow pierces its brain.

“Nooooooo,” Friday moaned, voice getting lower.

“Shhhh, just let go,” I said, keeping my arm firmly anchored on his. “Shrink. You can do it.”

“Noooooooooooooo!” he said, even more mournfully as my powers really started to work—

And I found myself pulled into Friday’s head.
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“You’re so small and pathetic.”

The woman’s voice was distorted, but not from the memory. She sounded drunk, slurring her speech.

As she came into resolution, I saw her face. It was pinched and spiteful, staring right at me.

Except I wasn’t me.

I was a five-year-old boy, and I was looking at her through a sheen of tears.

“Uck, you’re crying again,” the woman said, making a slight gagging noise to accentuate the contempt that was etched on her face. “Could you be any more sad?” She took a slurp of her drink. It was neither elegant nor graceful, and I’d seen thirsty dogs hit their water dishes with more poise.

“I’m sorry, Mommy.”

“Always sorry,” she said. Her hair was almost pixie-like. “I’m not going to miss you while I’m gone. Not if you keep acting like this.”

A sniffle. “Please, Mommy—”

“‘Please, Mommy.’” her voice came high and mocking, her face twisted in malevolence. “Why don’t you try something new—be a big boy while I’m gone. Because I’ve had enough of this bitty baby shit. Be a big boy or I’m not coming back. You hear me?” She snagged him by the front of his shirt and shook him once. “I’m going to be gone for two to five years. When I get back—be big. Because I’ve had enough of you being a snotty, sniveling little turd. No one likes tiny, whiny little runts. Bigger is always better. You hear me? Enough of this shit. Be big.”

“Yes, Mommy,” his little voice came out, utterly crushed and defeated. “I’ll be big when you get back. From now on. I promise.

“I’ll always be big.”
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The sky was crying when I came out of Friday’s tragic backstory memory. 

Or maybe I was. Whatever. My eyes were wet. It doesn’t matter how it happened.

He was grunting, down on one knee, that memory I’d seen—probably one of a hundred his mother had left him that had done an absolute effing number on the man-child before me—his eyes wide and pained as he looked at me.

“You don’t have to be big, Friday,” I said. I’d taken that memory—a byproduct of me witnessing it—but I sensed a lot more pain, defensive pain, beneath the surface of his mind. 

His grip was loosening, but I was still pressed tight to his skin, my flesh burning with the succubus power where I touched him.

“I can’t...go back to...being small,” Friday said, grunting it out as he tried to pull away from me.

“She was a spiteful bitch, Friday,” I said, gripping him on the arm. He’d shrunk to half what he’d been seconds ago, but was still huge. “Some people are just like that.”

“Hey!” His eyes burned, pain and tears showing at the corners. “That’s my mom you’re talking about!”

“Sorry, she just was,” I said, not letting go as he sagged to his knees. “And she was wrong. You don’t have to be big all the time. Hell, half the problems you run into in your life are because you are too big, and your brain is fuzzy and you’re doing stupid things because you’re not in full control of yourself.” He tried to pull away, but I was anchored tight on him now. “When was the last time you just...let yourself be small for a while? Let you be...yourself?”

He was down to skin and bones now, and he stared up at me through glassy eyes as I adjusted my grip to his sleeve, removing my skin from contact with his. That satisfying sense of soul-burn faded. The hint of craving inside me that longed to finish the job lingered, but I ignored it. “Long time,” Friday whispered. “But it doesn’t matter.” He tried to thrash out of my grip, but he was weak like this. “I know how you feel about me.” His voice was soft and broken. He was done with the Bale-Batman voice now. He sounded like a raspy recovering drug addict, exhausted.

“No, you don’t,” I said. “I was angry with you, sure, because you threw a monkey wrench in the gears of my life. Again. But I forgive you, you know,” I said, holding him up. We were standing in the middle of the Golden Gate Bridge, a cavalcade of cars just honking like hell at us. “For...everything.”

“I really made a mess of things.” Friday’s eyes were glazed with tears. “Why would you forgive me for...all that?”

“Because we’re family,” I said, lifting him into a bear hug in which I was actually the bear. “And because as bad as you effed things up, I don’t believe for a minute that you were being a hateful asshole when you were doing any of it. I don’t think you hate lesbians—”

“I don’t. I really love them,” Friday said. Maybe a little Bale voice there. “And I think Veronika is super cool.”

“I don’t think you hate anyone,” I said, setting him back down. “And I know you didn’t mean to make a mess of things. But...” I tried to blunt the irritation I was feeling, mitigate my speech to be less ornery. “Maybe a new rule—no social media posting while swole?”

