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      The vials and needles lay out on the table, like an invitation Scout Cole wanted to accept but wasn't sure she could.

      “This is the first step,” Isaac Jensen said, his smile like a warm hug that went with that invitation, making Scout feel welcome, making her want to accept.

      God, she could listen to Isaac talk forever.

      Too bad they didn't have forever.

      “It's the real deal.” Isaac smiled. They were just...there. On the table. Vials with a slightly yellow liquid, syringes with their tiny points ready to suck it all up and inject it straight into waiting veins. “It's happening. After all this time waiting. All you have to do...is say yes.”

      His smile...it was so...

      Wide. Warm. Genuine.

      “You really did it, didn't you?” Francine Howard stared blankly at them. She put a pale hand on the scuffed surface of the table, her black nail polish a perfect contrast to the whitish grain of the wood. She picked up one of the vials and held it in her hand, a smile curling her lips below her nose ring. Her hair was raven-black with streaks of purple dyed in, and her eyes were alight with the possibilities she held in her hand.

      Scout just listened, waiting for Isaac to pick up again. She tolerated Francine and her pouty lips and their other tagalong, AJ, with his white-boy dreadlocks, but for her...

      It was all about Isaac. Isaac and his strong chin. Isaac and his beautiful smile.

      Isaac and his warm, brown eyes, and that grin that couldn't be contained.

      “It's happening,” he said, turning those eyes, that smile, on Scout. “It's really happening.”

      She nodded, afraid to look away.

      “I'm in,” AJ said, thumping his own hand on the table and picking up the second vial. He scooped up the needle with his other hand, and with a practiced motion, filled the syringe and readied himself before chuckling, his dreads flowing over his shoulders and past his slightly yellowed wife-beater shirt. “Feel like I need a rubber tourniquet for this.”

      Isaac shook his head. “You don't even need to sterilize the needle. You take this...illness, infections...they're going to be a thing of the past.”

      “Hell yes,” AJ said, and pushed the plunger. The liquid disappeared, straight into his veins, and he grimaced slightly, letting the needle hang there when he was done. Scout got the distinct impression he'd done this before, but with a different substance.

      “That's the spirit,” Isaac said, glancing down only for a moment, in thought. He was always in thought, so bright, always thinking.

      “What are we waiting for then?” Francine had already filled her syringe and Scout hadn't even noticed. She'd rolled up her sleeves and plunged it into the tattooed sleeve of ink that covered her from wrist to shoulder. It was nicely done; Scout had admired it for a while. She didn't have any tattoos of her own yet. She was working her courage up to get the first done.

      But if they did this...she wouldn't get any tattoos. That was a downside of having an immune system that fought off any disease and kept you young. Ink wouldn't stay in your skin. Scout had read all about it on the internet.

      No point mentioning that now, though. Not to AJ or Francine, since they'd already taken the drug. They'd figure out the sacrifice soon.

      And it really was a small sacrifice to become...powerful. Scout had long wondered what it would feel like to be...powerful.

      “The end of the world is coming.” Isaac looked her right in the eyes. The others, too, were, watching. Almost hovering in the background. Expectant, really. “Scout...we could really use you with us on this. So far it's been all talk, and talk's a fine thing. But there comes a moment for action...and this is it.”

      Scout stared at the yellow vial.

      They had been talking for a while. Long talks. Talks full of feeling, ones that got to the heart of the problems – the real problems – that they could see but others couldn't. Life had always felt like an itch under Scout's skin, one she couldn't scratch, not with the longest fingernails raking across her bare flesh, not ever.

      But this...this took those late-night conversations, those puff and pass sessions where they'd hashed their way to the solutions for all the big problems that afflicted the world...and it put the power to solve them right where it ought to be.

      In their hands.

      Something was holding her back, though. Scout stared at the vial, at the needle. This was a Rubicon she feared to cross, but why? Isaac was right – the time for talk was over.

      So why didn't she want to act?

      No one said anything, leaving Scout to roast over the fire of her own doubts. But why was she doubting?

      Well, that was easy. That's just who Scout was. Always had been. Always hesitant, always waiting for someone else to take the lead. Dithering. That was the word.

      She looked up, into Isaac's expectant eyes. They were soft and compassionate, not prodding her, just...waiting. To see what she did. With infinite patience.

      Isaac wasn't the kind of man who'd be interested in someone who dithered. He was so strong, so...so handsome. Scout blushed, felt the fire in her cheeks. She was so skinny and self-conscious about it, like she was insubstantial and barely worth the notice of others.

      But there...right there, on the table...this was a way to make all that...end.

      To be...different.

      I want to be different, she said to herself.

      So she grabbed the vial, plunged the syringe into it–

      “Whoa, make sure you get all the air bubbles out,” AJ said.

      She did. And she pushed the needle into her arm, injecting it.

      “I guess we're all in,” Isaac said, grinning at the three of them around the table. “Glad you came aboard, Scout.” He looked right at her. She always quivered when he did that.

      “Like you said.” She looked up at Isaac, at those eyes...and she smiled. “The world's going to end. And the time for talk is over.”

      She felt stronger already.
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        Reed Treston

        Eden Prairie, Minnesota

      

      

      

      “Negative. You do not have air clearance. Remain on the ground.”

      “Sonofabitch!” I shouted, my voice echoing around the tight confines of the Honda Accord as we bounced along Interstate 494, skimming through just-before-rush-hour traffic. We slipped through a barely-there space between a pickup truck and a late model Chevy Tahoe and into the far left lane, zipping past the exit for Highway 100, sun blaring down, summer warmth infusing the car. I wanted to throw the phone, but instead I just pushed the END button on the screen because this conversation was going nowhere.

      “Yeah, yeah, air traffic control denied you the right to flight,” Augustus Coleman said, hands tightly gripping the wheel. “Who could have predicted that?”

      I shot Augustus a sizzling glare which he did not notice. All his attention was on steering the Honda, which was new...to him, anyway. In another mark of how far the mighty had fallen this last year or two, he'd gone from a rented BMW and a downtown condo in Minneapolis to a Honda and an apartment in one of the less nice areas of St. Louis Park, Minnesota.

      “The state's already paying us barely anything on this, plus they told us no property damage and to back off at the first sign of trouble,” Jamal Coleman added, tapping away at his keyboard. “What were you expecting? Because carte blanche ain't on the menu, and them letting you take flight in Bloomington is right out, you know.”

      “I was expecting they'd let us do our damned job – which they hired us for,” I muttered, slipping my phone into my pocket before I ended up squeezing it to death in frustration. “Can you even see the guy from here?”

      “I got eyes on him,” Augustus said tightly, the Honda's tires slipping a little as he skidded into another impossible gap, this time between a tractor trailer and a garbage truck. My entire ass seized up, clenching, and I grabbed the OH SHIT bar hanging from the Accord's ceiling.

      “How?” I asked savagely, my rectum clinching violently as the Accord's hood seemed to kiss the rear of the garbage truck in front of us before Augustus shifted lanes, getting us out from behind it.

      Jamal raised his laptop up so I could see the screen. There was live traffic cam footage on it, and suddenly it all made sense. Augustus was checking the feed from the driver's seat between insane stunt maneuvers.

      “Why couldn't Angel have been here for this?” I moaned, mostly to myself. “Angel, Eilish, Olivia...I could have sent the three of them out...Angel gets close, Olivia catapults Eilish across the gap–”

      “And Irish sings her song of seduction that instantly calms the savage beast,” Jamal said, tapping away again. “Yeah, you mentioned this plan with deepest regret. Several times. Unfortunately for you, you sent two of those people to New York and the other to California.”

      The clenching in my body extended up to my jaw as Augustus put the brakes on, hard. We skidded twenty feet in a cloud of burning rubber and screeching tires, then he hammered the accelerator and launched us into a tiny gap between two cars in a bid to cross three lanes. The traffic was moving on 494, but not swiftly. There was a definite slowdown going into Bloomington, even though the start of official rush hour was still an hour off.

      “Still amazes me they don't add some lanes here,” Jamal muttered under his breath. “Are you Minnesotans pathologically averse to adding more roads?”

      “Traffic departments don't believe adding lanes mitigates traffic,” Augustus said tightly, skidding between the fenders of a Porsche, which was wasted in this mess, and a Ford F-150.

      Jamal's eyebrows crinkled in tight together on his dark face. “Say what?”

      “It's a thing,” Augustus said. “They say it doesn't really lighten traffic, that it increases demand or something, so building more roads isn't a solution.”

      “That sounds like some bullshit right there,” Jamal said. “You're telling me if we went from a four-lane highway here to a fifty lane, the traffic wouldn't be solved? Because I think it'd be free flowing.”

      Augustus popped us into a slide that nearly caused me to have a heart attack, but he dumped us onto the ramp at France Avenue and then accelerated madly down it. “Yeah, if you could build fifty lanes, maybe. But I think that's an unrealistic number, first of all, and that the bottlenecks occur as you're taking exit ramps onto popular street destinations, which nullifies the advantage of the free-flowing interstate movement.”

      “So add more roads to popular surface routes, too,” Jamal said.

      “Now that's really easier said than done. Think about how you'd have to handle the right of way acquisition on that, say, downtown, where you've got a thirty-story building–”

      “CAN YOU PLEASE CONCENTRATE ON THE DRIVING?” I asked as we fishtailed through the last of a waning green light, heading south. “And where are you going?”

      “Hitting American Boulevard,” Augustus said calmly. “I think I can go faster on it than trying to catch up to him on 494.”

      “How is that going to work?” I asked.

      Augustus didn't answer, concentrating. “He'll make it work,” Jamal said.

      I gripped the OS bar tighter. “He better,” I muttered. “We get our first jobs in months and they all come at the same time.”

      It was true. I'd had to dispatch Eilish to New York with Olivia, and Angel had gone to take a case in California with Kat. Scott Byerly was still here in town, but when the emergency call had come in from Minnesota State Patrol about a car chase with some superpower properties to it, we'd been denuded of all our female talent, and Scott had been at lunch with his dad in Minnetonka.

      That left the three of us to pile into Augustus's Accord, the nicest car any of us owned, and off we raced to try and catch up.

      “He's passing the Penn Avenue exit now,” Jamal said calmly as Augustus screeched tires turning onto American Boulevard. It was a suburban street, nothing but mini malls and warehouses and the occasional turn-off into tree-lined, aging neighborhoods to break up the monotony. At least the streets weren't covered with snow, which, it being late May, was actually a possibility here, albeit remote.

      “Yo, can you put on my driving music?” Augustus asked, nodding at the laptop.

      “Yep.”

      I stared between the two of them in abject disbelief as Augustus blew through a red light on American Boulevard at about sixty miles per hour, prompting a cavalcade of honks and me to nearly faint as he weaved expertly between two trucks, both of which skidded furiously to a stop as soon as we'd threaded the needle between them.

      “Gyahhhhh!” I said in a sudden outpouring of breath and stress.

      “Mmhmmm,” Augustus said, and then loud music blared over the speakers. A few beats in, he was nodding his head.

      I frowned. “Is this DMX's ‘Party Up’?”

      “I'm a fan of the classics,” Augustus said, blowing through another red light. I could see a semi flashing his lights through my window from twenty feet away, barreling for me. He missed clipping the Accord's back bumper by – I estimated – 3 microns or less.

      Augustus must have sensed my despair. I wasn't quiet with it, after all. “Chill, boss. I got this.”

      “This is not a good time for us to be breaking all manner of Minnesota's laws,” I said, trying to compose myself. I ran a finger under my collar and found a ring of sweat, presumably from the stress of riding with this maniac.

      “I understand.” Augustus's voice was edged with stress, and I felt a twang of regret.

      Of course he knew the pressure we were under. We all knew. Governor Shipley hadn't been quiet about her nervousness vis-à-vis metahumans.

      “Yeah, the governor's got a burr up her ass,” Jamal agreed. “Lyndale is coming up fast. You're clear to 77. I'm turning all our lights green.”

      “Can we save the traffic report for another time?” I asked, leaning up between their seats again. “Where's our target?”

      “He's snagged,” Jamal said in triumph. “Traffic is moving at twenty MPH from Portland all the way to 77. Even his crazy ass ain't cutting through that very fast.”

      I nodded, looking at his screen. Our perp was obvious; everyone else was in ordered lines, driving as one does in heavier traffic – with patience, relative aplomb, and maybe an occasional middle finger thrown to show your disapproval of the actions of others.

      This guy? He was stopping and starting furiously, his stolen Chevy Impala making janky motions as he forced his way between two vehicles. And flipped someone off in the process.

      “Where's he going?” I asked, watching him force his way to the exit, scraping his bumper against a stray Tesla. That was going to leave a mark.

      “I don't know.” Jamal paused, squinting through his corrective lenses at the screen. We waited a few minutes in silence until he started to take definitive action. “He's on 77 South...”

      “Uh oh,” Augustus murmured. That wasn't good.

      “He's hitting Killebrew Drive,” Jamal said, and I could feel my own tension ratchet up a notch.

      “Naw, naw, don't do it,” Augustus said with a glum dread, gripping the steering wheel tight as he blew through another intersection in a mad effort to catch this bastard before he could reach his – oh so dangerous – likely destination.

      A few more seconds and Jamal straightened, looking over his shoulder at me, sheer panic taking his voice high. “He's turning in.”

      “The Mall of America,” I said, cold dread filling me at the thought of our angry, desperate criminal heading for the largest target-rich environment in the area.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “Suspect appears to be heading to the Mall of America,” I said into the phone. “Repeat–”

      “Heard you the first time,” Lieutenant Louise Mann of the Minnesota Department of Public Safety said. “This isn't a radio, Treston.”

      “Service is sketchy sometimes,” I said, “and I want you to understand the importance of what I'm telling you.”

      “We are watching him over the traffic cameras,” Mann said, with all the delicacy of a working mom whose kids' school just called to tell her they had the flu.

      I tried to bury my annoyance with her. “Got an ID on him yet?”

      “Rocky Thornberg,” she said. “A two-time loser looking to avoid strike three. Felony assault conviction in '12, drug trafficking in '14. He just got out of a stretch in Stillwater.”

      “He's really racked up the frequent flier miles,” I said. “What did he do to get on your radar this time?”

      “Shoplifting from the Apple store in Southdale,” Mann said.

      “Guess he really wanted that new iPhone,” I said, feeling my heartbeat rise into a steady drumbeat as Augustus ripped through another intersection.

      “Actually, he grabbed a computer and dashed.”

      “Probably needs it to write his memoirs,” I said. “Boy, Commit a Felony.”

      “Look, I didn't hire you for your wit,” Lt. Mann said. “How far out are you from the mall?”

      A squealing of tires to my left caused my elevated heartbeat to come to an abrupt stop. Unlike the Chevy pickup heading toward us, barreling over the open road.

      “Hold please,” I said, using my metahuman speed to brace myself.

      The pickup smashed into the back quarter of the passenger side of Augustus's Accord and sent us in a one eighty.

      “SHIIIIIIIIIIIT!” Jamal's voice crowded out the thoughts of panic racing through my head.

      “What is going on over there?” Mann's voice sounded tinny and small clenched in my hand, somewhere around my waist as I hung on for dear life.

      The Accord skidded to a stop facing the opposite direction of where we'd started, and Augustus pivoted around, looking through the back window. His eyes slid over me quickly, coolly, and he snapped the car into reverse, accelerating–

      Then he spun us back around and through the intersection, where traffic had stopped on both sides.

      My heart was just pounding furiously.

      “Sorry, couldn't get that light to turn,” Jamal said, shaking his head. Pebbles of safety glass fell from his shoulders.

      “What was that?” Mann asked, losing the battle with calm.

      “We just had to leave the scene of an accident,” I said, bringing the phone back to my mouth. Looking into the front seat, I could see Jamal's computer screen had picked up a spiderwebbing of cracks during our spinout. “American Boulevard and Bloomington Ave.”

      Lt. Mann made a throaty, annoyed sound. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Trying to catch this guy before there's a problem,” I said tightly.

      “I'm pulling our units back,” she said, annoyance fading instantly. “This is already too dangerous.”

      Augustus looked over his shoulder at me. “She's kidding, right? I just smashed up my ride for this job. I ain't backing off because some pencil pusher gets nervous.”

      “Look, the suspect doesn't know we're coming,” I said, trying to be the voice of reason in Lieutenant Mann's ear. “We'll observe, keeping our distance–”

      “Yes, keep a very long distance,” Mann said. “As in, go back to your office. This pursuit is terminated.”