“Yeah, that’s probably a reasonable precaution,” Friday said, sniffling over the chorus of horns.

“Look at you with all the big words now that you’re not overmuscled,” I said, clapping him on the shoulder. “You really should stick to that for a while.”

“Maybe I will,” he said, the sirens growing closer. He was still breathing very heavily. “Hey, so, um...am I imagining it or did something really grisly, uh...happen...to Grendel?”

I raised an eyebrow at that. Had he really forgotten that he’d killed the hell out of Grendel? “It was a little messy, yeah,” I said, understating it some.

“Oh. Well. But I was okay to do that, right?” he asked. Felt like he was starting to squirm.

“Oh, totally. He was about to kill me,” I said. “You saved my life.” I paused. “Not for the first time on this trip, either.”

“Whew.” He let out a long breath. “Okay. Good. Because I was a little worried there for a minute. Thought maybe I was in some big trouble.”

“Well...we’ll see how this thing all turns out, but...I think it’ll be okay overall,” I said, looking at the cars, still honking at us. “We should probably stop blocking the road and head back to the scene of the crime, though.” Sirens had stopped over at the parking lot, and I could see the flashing lights from where we stood.

“That’s a good idea,” Friday said, getting a running start and hopping over the pedestrian barrier onto the sidewalk at the edge of the bridge. “Say...” He looked at me through his eyeholes, brow kind of pinching together beneath the mask. “Do you think Veronika and her little gang are going to be mad at me for...ummm...whatever happened back there?”

My face pinched and I couldn’t help it. “Probably keep your distance from them. That’d be smart.”

Friday just nodded. “Yeah. I’ll let you stand between us. Actually, I’ll just let you do all the talking so you can work it out however you have to.” He nodded slowly. “And if works out in my favor, that’s cool. And if you can’t make it happen that way...” He hung his head. “Well, I’ll understand if I have to go to jail for a while for...any of this.”

“I’ll do my best,” I said as we walked along the bridge toward the cop cars and ambulances ahead. I had to admit, though, he might have had a point about the consequences. I dwelled on that and worried as we went, hoping for the first time today that nothing bad was going to happen to Friday.
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“My least favorite part of these adventures of mine is the after-party,” I said, sitting next to Mendelsohn on the edge of the van while he tinkered with the “EMP.” It definitely wasn’t an EMP, he’d determined after about five minutes of tinkering. Grendel’s partner had betrayed him.

Kinda like everyone else in his life, I guess. At least there was consistency.

“Oh?” Mendelsohn let out a grunt of concentration. “Why’s that?”

“Paperwork, witness statements, blah blah,” I said. “This is why I’m letting the locals handle it.”

“I thought it was because you were fired and/or quit?” He was wearing a trace of a smile as he dithered with some piece of electronic gear. “Brilliantly done,” he said, shaking his head at it.

“I haven’t been fired yet and I am going to at least pretend I didn’t get pissed off and quit,” I said. “When I actually talk to my boss. Which I am not eager to do just yet.”

“Biting the bullet is always hard,” Mendelsohn said, presenting me with a piece of...something. Stainless steel and plastic, it looked like. “You know what this is?”

I only looked at it for a moment before favoring him with a worthy “stop being a doofus” look. “You know I don’t.”

“I have no idea what you know or don’t know anymore,” he said with a just a little too much enthusiasm. “This is the rotational motor that spins the plate in a microwave.” He tossed it up and down in one hand. “This is the most sophisticated piece of electronic equipment in the shell of this thing.” He tapped the faux EMP. “And there’s no power source other than a nine-volt battery to light the dials. It’s all a sham, top to bottom.”

“Yay, us,” I said. “Saving the Bay Area from being catapulted back to the Stone Age by a fake EMP.”

“There are farther-reaching consequences if it had been real,” Mendelsohn said. “Silicon Valley, like or hate it, is a vital component and a huge sector of the world economy. Pull it out, and the Jenga tower falls.”

“Makes me wonder,” I said, thinking, “if that wasn’t part of the point to Grendel. If Silicon Valley is reduced to nothingness, and Grendel stole all these algorithms and whatnot—”

“Maybe he was thinking of using them to build his own little mini-SV competitor?” Mendelsohn squinted. “I mean, every one of these companies has backup systems and servers and offices elsewhere. The big ones, anyway. Silicon Valley goes offline, it doesn’t mean they do.”

“But it would hobble them for a while,” I said, just kinda thinking out loud. “I don’t know. He was so into his rage, it’s hard to say exactly what he was up to other than striking back at them for how he perceived that they’d wronged him.”

“What about his behind-the-curtains partner?” Mendelsohn asked. “And whatever it was he was trading to them for this?”

I looked at the fake bomb. “Well, I guess they got ripped off. As to the identity of the mystery tech guru with the mad microwave rewiring skills...” I shrugged. “No idea. I doubt I’ll be learning anytime soon, either, because the likelihood I’m still assigned this case tomorrow? Near zilch, as far as I can tell.”

“About the whole social media mobbing thing...” Mendelsohn cringed lightly. “A word of advice—don’t apologize for anything you didn’t do. When you do wrong, there’s nothing shameful about offering a genuine apology. When you haven’t, though...bowing to the mob is a sure way to throw yourself to remorseless hellhounds.”

I grinned. “You don’t have to tell me not to negotiate with terrorists.”

“Excellent metaphor.” He turned, looking over to where Friday stood, still shrunk, talking to a couple of the local FBI types. “What’s going to happen to him?”

“I think he’s going to be okay,” I said. “I don’t think my bosses managed to push through his firing before this happened, so...I made him out to be a big hero. What with him saving my life and all.”

Mendelsohn looked thoughtful. “You think that means he’ll keep his temp job with the FBI or...?”

“Oh, hell no, he’s totally fired for that screed on Socialite,” I said. Friday turned and waved to me, big grin showing through his mask’s mouth hole. “But I don’t think he’s in any trouble for what he did here.”

Mendelsohn’s gaze turned to the limo sitting across the parking lot. A few local cops were hanging out there, and a sullen and resentful a batch of metas as I’d ever seen were just malingering there inside their perimeter. Chase was casting burning looks at me and Friday. Phinneus Chalke and that Tyler guy were both licking their wounds and looking pissed off. Shadow lady Kristina was hanging out just inside the limo’s door, where the big bosses were staying out of the cool air coming off the Bay. 

And Veronika...

Well, she was staring at me. Not as angry as the others, but not in a friendly way, either.

“Where are you going?” Mendelsohn asked as I started to walk toward them. He traced my trajectory, then said, “Be careful.”

I waved him off. When was I not careful?
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Veronika

 

“That’s about close enough, Nealon,” Veronika called when she was twenty or so feet away. “I’ve got principals to protect here, and I don’t care who you work for; you’re still trouble I don’t need.”

“The funny thing about my kind of trouble,” Nealon said, keeping her distance as requested, “is that nobody thinks they need it until a worse kind of trouble comes calling. Then suddenly it’s all, ‘Please, Ms. Nealon, save our day’!”

“Don’t think any of us are going to be thanking you for today anytime soon,” Chase said at a low growl from just behind Veronika. Her lightsaber was out. Of course. “Pretty much the opposite, in fact. If I could shove this thing up your nose without the cops jumping all over me, rest assured, I would.” She flashed the lightsaber hand around.

“I just wanted to get something straight with your bosses, that’s all,” Nealon called. “A few little details Grendel—aka Michael Bermudez—had delved into about how they became the number one search engine. But hey, if they don’t want to hear from me, it’s cool. I just need to go write this down in a report that’ll probably be leaked right to the media—”

“Ms. Nealon,” Berniece said, grinning so fake, popping out of the limo like her ass was spring-loaded. She was past Veronika almost quicker than Veronika could react. “Thank you so much for saving our day—”

Nealon had a flash of amusement run through those steely eyes. “Not a problem. Look, I think we can all agree that certain details of today’s incident would be best served if we kept them out of the papers. Things like Michael Bermudez’s theories about why he was so disliked. Or any of the more...silly, possibly embarrassing actions my associate Friday took while trying to bring Bermudez down.” Nealon stared right at Berniece and Veronika could feel the game of poker being played. “I assume, as an eminently reasonable person, you’d agree that it’d be best if we handled these details...quietly?”

Berniece looked like she was warring with herself, but only for a moment. “Absolutely. Discretion is always a wiser course, especially when dealing with those vultures in the press.”

“I agree completely.” Nealon smiled. “Best of luck in all your endeavors, Ms. Adams.”

“To you as well, Ms. Nealon,” Berniece said, matching her fake for fake smile.

“This isn’t over, Nealon,” Chase muttered. Veronika got the feeling that that sentiment was probably shared by at least Tyler. He hadn’t looked happy when they’d dragged him back after Grendel had booted him. He’d been laid open from head to groin, and Phinneus had stitched him up to keep him from bleeding out while he healed. Tyler seemed to be taking that wounding personally, and since Grendel was dead...