      “Yo, she kidding?” Augustus asked, snapping his head around again.

      “I doubt it,” Jamal said. “She sounded serious.”

      Fortunately, she couldn't hear either of them the way they could hear her. Meta hearing had its advantages. “Lieutenant, what's your plan to deal with him when he gets out of town?” I asked. If he even left town.

      “We'll cross that bridge when we get to it,” she said abruptly. “You've already caused one accident today, that's enough havoc for us. It's not worth endangering innocent people. Not for a computer.”

      “I don't think this is about a computer, but okay,” I said. “We'll head out.”

      “Good. Thanks,” she said, and hung up.

      “Man, my ride,” Augustus moaned, slowing down and signaling a U-turn. “All this for–”

      “What are you doing?” I asked, and pointed straight ahead. “We're not letting this guy just ride off to who knows where without keeping tabs.”

      Jamal straightened up. “Uh, Reed...she had a point. If he's just stealing a computer, it's not worth risking a metahuman incident to chase him down. Even for a quality MacBook.”

      “I'm not saying we engage him,” I said, gesturing for Augustus to stay the course. He popped out of the turn lane and went right back to speeding along American Boulevard, albeit at twenty miles an hour less than he'd been traveling a minute before.

      “What are you saying?” Jamal asked suspiciously, squinting at me through his glasses. “Because I'm guessing when she told you to go home, she both meant it, and that there'd be consequences if we didn't.”

      “We're free people, okay?” I slapped on my best smile. “This isn't a police state. And we're in Bloomington. Home of the Mall of America, that beacon of commerce and tourism. Why not partake of dinner at one of the fine establishments within? Have a little...mini-golf or something after? Hit Nickelodeon Universe.”

      “If you think I'm riding the Avatar Airbender on a full stomach you are outta your mind. Fully,” Augustus said.

      “It ain't that bad. And they have a Shake Shack at the new food court on the third floor,” Jamal said.

      “I'm saying...let's go out, gents,” I said, forcing a smile. “We'll head that way, keeping an eye on the situation, and if things go wrong, we'll be right there to help.”

      “Yeah, all right,” Augustus said, keeping us at a steady sixty miles an hour. This time he got a green light, and I realized we were only minutes out from the mall. “That makes sense, I guess.”

      “Where's he at, Jamal?” I asked, leaning over to look at the cracked computer screen.

      Jamal looked down at his screen, and the view shifted. “Well...about that...”

      I tensed. “What?”

      “Shouldn't be a shock.” He looked back at me, reflection of my discomfort perfectly framed in his glasses. “But he's heading right into the Mall.”
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      It was obvious as hell where Rocky Thornberg had parked his car. It was in the east parking garage on the second floor, smashed into the bollards that ostensibly kept some maniac from driving a car bomb into the mall itself. The driver's side door was flung open and a small crowd was milling about it.

      Augustus squealed tires to bring us to a stop just behind it, and he and I were out in a hot second. A quick glance at the car revealed nothing, but I caught sight of a woman with a stroller who showed a flicker of recognition at the sight of me.

      “He ran in there!” she shouted, taking a hand off the stroller to point at the bridge to the mall.

      “Thanks!” I took off, just a hair slower than Augustus as I bolted over the pedestrian foot bridge. I could hear Jamal coming in behind us, trailing about twenty, thirty yards.

      “Must be nice being famous,” Augustus said, ripping open the first door to the mall's vestibule. He shot through and ripped open the second, into the mall proper, a cool blast of air catching me by surprise as I trailed in his wake.

      The Mall of America was a massive, four-story monstrosity of untrammeled commerce. We'd entered on one of the side panels of the squarish block that was the building. The four corners, holding anchor stores, were attached by these mighty wings, straight lines of shops stacked three stories high in most places. At the east and west sides were the massive parking garages. In the center of the square was Nickelodeon Universe, a full theme park, and in the basement was a massive aquarium, which I kept meaning to check out but never had.

      At each of the four compass points was an entry like this, leading up to a multi-story, open-air rotunda. It was ahead, and easily a couple hundred feet across, with escalators and some benches standing between us and the rail.

      “What now?” Augustus asked as we came to a stop just in front of the rotunda rail. Looking down at the tile floor a story below, there seemed to be nothing but the usual disorganized flow of shoppers moving along their thousand independent routes.

      No hooded figures moved mysteriously and furtively toward a malign destination. If Rocky Thornberg was down there, he was blending in reasonably well.

      “I don't know,” I said, but that wavering didn't last long.

      There was a scream from above, and the three of us bolted for the escalator, stampeding up, ignoring and/or leaping over anyone in our path. Which prompted some more screams.

      Coming out of the escalator on the third floor revealed another blur of brightly lit shop fronts, fighting for shoppers' attention. The smell of cookies and coffee fought for preeminent position in my nose. I found the source of the trouble immediately.

      Rocky Thornberg looked about like you'd expect a criminal to look. Fur-collared coat – in May, clearly prepared for Minnesota's psychotic seasons – faded denim jeans with a hole at the knee that didn't look factory made, a shaved-bald head, and clenched teeth as he hauled some lady by the collar along the parapet, his back to the rotunda.

      A mall security guard's walkie talkie blared behind me and I looked back; the guard was down, clutching his head, a bloody wound dripping scarlet down his cheek and temple. Clearly somehow he'd gotten the worst of Rocky, or Rocky'd gotten the better of him.

      “Let's–” I started to say.

      Rocky Thornberg heard me, though, over the shouts of the crowd behind us. People were already clearing off, spooked from what had happened with the guard. Clearing off or staying, frozen, watching him with gape-mouthed horror. He was focused on me, though – us, really – watching with a furrowed brow and angry eyes. He yanked his hostage closer, wrapping a hand around her neck and dragging her to the rail.

      “This just got worse,” Augustus muttered.

      “You got anything to work with here?” I asked him, sotto voce.

      I caught the subtle shake of his head. Not surprising; it wasn't like there was a ton of rock and dirt just lying around in the Mall. “There's a planter that way. It'll take me a minute to summon the dirt, and who knows if seeing it fly over here sets him off?”

      “I don't have a shot,” Jamal said, and I picked up on the subtle crackle of electricity. The lights flickered slightly overhead. His lightning was out of play unless we wanted the hostage soaking up voltage.

      Her eyes were huge, panicked. Thornberg had his wrist against her throat, and power enough to crush her larynx. He could do it faster than any of us could stop him.

      “Shit,” I muttered as Rocky dragged her back another step. He was flush against the railing now, and it met him just above the belt.

      “Yo,” Rocky called out. “You come at me, I will snap this bitch's neck like a twig.”

      “Sniper unit,” I heard the security guard's walkie talkie crackle. I'd forgotten the Mall of America had its own police force, complete with a SWAT team. It made sense; when you were a target for terrorists, you needed to be able to protect yourself.

      “Two minutes out,” came the reply.

      Shit. “Stall,” I muttered meta-low. I raised my hands at Rocky. “Okay, okay. No one's going to make a move at you, man.”

      “Better not!” Rocky called back, his face buried in the side of the hostage's neck. The sniper team could probably take the top of his head off without hurting her, but...

      I could tell from how he drove, he was a reflex type. Like Angel. They were notoriously fast.

      “Let's talk, man,” I said, not daring to come any closer. This was another of those times when, if I'd had one of Sienna's much-beloved guns, I might have been able to do something.

      Probably not, though. I was a terrible shot and this guy was fast.

      “Nothing to talk about,” Rocky said. “I want a car. That's all. Get me a car. Right outside. Then I'm gone.”

      “You...you can't think that's going to happen,” I said.

      A second later...I wished I hadn't.

      Rocky's eyes flashed, and it was like I could see the hope drain out of him an ounce at a time. “Whatchoo sayin', man?” He cranked the hostage's neck, somehow trying to smash out the microns of distance between them. Her eyes were wide, but they went pained as he did so, and she let out a sharp cry that he drowned out with his words. “I better be able to get out of here. Otherwise something bad is going to happen to this lady. I want to talk to–”

      Something clattered next to him, making all of us jump – me, Augustus, Jamal, the hostage – even Rocky. He snapped his head around–

      It was a cell phone. Someone had tossed it from below, and it landed just next to his feet.

      “What's this?” Rocky asked, jerking the hostage around so she fully occluded his face. I couldn't tell what he was seeing over the rotunda's edge, but after a moment he pushed forward, away from the rail, like he was afraid trouble was coming if he stayed close to it. Which was smart, because that's likely where the sniper shot was going to come from.

      “Looks like a cell phone to me,” I said, keeping watch on him. There was a lot of strain on his face. He'd ratcheted up the internal tension several degrees since I'd kicked his hope in the jimmies.

      “They setting up a shot at me?” He whipped his gaze around, then dropped to one knee, forcing the hostage down with him. She screamed in pain and fear as her knees slammed into the ground. He scanned the railing, pulling himself lower to the floor, contorting, really, to remove himself from the line of sight of any sniper. “Good luck with that, losers!” he called to the unseen snipers, wherever they were. I thought they were still at least a minute out by my count.

      Rocky focused back on me. “Car, fool. I want it. Now.” He pressed the hostage's head down, and I could hear the popping of the cartilage in her neck over her whimpers. Her hair fell over her face; she was just past middle age, made up nicely. Tourist seeing the sights? Local partaking of high-class shopping and dining? Who knew.

      We'd be reading all about it in her obituary tomorrow, though, unless I did something fast.

      “Augustus,” I said.

      “Man, first I get my car messed up, then I have to give it to a criminal?” Augustus sighed loudly. “This job just keeps getting worse.” He took out his keys and let them dangle from his finger. “There better not be any more scratches on this thing when I get it back. My insurance don't cover acts of gods, you know.”

      Rocky stretched his fingers out, beckoning for him to toss them. “Where is it?”

      “Just behind the one you wrecked,” Augustus said sullenly. He looked at his keys in despair, then shot me a pleading look.

      I nodded. It had to be done.

      “All right, fine,” Augustus muttered, “take–”

      The cell phone that had been tossed next to Rocky went off, loud, jangling first notes of an opening riff that sounded...familiar.

      “Is that...Elton John?” Jamal was frowning at the phone, buzzing as it played its musical ringtone.

      “I think so,” Augustus said, his own brow furrowing in concentration. “I think that's...”

      “What?” Rocky's face was lit with anger, and he was vacillating between looking at us and at the phone, still ringing and approaching the chorus of the song. “What is it?”

      “It is Elton John.” I closed my eyes and let out a sigh. “It's...” I cringed, not opening my eyes for fear of what was coming next. “It's...it's...”

      “'The Bitch is Back,'” Augustus finished for me.

      “Who you callin' a bitch, bitch?” Rocky's voice rose in anger, but his attention was totally split by the musical phone. “What does this mean – gurk!”

      “It means what it says,” came a cool, familiar voice. I opened my eyes and found her – yeah, her – standing over Rocky, her fingers buried in his armpit right where the nerves that controlled motion were located. His choke hold had died the moment she'd grabbed him, presumably right after she'd vaulted up over the railing, quiet as a mouse.

      Her dark hair swirled around her, and a damned near evil smile twitched at the edges of my sister's lips as she ripped Rocky Thornberg from his hostage and lifted him high up over her head as he loosed a pathetic scream, kicking his legs uselessly against her superior strength.

      “It means the bitch is back, boys,” Sienna said, flashing the three of us a grin as she threw Rocky, bodily, into the tile floor hard enough to knock him out. “Did you miss me?”
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      “You didn't miss me, did you?” I asked, thirty minutes or so later, after the Bloomington police had shown up to suppress and cuff the guy I'd hurled bodily into the floor and we'd given our statements. We were waiting against the rotunda rail a little ways down from where the hostage situation had unfurled, and Reed was staring straight ahead toward the mall entrance. I was leaning over, looking at the police and security guards dotting the rotunda below. Their presence was sparse, but there, keeping a cordon on this area while the cops processed the scene. Elsewhere in the mall, commerce ground on, because even an incident like this couldn't hold back the flow of Minneapolis tourism for very long.

      Reed turned his head, very slowly, to look at me, arms folded across his chest, his ponytail swaying only slightly as he looked at me with very jaded eyes. He seemed to have lived a lifetime since I'd left, his levels of cynicism reaching Sienna-like heights. When he spoke, it was deadpan: “Oh, you're back? Hadn't noticed. Maybe next time you should make a grand re-entrance into a hostage situation to announce your return.”

      “I thought you might need a hand. I heard it on my police scanner app as I was driving in.” I held up my phone.

      Reed's brow furrowed as he stared at it. “If that's your phone...who called you?”

      “Lethe,” I said. “She's around here...somewhere. Presumably dodging the cops.”

      He bowed his head and shook it slowly, eyes closed. “And she can't talk to them...why exactly?”

      “She probably can,” I said. “But I doubt she wants to. You don't make it to three thousand or whatever her age is by getting involved in unnecessary situations with law enforcement, y'know?”

      “Very much so,” Reed said, quite clipped. “That's good advice, which I hope you will take to heart.”

      “Hey, man, I'm a long way from three thousand,” I said, settling back against the rail, mirroring his arms-folded posture. “I'm still sowing my wild oats and whatnot.” I caught a twitch at his eye and lowered my voice. “What are you so pissed about, anyway? I didn't kill the guy, and the hostage is fine.”

      He gave me a sidelong look of pure malice. “This was not a good way to end a standoff that shouldn't have happened to begin with.”

      I snorted, making a face to highlight the pure absurdity I felt was spewing forth from his mouth. “Agree, but I didn't cause it, and I ended it in the least violent way I could, given the circumstances. The dude took a hostage and threatened her with death. What would you have preferred I do? Stand back and let Augustus's car become a sacrifice to this loser douche?”

      Reed's jaw tightened and I caught a glimpse of the source of his frustration: he didn't have an ideal way this would have ended, not from where I joined the standoff. But my brother was way too stubborn to just admit that little truth. “Peacefully is how I would have liked to end it.”

      “He looked pretty peaceful to me,” I said. “You know, after I bodyslammed him.” I turned to lean over the rail again. “Fitting, really.”

      Reed stiffened, and I knew he'd picked up what I was alluding to. “Because this was the exact site of the first Monday Nitro?” He didn't bother to turn.

      “I like how you got it right away,” I said, staring at the floor, three stories below. “I mean, I didn't plan this, but the synchronicity is just...” I made a chef's kiss noise. “Mwah.”

      He closed his eyes and slumped over, just as someone in heels came storming over to us. I heard her clomping long before she reached us. Her bearing screamed COP! and her face, tread and the storm clouds boiling around her told me she was not happy with any of this. Reed's posture further explained that she was the key reason he was mad at me, so I put on my best smile and decided to try to be amused by what was coming rather than be thorny about it.

      “I said to back off,” she said, wasting no time with trifles like introductions.

      “Yeah, you were told to get back to your farm, peasant,” I said with deep amusement, prompting my brother to open his eyes and fire off a glare at me. “What were you thinking, letting bad guys get away to take hostages?”

      Reed clenched his teeth and tore his remonstrative look off of me and shifted it to her, where he lightened his tone by at least fifty percent. “We just followed him here. We didn't prompt any of this. Thornberg got into a confrontation with a security guard that set things off. We weren't even on the floor when it happened, Lieutenant Mann.”

      Lieutenant Mann glared suspiciously at him for a moment, then shifted her attention to me. “What are you doing back here?”

      I blinked in mock surprise. “I didn't know I wasn't allowed to return to my home state...?”

      She gritted her teeth. “Fine, I said that wrong. How did you get involved in this? Did he–?” She jerked her head at Reed, not bothering to finish.

      “I did not–” he started to defend himself.

      “There's a little thing called a police scanner app,” I said, flashing my phone at her. “I was just coming back into town and heard some angry, possibly constipated person on the dispatch radio – I think it might have been you, actually – and I came running. To help, you know, with a metahuman situation.” I made a show of checking my fingernails, then rubbed them against my T-shirt, purely to be an asshole. “Because I figured the State of Minnesota would care enough to send the very best – a seasoned FBI agent who has best-in-class experience resolving metahuman criminal incidents.” I shrugged. “But I'm sure it would have all worked out perfectly if both Reed and I had just...walked off or whatever.”

      Lt. Mann punched a long, thin finger with chipped red polish toward me. “If you hadn't gotten involved, we could have kept our distance and let this situation resolve itself organically, without forcing the suspect into a corner.”

      “Yes, I'm sure your multi-time felon was definitely going to just run off and give up his life of crime if you just let him go this once,” I said dryly.