Well, Nealon could handle another enemy or two. Kristina and Phinneus were pros; they’d pass on any stupid revenge games. Tyler and Chase, though...

Veronika shook her head. “Yeah, it’s over. At least for now.” She forced a smile. “Looks like you win the day, Nealon. Try not to party too hard about it.”

Berniece headed back for the limo, Chase at her side, leaving Veronika out at the perimeter. Nealon stood at her distance for a moment, then took a couple careful, edging steps closer, nodding to Veronika to do the same.

Chewing her lip for a second, Veronika decided, yeah, all right, why not? And met Nealon about halfway between where they’d started.

“What?” Veronika asked, meta-low so only the two of them could hear the conversation.

“You mad, bro?” Nealon asked.

“Me? I’m fine with you, and also not your ‘bro,’” Veronika said. “Your actual bro, I am a little miffed with.”

Sienna shrugged. “He was going broke, Veronika. What did you expect him to do? Keep paying you your immense fees until he went bankrupt? Because that would only be postponing your current problems.”

Veronika pursed her lips. “Whatever. I got a better-paying job anyway.”

Nealon had one of those ghostly, barely-there smiles. “If I didn’t know better, I’d swear you got a taste for doing things righteously while you were working for us.”

Veronika rolled her eyes. “Do-gooding didn’t pay the bills until you and your brother came along. Now it’s back to not paying them anymore. I still have bills. Still have a mother with a very costly ailment called ‘dying slowly’ that needs to be paid for, so if you’re not going to pay for it, Nealon—” she threw her arms wide “—I’ll find someone like Berniece who will.”

“I know,” Nealon said, softly. “I don’t begrudge you that, Veronika. Just wish it wasn’t that way. I always liked working with you.”

Veronika paused, a little taken aback. “I liked working with you, too, Nealon. Doubt it’ll happen again while you’re with the Federal Bureau of Whiteknight-ery, though. They really can’t afford me, even if they could stoop to associate with a lowlife like me.”

“I am where I am,” she said. “At least for now. I hope we don’t cross paths like this again while I’m with the bureau, though. I don’t want to clash with you, Veronika.”

Veronika smiled. “I wouldn’t want to clash with me, either. I’m kind of a badass. It’s why I charge so much.”

Nealon grinned, a rare sight from her. “You really are, Acheron. By the by...you know the etymology of your name?”

Veronika frowned. “Yeah, it’s Greek. A river in Greece. ‘River of woe.’”

“Ancient myth has it as a river of Hades,” Nealon said, smiling slightly. “By coincidence, I know a guy by that name.”

Veronika’s smile vanished. “Yeah, so does the world. What’s your point?”

“The rivers of Hades? Were the names of his kids,” Nealon said, winking. “So...see ya later—bro.”

Veronika just stood there, frowning. “It’d be ‘sis’ then, thanks. Or ‘cousin,’ actually. And don’t go expecting any family discounts, if that’s what you’re playing for, Nealon. Because that’s not happening.”

Nealon just waved as she walked away, leaving Veronika frowning.

Whatever. Nealon was a pain in the ass.

But at least that might explain why, of all the people in the world, Nealon was her kind of pain in the ass.
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Sienna

 

My new phone buzzed in my pocket as I left Veronika behind. Checking the caller ID, I answered immediately, with a wary tone. “Hello?”

“Nealon...?” Heather Chalke’s tight voice greeted me at the other end.

“Yeah, boss,” I said, figuring I’d throw in that sop right at the front.

She only paused a second, probably taking that onboard. “This Grendel problem is dealt with?”

“It’s taken care of,” I said. “You want me to officially fire Friday now that it’s done? Since he ran beforehand.”

I could hear her contemplating. “I thought he was fired before?”

“No, he ran off before we officially could,” I said. “Which is good, because he kinda saved the day here. But he can be fired now, if you’d like. And I’ll get a statement of apology from him beforehand.”

Chalke was quiet for a moment, and the wind whipped around me. “Yes. I want the apology in writing, then we fire him and announce it to the press that it’s because of what he posted.”

“Perfect,” I said, looking over at Friday. He was standing alone. The local agents done taking his statement, he was now leaning against a car. “The bureau gets to save its reputation, and the other problem is...dealt with.” I held my breath a second. “What do you want me to do after that?”

“Bilson has drafted an apology for you, too,” Chalke said. “Full of mea culpas. You’ll sign it.”