      Her eyes narrowed at me. “How did you know he was a multi-time felon?”

      I rolled my eyes. “You think it's my first day on the job? I've been dealing with criminal apprehension for almost a decade now. The guy dropped below the railing to avoid snipers when I tossed up my phone. No rookie criminal does that. This wasn't his first rodeo, and whatever he did to prompt the chase? Isn't even close to the worst thing he's done.” I finished by folding my arms across my chest. “Some people are just bad, and this guy? He's one of them.”

      She looked back at me, and a small smile crept across her thin lips. “'Some people are just bad.' I couldn't agree more.” She looked me up and down once, and her meaning was obvious.

      “Can we go?” Reed asked, fully catching her meaning but sounding so wearied, and not bothering to fight back on my behalf. Ouch, bro.

      “Get out of here,” Lt. Mann said, waving a hand at us. “I'd tell you not to leave town, but...”

      “But what? You actually want me to leave after saving your bacon from having a hostage get killed on your watch?” I shrugged. “No skin off my nose. Later, L.T.” I flicked her a single-finger salute.

      Reed dragged my hand down before the lieutenant could see it. He pulled me along the railing, past the cracked tiles where our bad guy had come to rest after I'd thrown him. His eyes flitted over them for a second before pulling me past it and under the police tape. “You're in a mood today.”

      “My homecoming just got marred by some asshole cop who believes in this newfangled idea of letting criminals go. I'm sure that's the path to societal peace,” I said, trying to shake off my annoyance at Mann's attitude. “Plus, my brother's panties are fully twisted, which is not helping.”

      “I do not wear panties.” He dropped his hand from mine, but we were both still heading in the same direction, both of us picking up steam as we walked away from the crime scene. There was a crowd gathered, including reporters, but our path – and our metahuman pace – had gotten us out of the cordon on the opposite side from them, and I could see them struggling through the crowd in our direction out of the corner of my eye.

      “It's really more of a metaphor,” I said. “You know, for you turning cold on me suddenly.”

      “Yes, it's a real mystery why I got snitty after you smashed my perp into the tile.”

      I glanced back subconsciously at the cracked tiles. “Who cares about flooring? Of all the damage we've done in our careers, that's gotta be on the low end. I mean, did I hear Augustus say something about his car getting messed up...?”

      Reed stiffened tighter, increasing his pace again as he pushed through ahead toward the exit. Augustus and Jamal had headed this way when the cops had turned them loose a few minutes earlier. “We do not need to be causing havoc right now,” my brother said under his breath, not deigning to look at me.

      “This was about as havoc-light as metahuman policing gets, dude,” I said, tossing a look over my shoulder. The press had broken free of the crowd and were shouting my name, but were still a hundred feet or more from reaching the doors we'd just burst through. I pulled out my cell phone and texted Lethe, one-handed, as I broke into a run to follow my brother: Meet us at the office. She knew the address.

      “I don't want to argue with you, Sienna!” Reed said, meta-low but still quite forcefully, putting the lie to his statement.

      “Not now or not ever?” I asked. Squealing tires ahead heralded the arrival of a slightly dented Honda Accord.

      “Later!” he shouted. The reporters were on the bridge behind us now, but he'd reached the steps and leapt down, ripping open the Honda's door for me.

      I jumped in and he followed, slamming it behind us as Augustus hit the gas and peeled out. A cavalcade of reporters surged down the half dozen steps from the bridge and into the garage behind us, waving hands, shouting questions, and getting generally nothing for their trouble, not even a shot of me, because I sank down in the back seat.

      Reed, next to me, just looked daggers straight ahead. He didn't speak for a while after that.
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      “Don't want to get in the way of this high quality sibling feud,” Augustus said, once we were safely back on 494 heading west, “but I do want to say – welcome back, girl.” He turned his head and smiled. He'd shaved his head since last I'd seen him.

      “Thanks, Augustus,” I said. “The lack of hair looks good, by the way. Very smooth.”

      “Good to have you back, Sienna,” Jamal said, gracing me with a smile. He had his computer on his lap, the screen sporting some cracks that led me to suspect they'd had a rough ride getting here.

      “Nice to see you, too, Jamal.” I turned expectantly to my brother, whose eyelids fluttered as he vented his excess irritation like radioactive waste. But more twitchy.

      “I am glad to see you,” Reed said at last, leaning sideways to put an arm around my shoulders. I leaned in and put my head on his chest as he gave me a squeeze. He leaned down and kissed the top of my head, producing a tickling sensation in the pile of matted hair I'd hurriedly (and somewhat unsuccessfully) pulled back in a ponytail. “Just...surprised and...”

      “Yeah, you forgot how much fun it is to work with my 'wrecking ball' style,” I said. “It's okay. A real artist is never appreciated in their own time.”

      Jamal spoke into the vacuum of silence that followed. “Does...does that mean, like, corpses are your canvas...?”

      “That makes me sound kind of like a serial killer so let's just trot past that analogy,” I said, Reed frozen in stillness mid-hug. We broke, and he closed his eyes, shaking his head slowly.

      “I really didn't think you were going to make it back today,” Reed said, opening his eyes and turning to look at me. I'd forgotten how coffee brown his eyes were. “Figured you'd come rolling in tomorrow.”

      “Well, Lethe and I thought about staying in Chicago for a day,” I said, “but then I found out that they still hate me there.” Augustus partially turned to look at me, curious. “Because I destroyed Soldier Field last time I was there. Apparently sportsball fans in that town hold a grudge. On the plus side, I hear they still raise toasts to my health in Green Bay, Wisconsin, so I'm probably assured of a warm welcome if I ever visit there.”

      “Until you destroy their stadium,” Reed said, “which I should warn you is in fact recognized as a religious temple in Wisconsin. People make pilgrimages and everything.”

      “Such a quaint religion,” I said. “So...didn't know you guys were going to actually have a job today or I wouldn't have stopped for breakfast in Beloit.” I put a hand on my stomach and mimed a burp. “Actually, I shouldn't have stopped in Beloit anyway. For so many reasons.”

      Reed chuckled, breaking out of his moroseness for the first time since I'd seen him. “It is not counted among the great tourist stops in America. Where's your grandmother?”

      I checked my phone. Nothing there. “Somewhere behind us, I presume. She doesn't really text back. Probably because she's of the very old school.”

      “Is anyone else struggling with this long-lost grandmother thing?” Augustus asked, keeping his eyes on the road. Traffic had coagulated, and we were sitting on westbound 494 only going about thirty. I could see the Richfield Walmart ahead, which meant we were still miles from the official boundary of Eden Prairie. “I mean, you live your whole life and suddenly you've got a grandma you didn't know about? That seems weird.”

      “Because I told her to stay away,” I said. “So that I could grow to become my current, amazing self by going through my challenges solo. Ish. Well, with you guys. Some of the time.”

      “I don't understand how you told her to stay away if you hadn't met her yet,” Jamal said, making a face.

      “It was a time travel thing,” I said. “In 1999. But last year, for me.”

      “Beg pardon?” Augustus asked.

      “Say what?” Jamal's lips puckered. “You can time travel now?” I hadn't told either of them this story yet, not in the limited amount of dreamwalk conversations we'd shared in the past year.

      “Time travel is an actual thing?” Augustus asked. “Because if so, can I go back in time and meet–”

      “No,” I said. “Time travel is only a thing for the metas that do it. One did – for me. But he's not taking requests, especially not so you can meet...wait, who do you want to meet?”

      Augustus tensed up. “No one.”

      I leaned forward in my seat, unable to control the smile breaking across my lips. “Oh, okay. Lemme just...tap these telepathic powers–”

      “Brigitte Bardot!” Augustus shouted. “Stay out of my head!”

      There was a moment of extreme silence.

      “She's...really beautiful. And graceful,” he said, like he was making apologies. “Y'all can all go to hell if you're judging me.”

      “No judgment, pal,” Reed said.

      “A little judgment,” Jamal said. “Not too bad. Not like you said Nathan Bedford Forrest or something weird like that.”

      “Oh, I'd like to meet him, too,” Augustus said, “but then I'd probably create a paradox by making the earth swallow his white sheet-wearing ass whole.”

      “Right, no time travel for any of you,” I said. “And also – little ground rule – I'm hiding my powers at present. Except for the ice one.”

      “Yo, did anyone like, raise an eyebrow about you suddenly having ice powers?” Augustus asked. “I feel there should be a formal investigation anytime you bust out anything new, because we know it resulted in the death of a person.”

      “Do you know that?” I asked. “Do you, really?”

      He turned to look at me, no real hazard since we were now down to a near-complete stop. Jamal turned, too, which is what I'd been waiting for.

      I raised my finger and let a generous spark of electricity loose from the tip. It crackled across the gap between me and Jamal's nose making him jump as it grounded out on his skin.

      “'Ey!” Jamal shouted, rubbing the tip of his nose. “What are you doing?”

      “Conducting electricity to a guy who absorbs it.”

      “Aw, man, who'd you kill for that one?” Augustus asked.

      “No one,” I said, and pointed at Jamal. “That's from him.”

      I could see Reed watching me out of the corner of my eye. “You can use powers from people you don't kill?”

      “On a very limited basis, yes,” I said. “That spark I just used? That's about half what I can do with electricity. And I can only do that because the first time I met Jamal...”

      “This is because you damned near took my soul, right?” Jamal asked quietly.

      “Yes,” I said. “There's a shadow of you, a piece...in me. If I focus really hard on it...” I lifted my finger and another spark zapped between us.

      This time he didn't flinch. “Maybe you can use it to jump start a car at some point.”

      “Maybe,” I said, “since I won't be flying anytime soon, apparently.”

      “I don't understand that,” Augustus said. “Why can't you just let your meta flag fly?” He shrugged expansively. “Wasn't that what this last year was about? Getting that Network off your back? Getting loose of the government so you could just live like a normal person?” He paused, thinking. “Well, as normal as you can be with your soul-sucking, people-killing self.”

      “Let's just say that having these powers is starting to become something of a liability,” I said. “Like you pointed out, anytime I get a new power, they should conduct an investigation. And I'm sure it's just a matter of time before they draft a law to make absorbing souls illegal.”

      “Makes sense,” Jamal said, closing his laptop. “They've already started making laws about every other facet of metahuman powers. You're probably going to go under the magnifying glass before too long.”

      “I'm lucky right now,” I said, “inasmuch as the president is now flush with gratitude for me saving his life. But he's up for election in six months, and Charlotte Mitchell...well, I don't know her. She hasn't said anything about metahumans in her campaign speeches, so who knows how she feels. And all it'll take is one good meta incident to put us in the forefront during election season.” I shrugged. “Anyway. I did just use these powers to cause...let's call it 'great havoc'–”

      “That's a hell of a colloquialism,” Jamal muttered.

      “–So it's probably better if we give it a little time and distance before anyone finds out I can fly and burn people and...all that,” I said. “Lest people connect some dots to things I'd rather not...connect to.”

      “I agree with Jamal,” Augustus said. “There are better ways to describe it than 'great havoc.' Like 'going full Godfather'–”

      “Part one or two?” Jamal asked.

      “Both, really,” Reed said. “Michael settles all the family business at the end of each.”

      “Hey, uh, guys,” I said, “can we not, um...”

      “That's true,” Augustus said. “I was thinking Part II, because I feel like it kind of escalates there, you know? But really, it's both.”

      “I don't think this is...”

      “It is like both of them,” Jamal said. “I hadn't thought about it like that, either, but she settled all their hashes. Every last one of them clowns.”

      I cringed. “Um...can we not...talk about that? Like, at all?” They all looked at me. “We're talking about indictable offenses. I may have gotten the president's blessing to roll up the Network – and they were bad people, trying to kill the president and all–”

      “And thoroughly untouchable by conventional legal means, to hear you tell it,” Reed said coolly.

      “Yes,” I said. “Still...not a thing I want to really discuss. Or...ever do again, if possible.”

      Reed traded a look with Jamal, who then looked to Augustus. All three let out dry chortles, bordering on giggles. None said anything, but they didn't have to.

      “Well, I'm going to try not to,” I said huffily. “It's not my fault really quality villains keep crossing my path, either being too high level for the court system to touch them or too dangerous and committed to give up before I have to take 'em out.”

      Reed nodded slowly. “That's good. It's good that you're going to ease up a little.” He looked straight ahead. “Especially because...we really don't have the sanction to operate like you've gotten used to. Not around here, anyway.”

      I frowned. “What are you talking about?”

      He hesitated. Then he looked down, not answering.

      “What he means is,” Augustus said, “the State of Minnesota got real uppity about metahumans in your absence.”

      “Yeah,” Jamal said. “You might say they've got Sienna PTSD or something. The Minnesota legislature and Governor Shipley have tried to pass a dozen or so bills to make our lives harder.”

      I gave Reed a sidelong look. “You're kidding, right?”

      He shook his head slowly but didn't say anything.

      “How did I not hear about this?” I looked at Jamal. “What have they been doing?”

      Augustus shrugged. “You were busy, and nothing's passed. But they're trying. Shipley's trying.”

      “Figured we'd tell you when there was something to report,” Reed said. “Besides...you had bigger problems.” And we settled into a slightly guilty silence.
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      “So...now we know,” Isaac said, his breathing unsteady. He was blinking at the ceiling at the surprise they'd both had. Not that it had mattered, in the end. He'd overcome it, compensated...

      ...and now they both lay in a motel bed, spent.

      “I've been wanting to do this for sooooo long,” Scout said, fingers tracing lines over the sheets gathered around her body. She held the soft cloth over her self-consciously, like a blanket between her and a cold world. She hesitated before placing a hand on the sheet covering Isaac's body, like it was somehow verboten.

      Hah! After what they'd just done? After what she'd just finally gotten enough courage to let him do?

      “You should have said something,” Isaac breathed, turning his head toward her, nuzzling his nose in her ear. “It's so hard to tell what you're thinking.” He ran fingers through her hair, mussed as it was, partially trapped beneath her head. He ran them down to the tip of her nose, where he touched her gently – carefully, even – for but a moment before brushing the sheets lower, lower.

      There was cloth trapped between their bodies, a thick cotton sheet that seemed to barely breathe in the summer heat. And it was warm already, here in North Dakota. Or maybe it was just the exertions they'd put themselves through.

      Scout knew this, though – she felt alive. With Isaac, she felt alive, really alive, for the first time in a long time. Maybe ever.

      She held back from touching him, though, at least directly. She put a hand on the sheet over his chest, hesitant. She wanted to touch him, touch him the way he'd just touched her. To trace lines on his chest hairs. Run a finger down his jawline. Brush the edge of his ears. Go lower, down to...

      Isaac let out a contented sigh, and turned to her. “I'm sleepy. Are you sleepy?”

      “No,” she said, smelling the toothpaste on his breath. It was so...intoxicating. Everything about him was. Even the way he'd just...well, it was her first time, and he was so patient, so gentle... “I could stay up all night with you.”

      Wow. Where had that come from? She blushed; being bold had never been her strong suit. Doubts tended to eat her alive, which was why she'd never had a boyfriend. That and her looks, she'd told herself.

      His face split into a wide grin. That wide grin that she loved...

      Not that she'd say that. Not yet.

      “We have a long day tomorrow, you know,” Isaac said, looking at the ceiling. He closed his eyes. “We're going to make a statement.”

      “I know,” she said, pursing her lips but smiling at the same time. “I'm so excited.” Because she was. In all the ways. Being with him was causing a hunger in her.

      “Are you?” His voice trailed off. He sounded sleepy.

      “I feel like for the first time in my life I'm waking up,” she whispered, the musk of his sweaty scent defusing the aroma of his cologne. “Like hearing you speak woke me up from a long sleep.” She fidgeted between the constricting sheets. “Like I'd been trapped and alone before you came along. Before all of you came along.”

      “It's because you are awake now,” he said, turning his head only slightly, his open eyes only slits, pupils piercing through them to fix his gaze on her in the dark. “I can feel it in you, that desire to take these new powers and do something important with them. 'Awake' is the right word. Most people go through life in a coma, going through the motions. You...” He brushed soft fingers against the sheet, slipping lower down her body over the cloth...

      Scout moaned softly. It was like he knew exactly what she wanted, always.

      “...You are awake now,” Isaac said. “You've seen things that the plodding herds never notice in their steadfast urge to graze and keep their heads down. You know what has to be done.” His fingers worked soft, steadily against the sheet. “You are awake...”

      He threw off the sheet dramatically, and smiled, tilting up onto his elbow.