“I can, if you need me to,” I said, feeling my eye twitch. “But I’m not sure it’s wise for me to admit fault in this when the post doesn’t have me anywhere in it or even tagged in it. Right now we’ve got a bureau contractor who did something dumb, and we’ll get his apology and job for it. You have me sign onto this, unanswered, and suddenly you have a high-profile agent in the thick of it.”

Chalke was quiet for a long moment. “What are you proposing?”

“Don’t let the bureau take the full hit,” I said. “There’s no reason for us to. Look, I can apologize and disappear if you need me to, but I’m not sure it fixes the problem. I think it makes it worse. We might do better to fight this one out, use the goodwill from my adventures in Revelen and New Orleans and have Bilson and his team push the real circumstances out to sympathetic outlets. It’s a firestorm, but I think you feed it if you make me apologize for something I didn’t do. These internet mobs smell weakness. This is blood in the water to them.”

Chalke paused, quiet, thinking about it. “Request denied. You sign the apology. Understood?”

I ground my teeth together, but said nothing for a long moment. This was probably a test. “Understood,” I said, swallowing my pride along with a metric ton of obscenities. “I’ll wrap up here and be back in New York ASAP. I can stop by the office and sign it as soon as I get there.”

“Good,” Chalke said, and boy, did she sound pleased as punch. “Safe travels.”

Not so much as an attagirl for finishing the Grendel situation. That left me sitting there in the cool wind, staring at my phone, and cursing the fact that I was going to have to say sorry for something I didn’t even do.

But that was the price of admission to this job, and I’d long ago reconciled myself to the fact that I was going to have to do some things I really didn’t want to if I wanted to keep working for the FBI.
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“Friday,” I said, walking up to him where he leaned against a cop car, eyes blinking under the assault of the flashing red and blue lights, “you’re fired from the FBI.”

“Oh,” he said, then nodded. “Okay. Kinda saw that coming. Nice to know it’s over, I guess.” He lowered his voice as I came to lean next to him. “What about you? Are you going to be okay? After this, I mean?”

“I have to sign an apology,” I said.

“That is bullshit,” he said, suddenly hot under the collar. “You didn’t have anything to do with what I said—”

I waved him off. “It’s fine. I can apologize for something I didn’t do and don’t even believe. It’s just words.”

Friday traced his gaze over to where Veronika still stood, watching us. He waved, and after a moment’s pause, she waved back. “She doesn’t seem too upset with me.”

“Pretty sure she spared your life earlier,” I said. “As if you needed more proof you were wrong about the ‘angry lesbian’ thing.”

I swear he blushed under the mask. “I’m never going to live that down, am I?”

“Online? Probably not,” I said, glancing over at him. “What name did you post that drivel under, anyway?”

He had to think about it for a minute. “Oh. Uh...Christopher Wallis.”

“Notorious B.I.G.” I chuckled, then bent double as I broke into laughter. “That was going to be your stage name when you released your first album?”

He sort of sat there for a moment, thinking. “I might have come up with it when I was swole. A little ill-considered, you think?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Depends on if you wanted to get confused with the real Biggie.”

He adopted a pained look. “Yeah. Maybe I should come up with something different.”

“I’d stay away from any established big names,” I said. “Also?” I nodded at his face. “Quick way to leave this controversy behind? Chuck the mask.” He cocked his head at me. “No one actually knows what you look like under it. So long as you’re willing to forego releasing the creative masterwork that is Droppin’ Deuces, you could walk away from this whole Friday persona and start afresh.” I looked around at the mess, then thought of the online one that he’d made. “All of this, left behind. Along with the mask.”

He felt up to his face, fingers running over the soft fabric. “I kind of liked being Friday. Even before I knew we were related, for some reason I kept that name. Maybe because you gave it to me.”

“I was mocking you,” I said.

“Yeah, but I stole or made up dozens of names to go by in my life,” he said. “Until I met you, no one cared enough one way or another to give me one of my own. Whatever you meant by it—” he bowed his head “—at least you were paying attention to me.”

My heart. It hurt. “I’m paying attention to you now,” I said, putting a hand on his skinny forearm. “And I think ‘Guy Friday’ is a lame name for such a cool and unique guy, whose heart is bigger than his muscles, even when completely swole.”

He raised his head. “You think...like, ‘Bigheart’ as a name would fly?”

“I don’t think that’d play well in your rap/hip-hop genre,” I said. “How about you go up a couple sizes while on stage—nothing too huge, you understand—and call yourself ‘Swole H’?”

His eyes went wide and he blinked at me. “‘Swole H’? I love it! That’s totally kittens. I’m going with it.”

“Cool,” I said, unable to keep from smiling. “I hope next time we meet, I’ll be seeing you on the stage.”

He picked me up in a hug, skinny arms around me, squeezing me tight. “I hope I see you before that.”

I couldn’t help but smile, but it turned wistful fast because I knew it wasn’t happening. “We’ll see,” I lied. “We’ll have to wait and see.”
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“It seems like you’ve wrapped most everything up in a neat little package,” Mendelsohn said as I made my way back over to him. My Uber was coming, supposed to meet me just outside the crime scene perimeter in about ten minutes. SFPD and the local FBI had cleared me to leave, and I was booked on a flight that was departing in a little over two hours.

“Yeah,” I said, “not sure how neat this was.” My eyes fell to the corpse of Grendel, stretched out under a yellow-stained sheet. “To my mind, this was messy from start to finish.”

“There are a few loose ends, I suppose,” Mendelsohn said, frowning. “It’s going to drive me nuts that Grendel’s backer got away with it. And I’m still curious about whatever he tried to steal from Socialite’s R&D.”

“Me too.” I nodded. “Sometimes justice doesn’t take the turn we want it to. But if there’s one thing I’ve learned over time? These behind-the-scenes villains tend to out themselves eventually. They can’t keep themselves out of trouble.”

Mendelsohn nodded. “I suppose you would know. Still...thank you for this odyssey into a very different world than I’ve previously explored. It was a fascinating journey.”

“I’m glad you came along for the ride, Mendelsohn,” I said, unable to keep from smiling. I really did like him and the way he thought. His relentless positivity was a nice break from dour and sour FBI agents. “And tell your boss I’m sorry for coming at him hard. The justice he was looking for did happen. Not sure he’ll believe it, but...tell him for me?”

“I will do so,” he said, and then he looked around for a second and stepped closer. “Would you mind if I kept in touch? Maybe ‘pen pal’ with you or something?”

I felt a little flummoxed. “Uh, sure. Why me, though?”

“I don’t think I’ve made much secret of the fact that your manner of thought intrigues me,” Mendelsohn said. “I fancy myself a sort of amateur intellectual, and I’m always looking to talk to other people who find policy and thought as interesting as I do. I have an email list of people who are expert in their various fields, and we kick around ideas and concepts and plans and whatnot—purely hobbyist stuff. But...you might find it interesting, given your love of reading outside your field.”

A warm flush crept up my cheeks. “I mean I’d be honored, but I’m not sure I would fit in well in such august company—”

“You’d fit in just fine,” Mendelsohn said, so soft and reassuring.

“I’d like that,” I said, trying to keep from blushing further. “Thank you.”

I turned to go, but Mendelsohn called after me a little before the perimeter.

“Oh, and Sienna?”

I turned to look back at him.

“Whatever you’re going to go through when you get back?” Mendelsohn tried to smile. “Remember it’s all temporary. You’ll get through it.”

I gave him a nod. “Good advice,” I called back. “I’ll keep it in mind.”

And I would. Because I already did keep in mind that all this bullshit I was going through with the FBI was temporary.

Every single day.
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Jaime Chapman

 

The sofa in his Mountain View mansion was nice and soft. Night had fallen outside the expansive windows, but the glow of his phone in his hands gave him some light to see by. Besides, his eyes were totally focused on the screen and the Escapade app. In its chatbox, a conversation was unfolding, as always.

 

CHALKE: So she solved your Grendel problem, but she made a mess for the bureau. Nothing we can’t handle with Bilson’s help—and hopefully yours, too, Johannsen and Kory, but still...unnecessary.

 

KORY: I have to ask, given all that’s happened—is Nealon really worth the headaches? First she ends up inadvertently taking down Governor Warrington, who she was supposed to protect. Now she’s put a cloud over herself and the Inquest founders. I mean, weren’t we looking at having them join us?

 

BILSON: Yes and yes. Would prefer not to send them an invite right now, given their proximity to this mess and...other stuff swirling around.

 

Jaime just blinked his bleary eyes at the screen. This was his domain; might as well put an explainer out there.

 

CHAPMAN: There’s definitely a cloud hanging over the Inquest crew in Silicon Valley at the moment. That’s not just Nealon, though. There have been rumors they cheated their way to greater influence through traffic assignments for quite a while. She plus this Grendel villain might have helped air it out a little more, but it was already present before she magnified it. Really, you might want to thank her for doing you a favor.

 

A pause as Chalke considered.

 

CHALKE: How so?