      A part of her wanted to ask what he was doing – he'd been about to drift off only moments before – but she knew in her heart, and she wanted it, too. Instead she giggled, then flushed at the silliness – the girliness – of it. She was a woman now, she should act it.

      But she giggled again, and couldn't help herself, as Isaac once more set about waking her up, in one of the ways that she'd begun to worry she never would.
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      We breezed into the offices of Nealon, Treston, and Associates – not the actual name, but by God it should be – like gangstas during a power shot in a movie.

      Okay, maybe that's just the way I came in.

      No receptionist, empty bullpen, absolute quiet. It wasn't quite like I remembered it.

      “You want some coffee?” Augustus asked, voice an octave or two above normal.

      I smiled. “Yes.”

      “How do you like it?”

      “Like I like my men,” I said. “Ice cold and at my fingertips the minute I want it.”

      Augustus stared at me for a second, then burst out laughing. “Well, I can pretty well promise it'll be cold since it's from this morning. Going to take me a second to get it, though.” And off he went toward the kitchenette.

      “You like the new digs?” Reed asked, folding his arms in front of him.

      “I was here last year, remember?” I asked. “Briefly. With Angel.”

      “Hm.” He grunted like Henry Cavill. “I remember.”

      “I liked the old location better,” I said. “Too bad I blew it up.” I paused, in thought. “Wait, that was two locations ago. Who blew up the last one...?”

      “Rose,” Jamal muttered under his breath.

      “It's sad that we need to keep track of these things,” Augustus said, handing me a cup of sludge. I could smell the congealed grounds and twitched just sniffing it. He must have seen me eyeing it balefully because he shrugged and said, “We don't do fancy coffee. At least, not anymore.”

      “Any chance we're getting a payday from Minnesota for my fine work at the mall?” I asked before sipping it experimentally. I deemed it a failure of the sort that would have killed a non-metahuman lab subject. Or at least sent them to retching. I swallowed, but only because of horrific indignities I'd been subjected to in my life, this coffee barely scratched the top ten. I decided it ranked in at number eight, just above that time I got zapped to death in the LA subway.

      “Maybe,” Reed said. “They promised payment, but who knows if they'll hold to it after the result and our...civil disobedience in showing up to Mall of America.”

      “I'll tell you, guys,” I said, “it's getting weird out there. I fully understand the desire to not incarcerate people for things like possession of Mary Jane, but some of the other shit police departments are doing? Eliminating cash bail entirely? Not arresting people for flagrantly breaking laws like shitting in public and injecting heroin on the streets?” I shook my head. “Why not just eliminate the law if you feel that way about it? It's so dumb.”

      “It's getting tougher out there,” Reed said. “This is the first time Minnesota has hired us in years. I doubt there'll be another anytime soon.”

      “Sorry.” I shrugged, taking another sip of that coffee and probably rendering myself sterile in the process. “Bluhhh. If I'd known that the cops wanted the bad guy to get away after taking a hostage, I would have obliged.”

      Reed's lips stretched into a smirk. “No, you wouldn't have.”

      “Zero chance,” Jamal agreed.

      “We're just lucky you didn't toss him over the edge,” Augustus said. “I was sure that was going to happen when I saw you crawling your ass over that rail. I'm like, 'He's going.' Hardcore. Like he'd be safer in a barrel heading over Niagara Falls. So I thought you showed some restraint just pulverizing him like that.”

      “'Restraint' is going to be the key word here,” Reed said, pushing out of his lean to stroll across the bullpen. “We've got two teams out on jobs right now. Kat and Eilish in California, Angel and Olivia in New York. These are the first nibbles at a paycheck we've had in months. Since my job down in Tennessee, actually.”

      “Sudden run on meta services, huh?” I asked. Another sip. Another small death I felt inside. I brushed up against the shadow of Wolfe, trying to heal the taste of this shit out of my mouth. It didn't work. “Any idea what's prompting this?”

      “No,” Reed said. “And we won't, until our teams finish the jobs, I'm guessing. One sounded like an upward spiral of some loner with meta powers. That's LA. The New York one is in the city itself. Something weird. Something I guess they didn't want to bring Jamie Barton in on.”

      “She's a hero, not an investigator,” I said, sipping slow death, feeling my unnaturally long life end a decade at a time with each drink of this so-called coffee. “Better to outsource this stuff to the pros. Or us.”

      “We're pros,” Augustus said, bristling. “We take money for the jobs. That is the very definition of a professional.”

      “Well said, college boy.” I peered at him over my cold cup of poison. “Speaking of...aren't you graduating soon?”

      He took a long breath. “End of summer. I had to retake some classes after we went into hiding for...Scotland.”

      I grimaced. “Sorry about that.”

      “I'm almost done,” he said with a shrug. “And you did set things up so it'd all be paid for, even with this current money squeeze we're facing so...no worries.” He nodded at the cup in my hand. “Smells like you're getting low. You want a refill?”

      “This tastes like Friday cleaned the pot by teabagging it after his sweatiest workout ever,” I said, staring at the swirling room-temperature fecal mixture in my cup. “But I kinda need the caffeine, so yes...?”

      Augustus made a terrible face. “You can get it yourself. I ain't touching that pot after what you just said about it, because I could picture Friday doing just that.”

      I made my way over to the kitchenette and found the coffee pot sitting there, almost empty. I drained it into my cup then tossed it into the sink, filling it with water and giving it a pump of the liquid soap on the sink's edge. “Hey, so...I know where all the girls are, being out on assignment and everything...but where's Scott?”

      “Should be on his way now,” Reed called back. “He was coming in from lunch with his dad.”

      I slipped out of the kitchenette, my cup refilled and my soul caught between at the glory of having caffeine and dying because of the terrible lengths I was going to in order to keep myself caffeinated. I was going to be regretting these choices soon, I figured. Probably the next time I took a sip. “Is that it, then? Four girls, four boys? And we don't do co-ed teams anymore?”

      Reed chuckled. “I'll send whoever I think is best for the job. Angel and Olivia got New York because it looked like a physical threat meta. They do punch damage, so...” He shrugged. “California got Kat because she's there and Eilish because she can control men and it sounded like a dude problem.”

      “Almost all our problems are dude problems,” I said, taking that long-promised and long-feared sip. I did regret it instantly, but I'd made my peace with being a caffeine slut by now. I'd do anything for the hit.

      “Speaking of dude problems...where is Harry?” Reed asked.

      I almost spit out my coffee, and not because of the terrible taste. “Nice,” I said once I'd recovered. “He's coming back from St. Thomas, but he had to take a boat. Then cars. Maybe a bus, even, I don't know. He was a little cagey about his travel plans.”

      “Why?” Augustus asked.

      “Because he envisions a dystopian future in which he doesn't want to be in any government databases during the period he refers to as 'The Culling,'” I said, completely deadpan. Then I took a sip.

      Everyone could hear me slurp my coffee. “Yo, is he serious?” Augustus asked, looking like someone had slapped him across the face with...oh, I dunno, the solidified version of my coffee. Which might actually have been solid by now. It was hard to tell.

      “Kidding,” I said. “But seriously, he doesn't like to be in databases. He doesn't have a driver's license or passport, and he avoids cameras wherever possible, so...I dunno. Pretty sure he took a flight there, so I'm not sure what taking a boat back is going to accomplish, but...” I shrugged. “He sees the future, not me, and he's not exactly generous of spirit about sharing his reasons for things.”

      Reed's face turned stony. “That doesn't bother you?”

      I took another sip of coffee, and another little piece of my soul died. By the end of this cup I was going to be an even more soulless, stone-cold killer than I already was. “Oh, it absolutely drives me up the wall. But I'm the same way, so I understand it.”

      The door clicked open out in the lobby, and I turned. Everyone did, actually.

      There was silence for a long moment, and Reed finally called, “Who's there?”

      Soft footsteps echoed quietly down the short hall between the bullpen and the foyer. I tried to gauge them for weight, but whoever was coming was muffling them, possibly intentionally. Smart, if they knew they were dealing with a room full of metas.

      “Who is it?” Reed called again, then immediately shifted positions by about ten feet, wind gust carrying him off the floor and away from where he'd been standing a moment earlier. Augustus and Jamal moved, too, putting some distance between themselves and where Reed had been standing. Smart, in case someone chucked a grenade in using his voice's last known location as target.

      But by this point I was pretty sure I recognized the tread. I had a cup of weaponized coffee to toss just in case I was wrong, so I didn't move from my spot.

      Reed whipped through the air into place just above the entry, while Augustus and Jamal darted, both bent nearly double, through the warren of cubicles to flank either side of the hallway that fed out from the entry. I tried not to laugh, not to smirk, as a tall – well, taller than me – figure stepped out into the bullpen–

      Jamal crackled with electricity to her left, Augustus had set his feet to her right, and Reed hovered just above her.

      My grandmother saw all three within a quarter second and reacted so fast I didn't have the time – or the inclination – to stop her.

      She grabbed Augustus by the collar and heaved him up. His feet swung high as she spun him vertically as though she'd drawn him like a sword. His foot smacked Reed in the mouth and his eyes went wide, then he wobbled–

      But Lethe wasn't done. She slammed Augustus into his brother and a sparking mass of electricity zapped through them both as Jamal released his energy in surprise at being nailed by 200-plus flailing pounds of his brother. Augustus's scream was high and girlish, and I really tried not to laugh at it as the two of them tumbled, still sparking wildly, onto the carpet.

      Reed dropped as my grandmother stepped back, neatly dodging him as he crashed into the carpet at her feet. She looked utterly undisturbed, these three badass dudes scattered around her like cut flowers, floored by a millennia-old lady.

      “What the...?” Reed said, woozily. He tried to push up and failed, elbows giving out as he smacked into the carpet. She'd rung his bell, and good.

      “Ahhh – ahh,” Augustus said, little blue sparks still dancing off him. He pushed up on his elbow and threw a look at me. “Yo, what are you waiting for? Get 'er!”

      “Guys,” I said, sipping my coffee coolly, “I'd like you all to meet Lethe. You know...my grandmother.”

      Their looks as they realized they'd all just gotten their asses kicked by grandma? Absolutely priceless.
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      “So you're Lethe,” Reed said, holding a Ziploc bag filled with ice against his jaw. His words were muffled from the hit he'd taken when Augustus's foot had cracked him across the face.

      “I'm Lethe,” she confirmed, standing straight and tall, arms folded in front of her, giving me a sidelong look.

      No. Wait. She was looking at my coffee.

      “What?” I asked. I held the mug closer to my chest, self-consciously. The aroma wafting off of it was somewhere between motor oil and old diapers.

      “I know I haven't been in your life very long,” Lethe said, “but if you don't stop drinking that, I'm going to organize these boys into an intervention for you right now.”

      “I ain't intervening on anyone,” Augustus said, a low groan undergirding his voice. “I just took enough voltage to power Minneapolis for a year. Every hair on my body is still standing straight up.”

      “Dude, I saw you at the pool party last summer,” Jamal said. “You wax your chest and legs and shave your head. What's left to be standing up?”

      “Don't be hatin' on my beautiful black Adonis looks, okay?” Augustus said, giving him a glance of pure acrimony. “I didn't just bury you in the earth then criticize your grooming habits. It's called manscaping, and it's very common and modern. And attractive to the ladies.”

      “How is Taneshia, by the way?” I snuck in a sip of my coffee on the premise that no one would care now that the threat of an intervention had fallen apart. I was wrong; Lethe noticed, and I cared, because part of my liver died immediately from processing whatever toxins had festered in these misbegotten dregs.

      “I don't know, we broke up,” Augustus said, still holding his head. The electricity must have been giving him a headache. He shot a look at me, though. “What? You were gone for years. Did you expect everything to be just as you left it when you got back?”

      “I've dreamwalked with you a dozen times over the last twelve months,” I said, straightening up, coffee splashing – or possibly crawling – in the bottom of my mug. “You never said anything.”

      He waved me off. “Because we always played pool and talked about other things, like the state of the Braves' pitching.”

      Reed turned his head to look at me. “What do you know about the Braves' pitching?”

      “It could use some work,” I said with a shrug. Brianna was a baseball fan, not me. I indulged her by keeping up with the latest stats and watching the occasional game, though. Small price to pay for her being the quietest soul I'd ever “roomed” with. And having ice powers at my disposal.

      “Hey, is anyone here?” a voice asked as the office door opened and closed. Footsteps thudded through the entry and the hallway.

      “You going to line up to attack him?” Lethe asked.

      Reed just stared daggers back at her. “No, because he announced himself. As polite people do.”

      “I'm not polite,” Lethe said, moving not one centimeter. She was like a statue, standing there, forbidding as all hell. Seemed vaguely familiar, that manner.

      Augustus looked right at me. “So it's a genetic thing. That explains it.”

      I rolled my eyes, broke off any planned argument against that point (there really was none, to be honest), and walked over to Scott Byerly as he came through into the bullpen. I put down my mug of frigid hell on the nearby desk and greeted him with an enfolding hug.

      Scott blushed bright red, but hugged me back. “Hey. Didn't expect to find you here yet.”

      I broke from him, beaming. “I'm free and it's only a couple days drive from Washington. Where did you think I'd go?”

      He shrugged. “I don't know. You've been a fugitive for a couple years, then prisoner to the Network and unwitting servant to the government for the better part of another. Thought maybe you'd enjoy the road trip with...” And here his eyes found Lethe, standing just past me, remaining statue-still and less than welcoming. “...Uh...grandma...is this...?”

      Lethe inclined her head slightly toward him, though she seemed to break statue pose, at least a little, at the sight of him. “You must be Scott.”

      “I am,” he said, his voice a little deeper. He strolled past me and bowed his head a little, which was weird. “It's a pleasure to meet you. I was not expecting...” He stuttered a hem, then a haw, before finally coalescing this mess: “Well...you...ah...you look...really just great...”

      “Don't let the youthful good looks fool you, Scotty,” Reed said, nonplussed, “she'll put a hurting on you if you cross her.” He cringed. “Or look like you're going to cross her.”

      Lethe's eyes twinkled amusement, either at Scott's reaction to her or Reed's compliment to her meanness. Being of similar stock, I could see her enjoyment coming from both. “At least one person around here has the manners to greet a guest.”

      Scott blushed at that, then looked at me. “So...where's your fella?”

      “I don't know exactly,” I said, picking up my phone and giving it a self-conscious glance. “I should probably check in.” I looked to Reed. “Mind if I use your office for a sec?”

      “Because that's going to provide privacy against the hearing of an entire room of metas...?” Jamal asked.

      “Good point. Maybe I'll step outside.” I waved the phone in front of me and swiped my coffee as I went past, heading for the door. “Nobody set up an ambush for me while I'm gone or I'll have to show you how I'd have taken you apart. Spoiler alert: it would have been less gentle than what Lethe did.”

      “I'm an absolute kitten,” Lethe said, deadpan.

      “That word has different connotations around here,” Reed said, eye slightly twitching.

      “Poor Reed,” I said, spinning around to favor him with a smile as I walked away. “Your head will feel better soon, and then everything will be 'totally kittens.'”

      His jaw clenched, his eye twitched even deeper. “Please don't say that ever again.”

      “Someone's going to have to explain the kittens to me,” Lethe said as I pushed my way out the front door into the office hallway beyond.

      “Oh, we will,” Augustus said, “and then you'll be sorry you ever said it...”

      “Stop drinking that swill!” Lethe called to me as the door slammed.

      I rolled my eyes, already halfway through dialing a number I knew by heart, and took a sip of my coffee. Not just to spite her, but because by now I was committed to seeing how much internal damage this stuff would do by the time I finished it. I pictured it burning through my stomach lining and belly, scourging through my skin like the pure acid it was at this point.

      “Okay, now you're at spot number seven,” I muttered as the phone rang in my ear. “Just above that time I lost a hand to Gavrikov's fire.”

      Harry's voicemail picked up, the default, feminine voice reading off his number and telling me to leave a message. Which I did, even though I'm not much of a suggestion follower.

      “Hey, Harry, it's me,” I said, noticing my voice was an octave higher than its usual register. “Haven't heard from you in a few days. Hope the boat ride's going all right. Hope you're on land again already and just...too busy hitchhiking or something to pick up. Um...I made it to Minneapolis. I'm at the office catching up but probably heading out in the next few minutes.” I laughed weakly. “I'm sure you know all this already just...thought I'd check in. See how you were. Call me when you...can.” I paused, feeling strangely insecure trying to find something new and interesting to say to my future-seeing boyfriend. I didn't find anything after five solid seconds of dead air, so I rallied with, “Catch ya later. Bye.” And hung up.