 

Chapman smiled. This really was his bag.

 

CHAPMAN: I had some of my engineers look into what Inquest has been doing. It’s not an exact science, but they think roughly 50% +/- 10% of Inquest’s web traffic comes illegitimately. If the Inquest numbers were inflated by that much offsite business, their ability to influence is nowhere near what you might have hoped. As near as my engineers could tell with their back of the envelope math, Inquest is fifth in search volume by real numbers.

 

And actually puts my own search engine back at number two in the world, he didn’t say. That would be tooting his own horn, and obviously. 

 

BILSON: So they’re really not that impressive after all. Disappointing.

 

FLANAGAN: Definitely not worthy of inclusion in this circle.

 

JOHANNSEN: Damn. We’ve been promoting their success in our pages for quite some time. Ran an editorial not that long ago heralding them as the NEW POWER DUO OF SILICON VALLEY. Sanitizing that mess from our archives will take some time.

 

KORY: Same. We might want to get a jump on it, though. When this comes out—and it sounds like it will—personally I don’t want to look stupid in front of the whole damned world. Dunno about you, Morris, but I’m going to start sneaking a couple of knowing jabs at them into articles these next few weeks so we can point back to them when this blows big and show that we knew in advance.

 

Chapman let out a chuckle at the intellectual vanity of the two press hounds, both old and new school. God forbid they should be forced to admit their error. They’d rather people think they were hiding or soft-playing the truth than that they were caught up in a lie like everyone else.

 

CHAPMAN: So where does this leave us with Nealon? Because I was not a huge fan when I met her. Seems like she’s on a very light leash.

 

CHALKE: She was this time, by necessity. Gondry got involved, gave her too much rope that she didn’t have the grace to hang herself with. Honestly, he’s the monkey in the gears of all this. We might not have been able to get her to die during the Revelen debacle, but putting her to work for the government wouldn’t have been my first choice.

 

BILSON: We all knew Gondry was like a teenager in that regard, and we work around it. Yesterday he hated her, today he loves her. Tomorrow maybe he’ll hate her again. Whatever the case, just work with the President to keep him happy so we can keep exercising our influence. To my way of thinking, Nealon’s a useful tool and the blowback has been minimal. Yes, the Warrington thing sucks, because he was a good party member with a bright future who was doing good things at a local level, but he was hardly indispensable. And her bringing our attention to the fact that these two Inquest clowns had climbed to their perches by gaming the system? Kept us from getting into bed with people who really didn’t have the influence we were looking for. So while she’s yet to produce an unalloyed good for us, she’s also not produced an unvarnished defeat. Small incidents, minor losses, some utility. I don’t see a big issue here. Just keep watching her.

 

CHALKE: We’re always watching her.

 

JOHANNSEN: And what’s she doing?

 

There was a long pause like Chalke was considering it.

 

CHALKE: What we ask, mostly. We have her bugged to hell and beyond, RATs in her phone, traditional audio electronics in her apartment, a web of surveillance watching her while in public, and she seems...compliant. Hardly an “above and beyond” type, though. And her mouth makes me want to stick a gag in there sometimes. Or have an old-timey executioner cut out her tongue.

 

KORY: As I understand it, she’d just grow a new one.

 

CHALKE: Unfortunate, but probably true. We’ll make do with her. As Bilson said, she’s not been the boon to our project that we might have hoped, but she’s not the apocalypse, either. She needs to show us some utility and obedience soon, though, or...

 

Chapman stared at the ellipsis. Waiting for Chalke to finish.

 

CHALKE: Well, I don’t know what. I guess we’ll talk about it when we get closer to that situation.

 

Chapman shrugged, blinking his bleary eyes as everyone said their farewells and logged off one by one. He tossed his phone aside, staring out the windows into the darkness. How long had he been up?

Too long. Too long.

A tapping at the window woke him gently out of a sound sleep. He blinked, looking around.

Her black hair glistened in the moonlight outside the windows, her freckles disappearing in the dark. Her eyes peeked in at him, though, blue and bright, with an aura of mischief and a smile like she always knew something others didn’t.

“Gwen,” he muttered, hurrying to open the door.

She kissed him and breezed in. “Sorry to wake you.”

“No, it’s fine,” he said, voice thick with sleep. “Long day?”

“You have no idea,” she said. Her nose piercing glinted in the overhead light. “Same for you?”

“Absolutely,” he said. “I swear, if we weren’t both running our own companies, we might actually get to see one another in the light of day.”