      No, I didn't say I loved him. Because that was not a thing Sienna Nealon much cared to say aloud, to nearly anyone.

      Reed? Sure.

      Everyone else? No.

      I stared at my phone for a few seconds, then pressed the power button to kill the screen. It faded to black and I paused outside the office door, taking a deep breath before opening it, readying myself to face my long-lost friends once more.
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      “Hey, how's that phone working out for you?” Jamal asked as I came back in to an office that seemed bathed in tension. No one else was speaking, and the only people who were even looking at each other were Scott and Lethe.

      He looked away the minute I entered, though, which told me a little something about what was going through his mind. She didn't, but the hint of amusement in her eyes only confirmed what I'd been picking up.

      There was not a chance in hell I was going to chide my ex for thinking my grandma was hot, though. I'd have sooner dragged myself through a mountain of broken glass and then down into a sea of lemon juice without my healing powers than even let on that I'd seen it. Whatever. She looked to be in her late thirties/early forties and not dramatically dissimilar from me except in terms of height.

      Scotty had a type. It was flattering, really. Or at least that was how I chose to look at it rather than being skeeved out that he was hot on my grandma.

      “Phone's great,” I said, waving it in front of me like a shield.

      “Stop drinking that shit,” Lethe said again, eyes flicking to my coffee cup. “It won't cure any residual self-loathing you feel, it'll only make it worse because you're indulging it.”

      “It's just coffee,” I said, making a face. “It's not a metaphor for my psyche.” I took another swig of that...awful, awful stuff, and just barely kept from grimacing. “Let it go, Sigmunda Fraud.”

      “Can I see it?” Jamal asked, gesturing for my phone. He'd actually followed me across the room. “Just want to make sure there's no FBI malware in it.”

      “It's not an FBI phone,” I said, unlocking it and handing it over.

      “You get it after you got loose, then?” Reed asked, still pushing the icepack against his jaw.

      “No, I got it during the...incident,” I said. “From Cassidy.”

      “Whoa!” Jamal went from clutching it like normal to holding it out from his body like it was the world's smelliest gym sock. Or radioactive. Or like it was my coffee. “I need to get this thing contained, like, now.”

      “You took a phone from Cassidy?” Reed asked, pulling the ice pack away from his face in surprise. “Cassidy Ellis? What were you thinking?”

      “That I needed a phone that couldn't be surveilled by the FBI and Jaime Chapman.” Duh.

      “Talk about out of the frying pan and into the fires of hell,” Augustus said.

      “I remember when we used to say 'the Pits of Tartarus,'” Lethe whispered, voice taking on a dreamlike quality. “'Hell' sounds so much less elegant.”

      I peered at her, wondering if she was bringing this up to dissuade Scott's interest, or if it was just a random memory of the way things were, floating to the surface. No one called her on it, so neither did I.

      “Hey,” Lethe said, snapping out of it and turning her attention to me. “What's up with that ringtone?”

      I froze, coffee cup midway to my lips for my final sip. “You...you heard that?”

      “Heard it. Recognized it, even, from the opening strains.”

      “I changed your ringtone on the way there, knowing I was likely to use it as a distraction,” I said. “I wanted something that was distinctly...me. Something that would clue these boys in about what was going to happen next.”

      She gave me a good, solid glare, then relented. “I hope that's all it was.” She flashed a look around at each of them in turn, for whatever reason. Pride, maybe.

      “So...” Augustus said. “Can I ask...what now?”

      As if on cue, my stomach rumbled. “Dinner, I hope.”

      He chuckled. So did Jamal. “I meant in general. What happens from here? What are you doing now, Sienna Nealon? You know, now that you've beaten the rap, escaped from incarceration, crushed the Network, and retired from government service?”

      I looked at Reed. He looked unamusedly back, ice pack still clutched to his jaw, the content already about sixty percent water. I raised a hand and re-froze it, and he lifted it to give it a look before rolling his eyes.

      “What now?” I asked, rhetorically, giving myself a moment to think. “Now...we go back to business as usual, before all that other bullshit. I come back here, full time. Pick up the pieces of...everything.” I smiled. “Rebuild my house, and no, that's not a metaphor.”

      Reed cringed; so did the others, except Lethe.

      “What?” I asked. “What is it?”

      “While you were gone, they...well, the City of Minneapolis sold your house,” Reed said. “The lot, anyway. Someone else is already building a new one on it.”
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      “Have you ever heard of such state-sponsored bullshit?” I vented, my face turned to the window. The sky had gone gray and cloudy, as we snaked over the well-trafficked surface roads of Eden Prairie. “I owned that property and they just sold it out from underneath me without a word while I'm off serving my country.”

      “If that's what you want to call it,” Lethe said from behind the wheel.

      “What would you call it?”

      Her eyes got a gleam, and she smiled very slightly. “Well, considering I had to spring you from prison...”

      “Fine, I also did some running and served a little time,” I said. “But I've been working for the FBI for almost a year. How could they just...?” I made a grunt of pure frustration as Lethe coasted us to a stop before a red light.

      “I imagine they condemned it first,” she said. “Then started piling tax liens on it, because you probably weren't paying it while you were away...at all.”

      “Well, I was kinda busy being on the run from the law for two years of that,” I said. “But I didn't hear a word from the city during my time working for the FBI. They could have sent me something, at least. I could have made a payment plan from my work earnings, maybe.” I thought about it for a second. “Well, maybe not while I was paying New York and DC rents, but it would have been nice to at least be told before they auctioned it off to...who knows who, really?”

      “You want to drive by it?” Lethe asked, cool as ever.

      “No, it's forever away in rush hour traffic.” I looked over the highway bridge we were crossing. 494 waited below, packed almost bumper to bumper. “Our destination is close. Why detour now? Maybe I'll drive by some time this week.” I sighed. “Not like I don't have an abundance of time now. To hear Reed tell it, who knows when the next case will come in?”

      “Sounds like your brother's pretty busy right now.”

      “Three cases this week,” I said. “It is a lot, especially since they wiped out the metahuman drug supply. Still...it's out there now. People are taking it. Something will come along.” I stared at the screen of my phone, which Jamal had pronounced...actually, I don't know that he had voiced his opinion. Just sort of grunted, sighed, and handed it back to me when I was ready to leave. Whatever that meant.

      “Which brings me to a question,” Lethe said. “Where do I fit in to all this?”

      “Well, I mean, you got a hotel room for tonight, right? So–”

      “Not what I meant and you know it,” she said. “I stayed away all these years, like you asked me to. But I'd like to be in your life now.”

      “You will,” I said. “You can be, I mean.” I paused. “Wait...are you saying you want a job?”

      She opened her mouth, then left it that way for a good five seconds as she considered. “I...don't know. I'm not sure I'd fit in well with your friends.”

      “Seems like Scott thinks you'd fit right in,” I muttered, looking out the window at a two-story bank building with a brick facade and black glass windows. “Or maybe vice versa.”

      “He's cute, but he's a little young for me,” she said, eyes straight ahead. “Also, I'm not going to date my granddaughter's castoffs, for obvious reasons.”

      “It makes your skin crawl thinking about getting my sloppy seconds, doesn't it?”

      “It really does. As I think it would for any normal person.” She shuddered, making a face. “Leave all that to the Zeus branch of the family. We're better than that.”

      “Let's say you did stay.” I glanced at her. “And avoided the obvious minefield of Scott's interest–”

      “I've been dodging the interest of uninteresting men for most of my life, sweetheart. I'm a succubus. It's not difficult.”

      “I imagine not, back in the day. How many men did you kill–?”

      She sighed. “That's not the only way to rid yourself of a man's unwanted affections.”

      “You're not supposed to drain the interest and memories out of them anymore, either.”

      A smile tugged at the corner of her lip. “Oh, was that off limits with Scott? I was going to follow your example.”

      Ouch. “Savage,” I said, turning on my phone to check if Harry had called me back. He hadn't. “But fair, I guess.”

      “I'm not usually both those things, so don't get used to it.” She turned into a tree-lined neighborhood, following my pointed directions.

      “About that,” I said. “Could you be a little nicer to Reed? I sense he's on edge.”

      Lethe's eyes narrowed. “I'll be as nice to him as he is to me.”

      “I'm going to need you to be nicer than that.” I sighed, putting away my phone. “This is going to be a tough time for him. We need to work some things out about who's in charge, because he's probably going to want me to take over in some ways, but he's unlikely to want to surrender control.”

      She raised one eyebrow in surprise. “That's a keen insight and a hell of a dilemma. How are you going to solve it?”

      “Let him control as much or as little as he wants,” I said, hammering out a quick text message. “I don't care if I'm in charge of the agency.”

      “That's because you're secure in knowing that if he is in charge, and gives you an order you don't like, you're just going to do what you want anyway.”

      “Yeah, I wonder where I got that from,” I said, powering off my phone.

      “Probably your father's side of the family,” she said, almost completely straitlaced. Almost. She leaned over and gave me a peck on the cheek. “See you tomorrow?”

      “Yeah, just come to the office whenever you get up and moving,” I said, pocketing my phone and grabbing my bag out of the back of her rental. “I'm sure it'll be a slow day, so I'll probably spend it catching up on...whatever. I haven't run an agency in so long I don't entirely recall what goes into it anymore. I think it's pretty boring.” I paused, thinking. “Or maybe those memories were stolen. Hard to say.”

      “I would suggest stocking better coffee for a start.”

      “You read my mind,” I said, giving her a quick smile. “See you tomorrow.”

      She waved as I shut the door, then slowly backed out of the driveway. I turned to the luxurious house, brick and stucco with a giant maple planted squarely in the front yard. It was big and green and shading this perfect suburban scene. A little breeze rustled its branches as I stood there for a moment, taking it all in.

      With a slow, measured tread I walked up the front steps. This was nicer than anywhere I'd called home in the last several years. A perfect suburban McMansion, with the roofline soup and a little stonework to offset the brick a bit.

      When I reached the small front porch, I hesitated before ringing the doorbell.

      Turns out, I didn't need to. My text message had gotten through. The door swung open wide.

      Ariadne Fraser waited, a smile on her face, eyes a little misty. “You made it.”

      “I made it,” I echoed. Then I dropped my bag and we hugged, hugged, hugged for a good five minutes. Then she said the words I didn't even know I'd been wanting to hear:

      “Welcome home.”
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      “That is the best home cooked meal I've had in...like, forever,” I said, reclining on one of two easy chairs facing the TV in Ariadne's expansive family room. Oddly named, since she did not, in fact, have any family save for me.

      “I knew you'd been living the big city takeout lifestyle,” she said, matching my reclining position in her own chair. “Figures you haven't had a pot roast in a while.”

      “Long as you stay away from the meatloaf,” I said.

      She frowned. “I did vaguely recall something about you hating meatloaf, though...I'm not sure when I remember it from.”

      My mirthful feelings disappeared. “So...Dr. Zollers's treatments have been helping you get your memory back?”

      She nodded slowly. “Some. He says there are some things President Harmon took from me that will never return. But others...well, he was hasty when he did the erasure, Zollers said.”

      “He was president at the time. And trying to conquer the entire world, mentally. He was probably always in a hurry.”

      “I suppose you've seen a little of that life up close,” Ariadne said. “You know, I don't think I ever met Gondry during the brief period I worked in the White House.” She settled in, leaning on her elbow over the recliner's arm, totally focused on me. “What's he like?”

      “He's a good guy, I think.” I nodded, trying to put my opinion into words. “There's a lot I disagree with him about, but...” I shrugged. “He's trying to do what he thinks is right. And he came around in his opinion on me, so...that's nice, since I was really getting tired of everyone in that office wanting to wage war on my ass.”

      “You gonna vote for him in November?” she asked.

      I shrugged. “I dunno. Mitchell's looking like she's going to be the nominee to go against him, so it'll depend on what she says. It's not like I was inclined to vote for Harmon even absent the fact he was a douche who was trying to destroy me, and China's about the only thing I agree with Gondry on, so...” I shrugged even more broadly. “If she ends up becoming a meta-hating asshole, then I'll probably vote for him. If she ends up being an asshole to me, personally, but not meta-hating, my inclination is to vote for her.”

      “We might have to agree to disagree on that one,” she said, eyes sparkling.

      “I think we can survive that,” I said, picking up my glass and forming a half dozen small ice cubes out of the clear water.

      Ariadne watched me do it, blinking. “That...is new.”

      “Maybe you just don't remember it,” I said, trying – and failing – to hide a smirk.

      “I saw Erich Winter do similar feats for years,” she said darkly, “and just about as casually. I think I'd remember if you had his powers. Did you absorb him and I forgot?”

      “No,” I said. “He wanted me to, but...just no.” I shook my head fervently. Violently, even. “This is new...ish. I picked it up in New Orleans last year. Meta case at the time.”

      Her brow furrowed. “I don't watch the news that much, but...the assassination thing? Against the governor?”

      “Yeah.” I clinked the ice cubes around in my glass.

      “And they're...with you now?” She pointed at her head.

      “Amazingly quiet most of the time, but...yes. Her name's Brianna Glover.”

      “The Olympian?” Ariadne frowned.

      “Of the Olympic games variety, not Mount Olympus, but yes.”

      “Strange that you felt compelled to differentiate.”

      “My great-grandfather was literally of Mount Olympus, so yes, I have to differentiate these things.”

      Ariadne shook her head in...wonder, I think. “So strange.” She settled back in her chair, raising her glass, which was filled with...not water. I was trying not to think about it, because a drink would have been a real nice way to celebrate the end of my long odyssey.

      “Want some?” I rattled mine again.

      “Please.”

      I froze a good, solid sphere of ice just above the lip of her glass and let it sink in gently, so as not to splash sweet alcohol everywhere. That done, I settled back, too, and let out another long sigh, which felt like the mood of the day. Lots of sighing. In relief, mostly. Maybe exasperation a time or two. “Been seeing anyone special?” I asked.

      Ariadne shook her head. “Not lately. Dating's tough enough at my age when you're straight. When you're of my persuasion...it certainly doesn't feel easier. You?”

      “I've got a boyfriend,” I said, brushing my fingers against my phone. “Steady. Same one for a while. Harry, you remember?”

      “I thought you broke up before you went to prison...?”

      “He faked me out,” I said, lighting up my screen. No messages. “Turns out he couldn't kick the Sienna habit that easy.”

      She waited a few good seconds before responding. “But, also, presumably, you didn't want to kick him?”

      “I don't know,” I said, clicking the phone's screen back off. “He's nice. I like having him around. He's good people. Fun.” I shrugged, a little more expansively than was necessary to convey the point. “He knows when to leave me alone. Knows when I'm mad and how to make it better. That's...that's something, right?”

      Ariadne's eyebrows very slightly rose. “I...guess.”

      “Whatever,” I said, glancing at my phone again, with its lack of alerts and text messages and returned calls and voicemails. “It works.”

      “The clarion call of romance, clearly,” Ariadne said under her breath. “So...what now?”

      “Everyone keeps asking me that.” I ran fingers across the smooth face of the phone, flaring the screen to life again. Still nothing. “Back to business as usual, that's what. I get back to the work I do best, without a boss breathing down my neck or trying to control my every move. Without a government up my ass like a coprophiliac proctologist.”

      She cringed. “God, I hope that's not a thing.”

      “What other field could they go into for ultimate satisfaction? But anyway...I need to get my life back on track. Back to the way things were.” I sighed, this one of hope. “And...I can look into getting my own place. With Harry, y'know.”

      “Sure.” She nodded. “But...you can stay here, too. At least until you get back on your feet.”

      “We'll see,” I said. “When he gets here...I mean, who knows. I just don't want...to crowd your space.”

      “I don't want to crowd you, either,” she said hastily. “But I've got a basement guest suite I never use. And I sleep upstairs, so...the only way you'd bother me is if you're just absurdly loud in the middle of the night.”

      “I'm very quiet in my vocalizations, actually. Drives Harry nuts, I think. He's always complaining I'm too quiet during...well, during.”

      Ariadne's eyes narrowed. “I meant watching TV, but...thanks for that.” She made a face. “Anyway, you're welcome to stay here. Both of you. It's a big house. A little too big for little old me, I think.”

      “It's really nice,” I said. “Maybe we will stay. For a while, at least, until we figure things out.”