Gwen chuckled, and it was such a lovely sound. “Yeah, well, I doubt I’d be as interesting to you if I wasn’t busy doing my own thing as much as I am. Scarcity makes a thing more valuable, after all.”

“That explains why your time means so much to me,” Chapman said, running his hand along the thin, pale hairs on her forearm. “So...how was your day?”

“Terrible,” she said. “Fire drills every hour, on the hour. Not the literal kind, either. Accounting had some major snafus come to light today.” She rubbed her brow. “I swear, I don’t even want to know what this would be like after an IPO. Reporting to the Street feels like a headache I don’t need, not on top of everything else I deal with.”

Jaime smiled. “I know exactly what you mean.” He brightened. “Hey, did I tell you I met Sienna Nealon yesterday?”

Gwen’s smile froze on her face. “No, it must have slipped your mind. And I forgot to ask. I saw the news blast that there was an incident at Socialite.” She looked down at her phone. “Wait. Did we talk yesterday?”

Chapman thought about it for a second and just laughed at the chaos of their schedules. “I don’t even remember, honestly. Been that kind of week. But, yeah, I met her.”

She stared into his eyes, curiosity lighting hers. “Well? What did you think?”

Chapman thought about it, tried to figure out how to encapsulate his opinion. “She’s kind of an asshole.”

Gwen just laughed. “That sounds about right.” She locked arms with him, and pulled him toward the couch. “So...”

He enjoyed the feel of her at his side. “So...what?”

She smiled. “So...other than meeting an asshole superhero yesterday...how was your day?”

Jaime just thought about it for a second, trying to decide how best to explain it. This really was the high point of his week. Everything else seemed distantly behind this, in terms of excitement. Still, he had to try. To impress her. He started with a smile, trying to keep cool. 

“Well...”
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Sienna

Two Months Later

New York City

 

It was a club in Midtown called Rocket, on a Friday(!), with a crowd that extended well beyond the rope line.

Which I did not have to wait in, fortunately, because some two months after Friday’s Socialite/Instaphoto post and my subsequent apology, people were still saying douchey things to me on the street about shit I didn’t even say.

The bouncer at the back of the place took one look at my backstage pass and waved me through. The sour look on his face told me he probably had something else to say, like so many people I met these days, but whatever. I wasn’t here to see him.

I was here to see the star.

The backstage pass had shown up at the office. No note, just an envelope with my name on it. Because that was the deal these days. He was anonymous, and that meant separating himself from me.

But I was okay with that. It worked for both of us that way.

Having a backstage pass didn’t make me stay backstage, though. I slipped out through a side door and into the crowd, listening as I passed through. The energy was electric.

“How did you hear about him?” I heard a lady ask the guy she was with.

“I saw him on Kat Forrest’s show,” the guy hummed. “I heard he sold fifty thousand copies of his debut album the next week.”

“I was one of them!” she squealed. “I heard him when she went to his concert and I was like, ‘I need this music in my life’!”

I left them behind to other conversations. Similar ones.

The energy in the place was jacked. Off the charts. Not my usual scene, but this I was looking forward to with a little hum of excitement in my belly that filtered through my skin. 

The lights went down out in the audience.

The stage lights when up.

And there he was, the latest star, with a bassline for his background.

Not Friday anymore.

Swole H.
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Not Friday

 

The stage was lit.

The party was lit.

The music was as kittens as he could make it.

The crowd was ready.

This was the life.

No deuces, dropped or otherwise.

He took a breath and stepped up to the mic.

“How y’all doing, New York City?”

The roar was genuine.

But in the back of it all, as the stage lights went down, with his meta eyesight, he saw...

Her.

Watching.

Smiling.

Nodding her head to the music.

His music.

She didn’t wave. Couldn’t. That was the deal.

But she watched. And she listened.

She even danced a little.

And that was better than anything else.

What a great day.

What a great life.

 


 

Sienna Nealon Will Return In

 

MUSIC

OUT OF THE BOX

BOOK 26

 

Coming August 12th, 2019!

Get it here!


 

 

 

 

Author’s Note

 

 

Thanks for reading! If you want to know immediately when future books become available, take sixty seconds and sign up for my NEW RELEASE EMAIL ALERTS by CLICKING HERE. I don’t sell your information and I only send out emails when I have a new book out. The reason you should sign up for this is because I don’t always set release dates, and even if you’re following me on Facebook (robertJcrane (Author)) or Twitter (@robertJcrane), it’s easy to miss my book announcements because … well, because social media is an imprecise thing. 

Come join the discussion on my website: http://www.robertjcrane.com!

 

Cheers,

Robert J. Crane
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