      “Sure,” she said. “You probably have a lot...to figure out.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “But...thankfully...” I smiled. “...I feel like I finally have the time to do it.”
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      The plains were hot and dry, and Scout couldn't recall feeling quite this assailed by the weather before, at least not in recent memory. It was still a little bit before sunrise, and already oh-so-damned hot.

      She wanted to sweat, but it was a dry heat, like the deserts outside Vegas. And it did look a little like desert, too, the golden prairie grass the only color until it met the horizon.

      “This is gonna be lit,” Francine said, eyes aglow. “Literally lit.” She made a sound that Scout's brain translated as the real life equivalent of LOL – a guffaw that wasn't all that “out loud,” but was in response to something as funny as the things that made people LOL.

      “Burn it all down, baby,” AJ agreed, nodding along, his blond dreds bouncing in agreement. They'd taken a rental car here from the hotel, and now the dry grass waved outside the windows, which were all down.

      “We will,” Isaac said, grinning. They all looked to him. All listened.

      A dozen metal pumps were rolling just over the oil field fence, moving in tandem like hammers rising and falling, ripping their oh-so-precious oil out of the earth so it could be chemically treated, then burned and released into the atmosphere like the poison it was. A tower lay over the fence, behind the pumps. A metal frame over a central shaft, it was probably used like Scout had seen it on TV – to spray oil into the cerulean sky while a bunch of piggish workers celebrated below, dancing under the fountain of their 'black gold.'

      The thought made her sick to her stomach.

      “You're ready, right?” Isaac looked to Francine.

      She nodded, then popped open her door. It sounded like a gunshot in the early morning dark, at least to Scout.

      “You two wait here,” Isaac said, slipping out. He nodded to AJ and Scout in turn. “Provide cover if we need it.” He didn't even really look at Scout for more than a second, but she could feel the spark between them even so.

      “Got it,” AJ said, racking back the slide on the AK-47 – well, that was what he'd called it – that he'd brought with him. He was quick with it, too. And more accurate than his plasma bursts.

      Scout sat back and watched, huddled in the back seat of the Ford Edge. It wouldn't have been her first choice – she would have preferred something electric – but it was what they had. And it'd do. Sacrifices had to be made in the name of change.

      She rested her fingers against the glass as she looked out into the early morning twilight that lay draped across the Dakota plains like a blanket over a sleeping form. Almost everyone was sleeping, too – except some of these oil workers. They were moving in and out between a couple of the pumps, doing some kind of maintenance. More of them were over by the well – the tower thing. She didn't know enough about the oil field to really understand.

      Scout just knew that this exploitation, like so many things, needed to end.

      “Ready?” Isaac's muffled voice carried, her meta hearing granting it perfect clarity even through the car's window.

      Francine nodded, and Isaac put his hands under her arms, grasping her across the chest, under her breasts.

      Scout felt a twinge watching them; he didn't mean anything by it, wrapping his arms around her that way. It needed to be done, so he could pick Francine up. Still, Scout's stomach turned a loop watching him.

      They lifted off, rising into the air – ten feet high, then twenty. Isaac had a good grip on Francine, and they rose up – now a hundred feet in the air, above those pumps, hovering–

      She heard Isaac give the muffled order, but couldn't tell what it was. She knew it was given, though, because Francine–

      Lightning flickered from Francine's hands, flashing in the darkness, quiet without the thunder to accompany it. Great arcs of electricity leapt from her, striking down on the pumps, sparks flying, the bolts dancing between the hammering metal structures–

      The explosion was quieter than Scout would have imagined. It was muffled, an escape of air and rush of flame, racing skyward, up, up toward Isaac and Francine–

      Isaac's reflexes were quicker than that, though; he shot sideways, taking a long loop away from the fire toward the tower in the distance. Through the rising flames, Scout saw the flashes again, then a larger, more bellowing explosion–

      The golden grass was now orange, lit by the fiery glare rising off the pumps and then from the tower structure in the distance.

      “Hoo hoo hoo!” AJ crowed. “That's a beautiful thing, man.” He kept the AK-47 cradled on his lap, his face lit by the flames now raging only a few hundred feet away.

      Scout put her hand against the window and could feel a slight warmth. Probably the sun rather than the newly-lit fires, but still.

      The door opening beside her came as a shock. “Let's go, let's go,” Isaac said, hurling himself into the back seat next to her.

      Francine, flushed with pride and staring at their handiwork, threw the car into gear the moment she was in. She let out a whoop as the Ford's tires hit the dirt road and let fly with gravel. “I want to do another one!” she shouted.

      “And so we shall,” Isaac said. He caught Scout's eye, then offered a hand, a brief brush of her cheek. “So many more.” He turned his head to look at the fires, burning bright, blazing, rising higher and higher into the sky as the oil – that precious, worth-fighting-wars-for oil went straight from ground to atmosphere, cutting out the middle man. “We'll burn it all. Until it all comes crashing down.”
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      “Morning,” Reed grumbled as I got in his car. He was waiting on Ariadne's driveway, and his eyes were lidded and dark, almost slitted, partially hunched over the wheel.

      “I notice you skipped the requisite 'good' attached to that,” I said, looking sidelong at him as he backed his car out of the driveway slowly. For a human. For a meta it was so slow it almost qualified as dead. “Rough night?”

      He furrowed his brow. “No. I had a rough afternoon yesterday, but my night was fine. Isabella sends her love, by the way.”

      I stared at him. Didn't say a word.

      “Fine,” he said, blowing air impatiently through his lips as his car shuddered during a slow turn out of Ariadne's subdivision. “She sends...something. More than a hello but less than...”

      “Warm?” I offered, and he almost smiled. Almost.

      He nodded to the second coffee cup in the holder. Peace offering.

      “I see you speak my love language,” I said, and went right to it. Much better than the sludge from the office yesterday. “Seriously, though, your jaw has to be feeling better by now.”

      “My jaw is fine,” he said, back to tense. “It healed within hours. My pride, on the other hand...”

      “Dude, she's the daughter of the God of Death and was literally the first Valkyrie,” I scoffed. “Get over it. She could probably kill almost anyone five times over and barely notice it. No one thinks less of you because of that.”

      “I know,” he said, hanging onto the wheel around a turn onto a main thoroughfare. The sky was gray, thick, dark. I could have sworn I smelled an element of smoke on it, though I didn't know where it was coming from. It was hard to believe someone was burning a wood stove in sixty-degree weather, but Minnesotans were a weird lot. “I think her kicking my ass was just a punctuation mark on stuff already worrying me.”

      “You, worry?” I sipped my coffee. “Surely not.”

      He shot me a sidelong look of pure acid, brushing back his dark hair, which was loose today. “This is a time of transition, okay? Normal people have difficulties with those. There's a lot of uncertainty.”

      I tried to put the snark aside. Also, my coffee, back into the holder, to show him how serious I was taking his fears. “What's worrying you?”

      His shoulders sagged, though he still held the wheel with both hands. The squeal of the brakes as he came to a stop at the red light suggested he'd been taking the recommended maintenance of his car as very loose suggestions. We both cringed at the sound of them squealing. When it stopped, he said, “Okay, here's the big one – who's the boss now?”

      I tried not to chuckle. I failed. “You men and your hierarchies. You can be if you want. I have no problem sitting out in the bullpen like one of the little people.”

      “You're gonna let me boss you around?” Reed asked, dripping skepticism. “Let me tell you what assignments to take?”

      “If that's what you need in order to feel good about yourself,” I said, maybe hamming up my voice a little with some mocking, “to boss your little sister around...sure, why not? I can take it. I'm a big girl. Not as big a girl as you sometimes, but...”

      He sagged, and when he pressed the accelerator it made kind a strange noise. To me it suggested once again Reed had been skimping on another thing in his life in order to keep the agency running. But maybe I was reading too much into it. “I don't have a problem being bossed around by my little sister,” he said. “We didn't grow up together; these labels...I don't care who's older.” He paused and turned, slowing for the next light. “What I worry about...is you.”

      “I understand,” I said, sipping my coffee coolly. “I am very worrisome.”

      He made a grunting noise. “Can you take this seriously?”

      “I am taking it...well, on board,” I said, pausing in my coffee sipping. I had to sip or I'd be through a large coffee in three and a half minutes. “I'm not looking for a repeat of the last time I was doing the agency thing, Reed, which is why I'm fine if you want to keep leading. I'm just here to add some firepower, put some wind in our financial sails, and not have some asshole in DC bossing me around anymore on the way to destroying me.”

      He squinted at me. “If you'd played along, would the Network have wanted to destroy you?”

      “I hear your question, and would prefer to ask my own in return,” I said. “If you were enslaved by a bunch of self-righteous technocrats, would you eat their shit for an entire year before seeing an actual body count coming and substituting them for the innocent people they were about to kill?”

      He froze. “See, this is another problem I have. You talk about possible futures like they're a sure thing.”

      “...And?”

      “And you don't know they're a sure thing,” he said, shaking his head. “Where does all this come from?”

      “You know where it comes from.”

      “I do,” he said. “Harry. Harry, who we don't fully know and who I don't fully trust.”

      I sighed. “I know Harry. You know Harry. Well enough, anyway.”

      “I don't.”

      “Well, he kept the agency afloat while I was away with that Murfreesboro thing, so...a little trust might be in order.”

      “Harry exerts an enormous amount of influence over you,” he said, jaw tight as if Lethe had freshly kicked it. “He sees the probabilities of the future. I get it.”

      “You just don't trust his reporting...?” I asked, clutching my cup to avoid...I dunno, throwing coffee at him for the sheer wall of implications he was bringing up.

      Because if Harry was untrustworthy...and I'd just wiped out a whole load of people on his advice...

      Well, then not only was I a useful idiot for Harry, but a murderer as well.

      “I don't know enough about his reporting to trust or distrust it,” Reed said, and the tension just bled out of him. “He does his thing, he tells us what he sees, and we have to make decisions based on that. Is he lying? Is he being fully truthful? I don't know.” He shrugged wide, leaving the wheel in the hands of Jesus for a few seconds. “I hate not knowing. Especially when the stakes are this damned high, Sienna.” He clenched. Like, everything. “You killed so many people solely on his say-so. Some pretty cold-bloodedly, near as I can tell.”

      “Maybe you're assuming too much,” I said. I hadn't exactly confessed to all I'd done in the process of getting clear of the Network. I'd talked to Reed in dreamwalk the night after I'd finished, but I hadn't laid it all out for him. “After all, I saw their communications inside their app. Veronika attested to everything Harry was saying. They were trying to assassinate the president.”

      “I don't disagree,” he said. “But extrajudicial killings...Sienna, that's what got you in this trouble to begin with. Not your sparkling personality – though that doesn't help, like, ever–”

      “Well, it helps me.”

      “Helps you what?”

      “Helps me make it through the day without killing additional people.”

      He shook his head. “It's not the killing, Sienna. As near I can tell, you've never killed an innocent human being. Not even close, in fact. But you haven't followed the rules or the law or...basic human decency in some cases. And that's what gets you in the shit. And speaking purely selfishly – I don't want you in the shit. Because I don't want to end up in there with you, and I feel I barely lucked out of it last time.”

      I nodded. Nodded again. A third time. Didn't say anything for a minute. “You're right,” I finally said. “You're right.” I had to take accountability, and it was my fault. “I haven't been circumspect in my actions sometimes.”

      He shot me a sidelong look. “Is this contrition? Because I'm having a hard time squaring it with the fact you just wiped out all your enemies. Again.”

      “Hey,” I said, mildly annoyed, “I didn't kill all my enemies in Revelen, did I? A sizable number of them walked away. Hades, Arche, Owens...Yvonne...you know, I don't actually know her real name. The Glass Blower. I wiped out the Network because they were a threat, and I didn't even take them out to the last man. I let one live.”

      He gave me a hard look but said nothing.

      “Also, this did receive the blessing of the president,” I said. “Just...pointing this out for posterity.”

      “The president may be okay with killing American citizens without trial,” Reed said quietly, “but I struggle with it. Every time. The thing I did in Revelen? To those mercs? To save you?”

      “The wind grinder? That was horrifying. And awesome. But mostly horrifying.”

      “It still haunts me,” Reed said, and I could tell by his tone that it did.

      “It should,” I said softly. “It should.”

      He looked sideways at me. “Do the things you do...do they bother you at all?”

      I felt a little pinched. “No.” I shook my head. “Being completely honest...no. I kinda wish I hadn't vengeance killed some of M Squad back in the day, and I maybe – just maybe – could have gone a little softer on Nadine Griffin in retrospect, but everyone else...” I shrugged. “Like you said, none of them were innocent. In a perfect world, sure, I'd like to have found a different way to handle everyone I've done in.”

      “'Done in.' That's softpedaling it a bit, don't you think?”

      “Fine. I wish I didn't have to kill anyone,” I said. “In a perfect world, I wouldn't. I could take my time, not make split-second decisions that result in a death. In a perfect world, though, people wouldn't be so horrible that they're set on killing another no matter the cost, because that's what I run across when I end up doing that inevitable terrible thing. Soldiers in a war zone trying to track me down. Rose on a hell bender toward vengeance and world conquest. That multi-talented asshole in Minneapolis, determined to climb to the top of the food chain. Some mobster in Japan who wants to die by my hand and drags all his cronies into assaulting me with his dumb ass. I don't choose my enemies, Reed. They choose me.”

      “I get...all that,” he said. “And I'm not trying to turn this into a guilt-fest...in spite of my last question.” He sighed as he clutched the wheel. “I just want to make sure history doesn't repeat itself. Almost three years.” He looked sideways at me. “That's how long you've been gone. Like a prison sentence.”

      “Believe me, I know.”

      “Next time it'll be longer.” He met my eyes. “Just...try being a little gentler. We don't have the sanction of the government now. Hopefully we will, wherever we're working, but...even so, it's tougher to deal with these things as a civilian contractor. You kill the person, even if it's justified criminally, you could face civil liability.”

      “Bankrupting our little venture,” I said, nodding along. “I know. I'll...I'll try, okay?”

      He nodded. “That's all I'm asking.” He took a long, deep breath. “Now that you're back is there...any chance of outside funding for the agency? Maybe from Mr. Jonsdottir?”

      I chuckled. “I don't know how much scrutiny we're under, but I suspect my offshore accounts need to stay out of the business for a while, at least. Just to be safe.”

      He nodded slowly. “Guess it wouldn't be very good if we managed to steady ourselves and stay out of trouble with the law for killing people only to end up convicted of money laundering or something.”

      I frowned. “Would they send us to the Cube for that, do you think? Because if not...that's way easier than the last stretch I did.”

      He laughed. “I don't kn–” His phone, in a holder attached to the dashboard rang, and he looked to it. “Augustus.” Punching the accept button, he said, “Hello?”

      “Hey,” Augustus's voice rang out over the speakerphone. “Are you close to the office?”

      “About five minutes out,” Reed said, suddenly tense. “Why?”

      “Turn on the news. We got a thing,” Augustus said. “Some metas attacked the oilfields out in North Dakota this morning.” His voice ratcheted up. “They're saying the whole western part of the state is on fire.”
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      North Dakota was burning.

      It was tough to watch, the NNC news feed showing live helicopter footage on the TV in the corner of the bullpen. Oil fields were burning madly, flames rising hundreds of feet into the air. I could imagine the heat from here, could almost feel it tugging at me through my Gavrikov powers when I pictured him.

      Somewhere out there, only a state away, the world was aflame. If I'd been there, maybe I could put out...well, a small part of it, perhaps, but that was all. My fire powers weren't quite what they used to be and snuffing something like this would have been nigh impossible for me even before Rose.

      Still, I cursed her name, as per our usual arrangement whenever I thought of the Scottish bitch, and kept watching, glued to the traumatic event unfolding in front of me.

      “It seems that nearly a dozen oil fields were hit this morning, all ablaze now, all reporting a similar phenomenon – two people, one flying, the other being carried, sending lightning down like some kind of avenging god,” the reporter said in a voiceover worthy of award in a contest for the purplest prose. “Now North Dakota is burning, and for what reason? Well, one could only speculate–”

      “That's about all I can stand of that,” I said, hitting the mute button. I didn't hear any argument.

      “This is terrible,” Scott Byerly said, unable to take his eyes off the spectacle.

      Jamal's trance seemed to have been broken by my hitting the mute button. “I'm looking over the 'net right now for some security footage or something we can use from this.”

      “Use for what?” Augustus asked. “You think North Dakota will hire us to deal with this?”

      “They should,” Reed said. “This is right up our street.”

      I chuckled. “I figure they'll just send a deer hunter with a rifle out to each and every oil field, wait for these guys to show up, and bag 'em.” Everyone was looking at me, and not in a flattering way. “What? It's cheaper than hiring us, and it'd work, too.”

      As if ominously hearing our conversation, the phone began to ring. With a shake of his head, Reed went to answer it.

      “You'd really do that?” Augustus asked. “If you were in charge?”

      “And not a meta?” I shrugged. “Hell yes. You've got one flyer and one Thor type, it sounds like. A bullet can hit from a hell of a lot greater distance than a Thor's lightning.” I looked to Jamal. “Am I right?”

      “Of course,” he said.

      “But if you were going to deploy us out there,” Scott looked at me, deadly sincere, “how would you play it?”

      Was he asking me because he expected me to lead this expedition, if it even happened? Or was he just curious because of my reams of tactical experience? “Uh, I...uhm...”

      “Good news, everyone,” Reed said. Saved by the bell. “That was North Dakota.” He wasn't smiling, but he wasn't frowning, either. Too serious a situation to be happy, too good a news to wear a grim look. “They're hiring us to deal with this.”

      “Lot of business coming our way lately,” Scott said. “Can't say I'm happy about it, exactly.”

      “Easy to say that when daddy's money's going to keep you from starving regardless,” Augustus said under his breath. Scott blushed.

      “What's the play, boss?” I asked, looking to Reed. I needed to set the tone on this thing. Everyone else looked with me, a second later.

      Reed still didn't smile, but he did nod about a millimeter in my direction, which I figured was him thanking me for bowing to his authority. “Looks like a big job, so we'll take a team of four – Augustus, Jamal, me, and you, Sienna.” He glanced at Scott. “You hold down the fort.”

      “Cool,” Scott said, apparently resigned to playing secretary for us. “I will just stay here and...sit on my hands while a fire burns out in the Dakotas.” He looked pointedly at Reed. “If only you had someone who could help put it out.”

      “That's not what we're going there for,” Reed said, then hesitated. “But if we were, why would I want to deploy water on an oil fire?”

      “Boom,” Augustus said. “Bossman coming in and laying down the science.”

      “Fair enough,” Scott said, sounding appropriately chastened. “Any idea when you'll be back?”

      “No, it's open-ended,” Reed said, and he'd already turned, heading for the door. I followed, and so did Augustus, then Jamal (after grabbing his laptop, of course). “We won't be back until the job is done.”
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      “I got stuck riding in a car with a bunch of smelly boys,” I said as we sped down 494 toward the airport. “Just out of government service and this happens to me. Ugh.”

      Augustus subtly leaned his head to his armpit, but not so subtly I didn't notice. “Ah ha!” he crowed. “I smell fresh. You ain't smelling me, unless it's my Old Spice.”

      “I'm pretty sure I showered this morning, too,” Jamal said, preoccupied by his laptop. He had pulled up a live helicopter view of the fires burning in North Dakota.

      I looked over at Reed. “Okay, they called me out. It's you I was subtexting with that pronouncement.”

      He just rolled his eyes. Once more he'd gotten stuck in the back seat with me while the Coleman brothers took the front. It was Augustus's car, after all. Jamal had offered me the shotgun seat, all gentlemanly and whatnot, but I'd demurred. “Just call me Miss Daisy,” I'd said. Augustus had not been amused.

      “Can we do some real talk while we're riding?” Augustus asked.

      No one answered, so I did. “Do you not do 'real talk' when you're not riding?”

      “No, it's not that,” Augustus said, mildly defensive.

      “Are these other two guys the ones lacking 'real talk?'” I asked. “Do you go less than candid with your brother or mine?”

      “No,” Augustus said. “What I mean is–”

      “You've got something to say you think might hurt my feelings,” I said. “Proceed. Reed already had one of those conversations with me this morning, so you might as well fire away.”

      Reed closed his eyes, sighed, and put his head against the window. I got the feeling he was already regretting having me back.

      “So...what I wanted to say was...your image is kind of slag,” Augustus said. “Your public image, I mean.”

      “Oh, okay,” I said. “For a second there I thought you were calling me a slut.”

      “I think 'slagged' means, like, bagged on,” Jamal said.

      “But a 'slag' definitely means slut,” Reed said.

      “Well, that's not what I meant,” Augustus said, voice rising with a tinge of panic. “I'm talking public relations, only. Your business is your business in the bedroom.”

      “That's a relief,” I said, “because I was worrying that you were judging me for all this sweaty sex...which I'm not actually having, at least not presently.”

      “You mean like...right this minute...or...?” Jamal asked.

      “Obviously not right this minute,” I said, getting a little clipped, “but let's focus on the point Augustus actually wanted to make and not get into the details of how my virginity has probably grown back by now, because that's how long it's been, okay? Like a year.”

      “Right, so PR is the game I'm talking,” Augustus said, clearly eager to get back on target. “And how people perceive you in the world. Not about your uh...reputation in that way. I'm talking about the fear part of it. You're not exactly warm and cuddly.”

      “I like the fear factor,” I said. “It makes people think twice before crossing me. In fact, I'm tempted to advertise it everywhere I go just to get preferential treatment. When I get a car, I think I'll emblazon my name all over it in neon colors just to see if people are less dickish to me on the road.”

      “That'll definitely make the state of Minnesota happier to have us,” Reed said acidly. “Provoking road rage incidents just to see if people will back down on you.”

      “I was hoping we could rehab that image,” Augustus said. “I don't think it's helped that you've been under a gag order the last year. If you could have talked to the press, made some inroads...things might have gone differently.”

      I found this line of thought so annoying. Deal with the press? The ones who'd vilified me for years, run my name through the mud? Accused me of nuking LA? Why not cuddle a viper to my bosom as well, to borrow a phrase from antiquity?

      But he had a point, galling as it might have been. “I've started making some inroads in that regard,” I said, grudgingly. “You're right. There are people out there, much as I might abhor that fact, and I need more of them to not hate and fear me. I do have a press contact now, and I thought about trying to do an interview at some point in the next month or so.”

      “But...not with Gail Roth, right?” Jamal asked.

      “No,” I said. “With the new head of Flashforce, actually.”

      “The place with all those LOLCAT gifs?” Augustus asked.

      “Yes, the place with the...they have other things, too, you know. Like listicles. And some investigative journalism.” He gave me a hell of a look. “What? They did a piece last week on the convergence of myth and metahumans in Ancient Greece and it was fascinating.”

      “Would it have been so for people not related to several of the players in that story?” Reed asked.

      “I assume so, but since I don't fit that criteria, how would I know?” I asked. “Point is...I agree with you, Augustus. And I came up with another idea, too.”

      “This should be good.” Jamal closed his laptop, all ears.

      “I'm going to open a Socialite account,” I said. “So I can connect with people.”

      Dead silence.

      “Because now that Jaime Chapman is dead,” I said, “and I'm free of the government, I can skirt the privacy problems Socialite brings because I can just log in via a VPN through a browser window rather than downloading the app. That way I can make statements and people can respond to them – you know, get my message out fast when things go wrong.”

      “Oh, God,” Reed whispered.

      “Um,” Jamal said. “Um. Um.”

      “Okay, I like the energy from this idea,” Augustus said, veering onto the exit ramp for 77 North, because he apparently just realized we were already at the airport. “But I have some concerns. The first being–”

      “That this is going to be an epic implosion – or possibly explosion,” Reed said, “of the sort they will be teaching in public relations classes for centuries to come. Long after Socialite has faded into the recesses of human memory – nay, long after our sun has gone extinct, they will look upon this decision, this moment – and say, 'Shit, putting Sienna Nealon on a social network where she can interact with people? Now that was a bad idea.'”

      “Thanks for the confidence, bro,” I said. “Look, I have dealt with people before. I know what to do with people. You just answer their questions as honestly as you can–”

      “Wow, it really is going to be that bad,” Jamal said.

      “–and they're basically good – ish – and so if I answer in good faith, I think we can sort of muddle our way through, and it'll all work out.”

      “Maybe we should forget about rehabbing the image,” Augustus said. “She's got enough brand recognition. That's not a bad thing. Making yourself more accessible by doing interviews or talking to people on the internet? I just don't see the upside.”

      I frowned. “You were the one who just said–”

      “I was wrong,” Augustus said. “And kidding. I was just floating ideas. Brainstorming, really, hearing myself talk out loud–”

      “No,” I said, leaning forward and bracing against his seat. “You thought it was a good thing for me to try and rehab my image when I was just doing interviews with approved outlets – all of whom have edited me to make me look vicious, or lied about me in a rush to report something, or actively said terrible, mostly untrue things about me because it was the way the herd animals that we call a press were running at the moment. But the minute I say I want to take control of my own messaging, to bypass those assholes and go straight to speaking with the crowd, no filter – you think it's a bad idea. Why?”

      “I think you nailed it with the 'no filter' part,” Reed said.

      “Yeah, that is my concern,” Jamal said. “As a person who really likes you, but has also watched you work, and also spoken to you.”

      “What is this bullshit?” I asked, my voice rising. “I think giving people a chance to really see and communicate directly with me is the way to fix this. People like me, okay?” By the looks I got, I knew this was a controversial opinion. “Well, the three of you like me, as far as I know, so that's something.”

      “We do,” Reed said quietly, “which is why we're concerned you might respond poorly to the internet and not put your best foot forward.”

      “I'm really more concerned you'll put your foot forward...and smash the toes of the first eight hundred people that piss you off,” Jamal said.

      “It's not going to be like that,” I said, huffing. “I've been on the internet. For years. I've read terrible shit about myself, and never responded once. You'll see.” I settled back in my seat, opening up the window for Socialite. “I'll show you all. Hmph.”

      None of them answered that, which was probably wise. Time was going to tell on it, anyway. And I knew it was going to prove me right.
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      The whooping and hollering in the car was hurting Scout's ears, but she tried to smile through it at the excitement.

      They'd done it. They'd struck the first real blow, and it felt...

      It felt good.

      “This is it,” Isaac said, leaning over and brushing his lips against her hand. Just for a second. “This is the stuff.”

      Francine let out a whoop in the front seat. AJ just chortled his approval, the AK still draped across his lap like a pet.

      “We've been talking about it,” Isaac said, eyes glinting as he stared into hers. “And now we've taken the next step – the real next step. I know I said before that it was the beginning. But this was it. This was the Rubicon.”

      Scout nodded enthusiastically, looking away from his intense gaze. She had this nagging thought she needed to give voice to, though. “It was a good thing,” she said. “But...”

      He cocked his head. “But what?”

      She looked up. Didn't raise her head, but raised her eyes, the easier to flee his attention by looking down if his response was...unfavorable. She really didn't want that. “But...it's not really enough, is it?”

      Waiting for his response was hell. The movement of his eyes was neutral, back and forth, then up – was he thinking? Getting mad?

      Finally, he smiled. “You're right, of course.”

      A slow breath escaped her. Whew.

      “We're going to do more,” Isaac said.

      Francine whooped again. Because of course she did.

      “Lots more,” Isaac said.

      “Strike a blow!” Francine shouted, voice screeching in the confines of the tight car. “Make 'em feel it!”

      “Oh, we will,” Isaac said, brushing against Scout's hand. “We're going to end this thing, after all. We're going–”

      Another whoop cut him off, and they all turned. Not to Francine, because this one hadn't come from her.

      To the rear window, because that was the direction it had come from. And now, flashing lights filled it, a police car tearing up the road behind them.

      “Aw, shit, man,” AJ said, fumbling the AK on his lap. “What do I do?”

      “We comply,” Isaac said coolly. He held one finger to his lips, then jerked the other hand to indicate Francine needed to move to the shoulder.

      The tires thudded a thousand times on the ridges carved into the pavement to wake up drivers drifting off the road. She cringed against it, the sound like someone striking drums right outside her ear canal.

      The Ford came to a stop, AJ still twitching in the passenger seat. “Isaac, what am I supposed to do with this, man?” He twitched the AK. “He's going to see it as soon as he walks up to the car!”

      “Roll down your window, Francine,” Isaac said calmly. He winked at Scout, then rolled his down, too. The cop was already getting out of the patrol car; Scout could hear it before the window was even cracked, but by the time the motor finished buzzing and it was down, his footsteps were approaching, almost to the hatchback.

      “Hey, AJ,” Isaac said, smiling. “Do your job.”

      And he threw himself into the floorboard.

      Scout blinked, watching the spectacle unfold. The cop had walked up to the rear window opposite her, where Isaac had been sitting only a moment earlier.

      AJ's face went through a swift metamorphosis. He cocked his head as Isaac's words hit him and caused no impact. He looked up, thinking, decoding them. The police officer was walking, walking...

      Then the light came on in AJ's eyes. Scout saw it.

      And screamed.

      AJ lifted the AK-47 and pointed it between the driver and passenger seats. He ripped off a half dozen shots, lips parted in a grinning rictus, spittle flying from his mouth as flame leapt from the barrel.

      The shots were explosions and earthquakes and bombs going off, all combined. Scout turned her head from the flames and saw the police officer's chest, at eye level just outside the window, only feet from her.

      Blood splattered, spewed, geysered like they'd gone to Yellowstone across the state line and someone had filled Old Faithful with red dye as a prank.

      One of the eruptions plastered Scout across the face and she screamed. Her head felt like it was underwater, but pressure still assailed her, flashes of fire still lit the interior of the SUV.

      The police officer dropped. Fell over backwards, really.

      She never even saw his face.

      “Go, go, go!” Isaac shouted, and he sounded like he was underwater. Francine gunned the engine. They thudded over the ridges at the edge of the highway, but that was like nothing now, not after she'd heard the gun fired a million times next to her head.

      Isaac pulled himself out of the floorboard. He chuckled, hanging his head out the window. He said something; Scout couldn't hear it, because the ringing had started in her ears.

      He turned to her, flushed with triumph. He lifted a hand, but it was covered in blood. It distracted him for a moment as he stared at his palm, blankly, at the red smear there, before looking up at her.

      Pure surprise covered his face, then he cocked his head curiously before gesturing at her with a crimson-smeared finger. “Are you okay?”

      She couldn't hear him, but she read his lips. With shaking hands, she touched her chest, her body, checking, checking...

      No holes. No pains.

      Just...wetness. Lots of wetness.

      She rubbed at her face, clawed at it, desperately wanting to scrub the blood free.

      Isaac caught her by the wrists, by the long sleeves, and stayed her hand. “Shhhhhh,” he mouthed. She still couldn't hear him. Just read his lips. “It's okay.”

      She wanted to rub her face, scrub her face, get the sticky, disgusting wetness off of it. Off of her.

      He shook his head. “Leave it. For now.”

      “It's...horrible,” Scout said. She could barely hear herself. The ringing was subsiding, replaced by the sound of blood rushing.

      Isaac's eyes glinted. “No, it's beautiful.” He brushed fingers through her hair, and they came back tinged with scarlet. “It's warpaint,” he said, running his fingers along his cheeks and leaving streaks there. “And we...are at war.”
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      Hoo boy, North Dakota. It was not exactly how I'd always pictured it.

      I'd imagined – thanks to my travels and some actual time spent in the state – endless rolling prairies with amber grass, swaying in the summer wind. A dry heat that licked at my exposed skin, lightly raising the urge to sweat. Oil in the air, but not thick and heavy. Lighter, a slight tinge of unpleasant seasoning that would tickle my nose and the back of my tongue but go almost unnoticed by a normal human with ordinary senses.

      Instead, even getting off the plane I'd been stunned by the clouds of black smoke that threatened to choke me from the moment they popped open the cabin door. We were lucky the pilot was even able bring the jet in for a landing at the small airport in Williston.

      “I know I complained earlier about riding in a car with you smelly boys,” I said, a North Dakota Bureau of Criminal Investigations (BCI) officer running us along the freeway at about a hundred miles an hour with his siren going, “but really – I didn't mind.” A gagging sensation pushed at the back of my throat. “I take it back, really. I'd gladly smell you all again instead of this smoke.”

      It was terrible. I'd seen a lot of fires in my time, some of which I'd even caused. But here, the air had an oily residue to it, the windshield already picking up a sooty dusting. Fires blazed on the horizon, lighting up the clouds a hellish orange in the spots where we could actually see them through the smoky mire.

      “Only gets worse from here,” the driver said. His name was Leon, and his eyes were as dark as the clouds filling the sky. Tall, thin, athletic, in his thirties, and grumpy as hell. As one might be, if one's entire state were on fire.

      My phone started ringing, so any thought of reply got put on the backburner. Not sure what sort of reply I could have mustered anyway. It was positively post-apocalyptic here.

      I answered with a simple, “Hello?” realizing only after I'd done so that it was a Minnesota number that I didn't have stored in my phone's memory.

      “Hey, Sienna, it's Scott,” came the familiar voice of my ex.

      “What's up?” I asked, still staring at the black and glowing horizon. It really was horrific.

      “Lethe showed up at the office just now,” Scott said, and boy did he sound pleased as punch. “Looking for you.”

      “Oh, shit,” I said. “Totally forgot.”

      “You forgot me?” My grandmother's voice was fully steeped in the ire one might expect of someone who'd invaded more lands and conquered more kingdoms than I'd even heard of. Her meta hearing was doing me no favors here.

      “Yes,” I said, “I'm sorry. New me, new life, all that – head's a bit fuzzy trying to juggle details. I'm in North Dakota.”

      “I heard,” Lethe said.

      “I'll be back as soon as I can, I swear,” I said.

      “Hey, Sienna, if you want,” Scott said, in what he must have thought was a helpful gesture, “I can take her around, show her the sights while you're gone.”

      I couldn't see my grandmother's face through the phone, but I could imagine it. And I imagined it was not good.

      “I'll catch a plane to South Dakota,” Lethe said quickly.

      “North Dakota,” I said.

      “Like anyone can tell the difference,” she said.

      “It's the one that's on fire,” I said. “But I don't know how long we're going to be here.”

      “You sure you don't want to stay?” Scott asked, wheedling. “She'll probably be back real soon. She resolves these things pretty quick, you know. And we could get lunch. I'm famished – hey, are you booking a ticket already?”

      “I'm catching a flight in an hour to Minot,” Lethe said. “Text me your location. I'll get a rental and drive from there.”

      “Look at that,” Augustus said, distracting me. I looked; another fire, this one to our left and blazing brighter than any of the others. I almost gagged, the smell of burning oil was so damned oppressive.

      “Sorry, what?” I turned my attention back to the call.

      “Never mind,” Lethe said. “See you soon.”

      “Oh. Okay,” Scott said. “Glad I could facilitate this...uh...meeting of the minds. I'll let you go, Sienna, unless you need anything else?”

      “I do need one thing, Scott,” I said, and lowered my voice a register where hopefully only he and I – and presumably my friends with meta hearing sitting around me – could discern it: “Stop drooling over my grandmother. I mean, really. She's literally thousands of years older than you.”

      “I am not dr – that's – absolu–” And with that, Scott lost the ability to string words together in sequence.

      “Gotta go,” I said. “State burning and all that. Think about what I said. She's killed more men than sepsis.” I hung up.

      Augustus was snorting in the seat behind me, which he disguised by turning into a coughing fit. “Gold. Pure gold,” he managed to get out, finally.

      “Don't be too hard on Scotty,” I said, meta-low. “He's got a type, and Lethe is right there in the bullseye of it.”

      “When you think about it that way, it actually makes a lot of sense he'd be into her,” Jamal said, joining our meta-low conversation. “I mean, where else is he going to find a killing badass? You know, without dipping into that elusive pool of female serial killers?”

      “I'm not sure you can quite count my grandmother out of that pool,” I said tentatively. “But she did grow up in a different age, and as the daughter of the God of Death, and she's moderated, so I cut her some slack.”

      “Good,” Reed said, “because you're the last person who should throw stones.”

      “Harsh, bro,” I said. “So harsh.” I leaned forward to Leon's seat. “How far out are we?”

      “I'm taking you to the first oil field they hit,” he said. “It's–”

      “Officer down!” the radio crackled. “Officer down on Highway 2, Pleasant Valley. He's been all shot to shit by a car – by a car full of kids or something – I – this is a civilian...I'm using his radio. Holy hell, man, he needs an ambulance right now!”

      Leon stiffened. “Change of plans.” He pushed pedal to metal, and we took off. “That's twenty miles ahead.”

      “Someone shot up a cop?” Jamal asked. He was in the passenger seat, and was tapping at his keyboard, thinking out loud, apparently. “This a normal morning here? Metahuman attack followed by a cop getting whacked?”

      “No,” Leon said tightly. “It's not.”

      “Maybe the two are connected?” Reed asked.

      “This is dispatch,” the radio crackled again. “Be advised. 2 Charlie 12 was on an 11-54.”

      “Suspicious vehicle,” Leon translated.

      “And they shot him,” I said. “Sounds like he nailed it.”

      “Four adults,” the radio crackled. “Two male, two female. Vehicle is a late model red Ford Edge. Be on the lookout.”

      “Sounds like a BOLO,” Augustus said, leaning forward. “We are on.”

      The radio crackled to life again. “This is 2 Charlie 18,” a male voice said. “Red Ford Edge heading north on State Highway 40, south of Tioga.”

      “That's about five miles away,” Leon said, straightening up. “Better buckle up.”

      “In pursuit,” the voice crackled again.

      “This is 2 Charlie 13,” another voice cut in. “One mile out in the opposite direction.”

      “Not far enough to have time to set up a spike strip,” I said, concentrating. Another officer chimed in, then another, both within a couple miles.

      Leon picked up the mic and keyed it. “This is BCI. I have the metahuman backup and am approximately five miles out, heading that way.”

      The radio crackled again. “Setting up two miles south of Tioga. We'll nail 'em with a spike strip.”

      “Whoa, whoa,” I said, leaning forward. “That's a terrible idea. They cannot engage with these people yet.”

      Leon's teeth were bared like a wolf. “They can. They will. They'll just shoot 'em dead.”

      I cringed. “I'm sympathetic to the urge to pay them back if they downed one of your officers. But you need to get on that radio and tell them to hold off until we get there. Yeah, you might be able to drop them, and good on you if you do. But it could also go really wrong, and then you'll be looking at more than one officer down. Trust me on this.”

      He thought about it, but only for a second, before he shook his head. “Best thing we can do is let them handle it,” he decided, and in his voice I heard the rage of a man who'd snapped into pure, revenge-based thinking. I was well familiar with the, “they hit us, we hit them,” brand of thinking, having been a product of it myself for...so long. And it was clear to me that Leon was hoping the officers would drill them all, Bonnie-and-Clyde-style, before we were able to arrive on scene, because maybe we'd catch them alive. Which would clearly be a shame to him.

      I recognized a lost cause, so I sat back in my seat and traded a look with Reed. He, too, looked pained. We sat in silence, the dark clouds and distant fires providing the apocalyptic atmosphere for what we both knew was coming.
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      “There's a cop behind us,” Francine announced after they'd gone a couple miles. “Just sitting back there, not doing anything.”

      “We're made,” Isaac said, turning around to look. “He's following so he can call in his buddies. They'll come in a swarm.” His eyes flittered over the car behind them.

      “Should I take 'em out, boss?” AJ asked, lifting the AK up.

      “They're already on their way,” Isaac said, looking at Scout. “Might as well.”

      Scout's breath caught in her throat. This hadn't been part of the plan, but it had been a distant possibility.

      AJ rolled down the window, a smirk on his lips. Then he released his seatbelt, rolled his shoulders a couple times like he was preparing for some athletic event, and stuck his upper body out the window–

      With a shout, he loosed a barrage of rounds. This time, Scout had her fingers in her ears. The gun being outside the car muffled it. Maybe.

      She turned her head in time to see a line of holes stitched across the windshield of the cop car. It slid sideways in a spin, then rolled when it hit the ditch, going end over end. The cop had gone from over seventy miles an hour to nothing in a matter of seconds, and in the worst way possible.

      Scout shut her eyes and sunk lower in the seat, breath quickening. This hadn't been the plan, but they had planned for it. She tried to slow her breathing as the smoke – that they'd caused – blackened the skies around them to match her mood.
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      “Officer needs assistance!” the call blared through the speaker. “Police unit in a rollover crash outside Tioga! Dammit!”

      “Crapola,” I said, lifting out of my seat again. It was always a bad sign when radio discipline was breaking down. It usually signaled everything was going to hell. “Leon, you have to stop them before this gets out of hand.”

      “It's in hand,” Leon said, voice strain telling me it was most definitely not.

      I thrust myself against the seat in frustration. Reed looked at me out of the corner of his eye. “People are going to die,” I said, meta-low.

      “Lookin' that way,” he said, matching my tone.

      “So what do we do...boss?”

      “We could flight out,” Reed said. “Engage the perps ourselves.”

      I almost jumped at it; almost. “We're operating under the legal sanction of Leon's department. Pretty sure he's not going to be happy if we do.”

      “True,” Reed said. His eyes ran over Leon, who was in plainclothes. “We might even lose said sanction, because I'm not sure of his rank, but it's probably high enough to make some waves.”

      “Dude is pissed,” Jamal said, entering our conversation. He didn't turn his head to look at us, but we could hear him all the same. “I got an eye on him up here and his body language...he's heading for a herniated disc just from the muscle tension. Not a man you want to piss off right now. Not if he's got any sway over your fate.”

      “Great,” I said, “we're in the hands of a man who's so blinkered he can't see he might have just cost another cop his life.”

      “We could be there in minutes,” Reed said mildly. “But I'm pretty sure we'll be declared rogue by the time we get there.”

      “You could try at least asking the man,” Augustus piped up from the back. “See what he says.”

      Reed looked at me, then shrugged. Worth a shot. “Hey, Leon,” he said, loud enough to be heard this time, “I could fly ahead. Start dealing with–”

      “No.” Leon shook his head, eyes anchored on the road ahead. He was a man on a mission. “I want to give our officers time to work.”

      I closed my eyes. Ahab had the scent of his whale.

      “Welp, now we'll definitely lose sanction if we fly out of here,” I said, back to our side conversation.

      “Seems so,” Reed said, sounding utterly chagrined. “I see why you operate under the 'better to ask forgiveness than permission' principle, but I don't think it would have gone well if we'd done that here.”

      “Agreed, he's too far up his own ass,” I said. “So...what do we do?”

      Reed's lips moved almost imperceptibly. “You gettin' a bad feeling about what's going to happen when those cops roadblock these people?”

      “The worst,” I said.

      Reed nodded. “Well, I'm going to see what I can do to lessen the tensions there.” And I realized, for the first time, that his hand had been moving the entire time we'd been talking. Slowly. Subtly. Two fingers extended, moving in a slow circle by his leg.

      I looked up; the black, billowing smoke that had filled the air to the horizon seemed to be sweeping across the plains, rushing as if the wind was pushing it ahead of us. It was converging, as were we, in a swirl of black smoke some miles off.

      “Can't hit what you can't see, after all,” Reed said, with a very slight smile. Credit to my brother; he was thinking ahead.

      The only question was – would his plan come together in time to save the officers ahead? Or would they already be dead by the time we got there?
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      They sped along the highway, skies black with smoke all around them. It was as if they were passing through the eye of a storm. The clouds seemed to be drawing closer, though, the ebony eyewall like a hurricane of darkness sweeping through, blotting out the spots of orange glow on the horizon where they'd done their work so well.

      “What is this?” Francine muttered at the wheel. She had the pedal all the way down, and had for several minutes. The whine of the Ford's engine was sustained and unchanging, and the speedometer needle had been pushing against its bottom limit since they'd left their encounter with the last police officer.

      “Looks like the prairie winds are circulating the evidence of our good deeds,” Isaac said with some amusement. He looked puckish, his lips pressed together. “They'll be seeing it in Minnesota soon, I'd think. Then Wisconsin and Michigan...eventually New York, maybe?”

      AJ let out a high hoot of pure glee. “Imagine those skyscrapers clouded in with this. They'd get the message.”

      “Maybe,” Isaac said, though some of his interest seemed to fade. He looked behind them and Scout matched his move. “Damn,” he whispered.

      Cop cars. Lots of them. Holding their distance this time, but definitely back there.

      “Getting harder to see up here,” Francine said. “Visibility is down to a mile or so.”

      “We have bigger problems,” Isaac said. “They're on us, just like I feared. They'll set a trap ahead, try and close the road.”

      “Well, that's part of the same problem then, isn't it?” Francine asked. She adjusted her driving not at all to compensate for this news. “What if I can't see them and we run up on them?”

      “It'll be okay,” Isaac said after only a brief pause. “We committed, remember? This is the cause.”

      He didn't need to say any more. They all got it.

      “Scout, watch behind us,” Isaac said. “I'm going to go out and take a look around ahead.”

      “Don't.” Scout reached out and seized his hand, letting go after only a second.

      Isaac smiled in reassurance. “I'll be right back.” And he flung open the door, which fought back against the pressure of the wind against it. He was up and over the car, out of sight in a moment.

      “I don't like this,” Francine muttered.

      “What's not to like?” AJ grinned. “I already dropped two cops and I've got clips to spare.” He lifted his gun and pointed it at the windshield, toward the black clouds massing ahead on the horizon. “This is what we came to do. We're sending the message, loud and clear.”

      “Yeah, but wouldn't it be great if we were around to see it received?” Francine asked, fidgeting as she white-knuckled the wheel.

      A thud against the roof of the car jarred them all, and Isaac slid down against the window a moment later. “Slow down!”

      Francine complied; the car dropped from maximum speed and soon was down, down to sixty miles an hour or so.

      Isaac opened the door and slid back in, stonefaced. “Roadblock ahead. Spike strips laid out everywhere. Plains are way too bumpy to offroad, too. We're gonna hit 'em.”

      “Why don't I turn us around, then?” Francine asked, hands wavering at the wheel.

      Isaac shook his head. “We flip around, those cars behind us try and block us there, too. We're in a pinch.” He flashed a grin. “No, sweat, though. I have an idea.” And the grin just got wider.
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      Scout was paying particular attention to their surroundings as Francine dropped the speed to forty, then thirty. The roadblock was ahead and obvious in the smoggy mix, and they were creeping toward it, less than a half mile out now.

      “They've got snipers,” Isaac said. All four of them were crouched down, slumped in their seats below the level of the window. Francine was operating the car by virtue of the forward camera, which she'd hacked into working at this speed somehow with her lightning powers. Scout had seen the dancing lights and then boom, the vehicle's protests about disabling some features at higher speeds vanished. “We're protected behind the engine block here if they try and shoot us, but the minute we step out, we need to move fast, because we're going to be targets.”

      “But you got this, right?” Francine asked, nerves all shot through and making her voice waver.

      “I got this,” Isaac said with a grin at Scout – the others couldn't see her – and then he opened the door again, popping out–

      A sonic boom hit the car from above, rattling the windows. Scout let the door hang open, though it squeaked against the wind and the momentum of the car. Isaac would take care of the snipers. He'd promised.

      “Everybody ready for some fun times?” AJ asked; he sounded like he was excited.

      Scout bit her lip; this was the part she was least certain about. But that was probably because her part of it was destined to be the least involved. She was just riding along for now. That was, to her, the major bummer about her discovered power.

      “Getting close,” Francine announced. “The big boss man's about to do his thing.”

      Scout waited, head down, looking out the open door. It was swinging, threatening to close. She stared out to the golden plains of grass beyond, watching. If there were snipers out there, beyond the gully at the edge of the highway, surely she'd see–

      A sonic boom cracked across the car, and it felt like it shuddered under the feedback. A streak so fast it almost escaped Scout's eye moved down like a falling star in front of her.

      A falling star in the color of Isaac's clothing. A thud in the distance and the sound of bones cracking were followed by another sonic boom.

      “Hoo hoo!” AJ crowed. “Got one!”

      Another sonic boom followed a moment later; this time the sound of crunching bones didn't make it to Scout over the engine noise, and she didn't see the trace of his motion path this time.

      She knew he was out there, though, doing exactly what he promised.

      Killing the snipers hiding in the fields around them before they could fire so much as one bullet at his crew.
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      The radio crackled purest alarm, radio discipline just gone:

      “Sniper down! Repeat, sniper down!”

      “We just lost another one!”

      “I hate being right,” Reed said, shaking his head. He did not bother to go meta low with this.

      Leon let out a loud expletive and hammered the steering wheel, causing the SUV to wobble. At ninety, there wasn't a lot of margin for error in the steering, so he stopped that immediately and seethed instead of beating a deadly message into an unfeeling steering column.

      “They're rolling up to the roadblock–”

      “We just lost another sniper! I heard his bones break – something landed on him–”

      “It's the flyer,” I said. “He's dropping on them. Landing hard enough to take 'em out of commission to clear the zone for...” I shook my head.

      “For what?” Jamal asked. But he knew.

      “For them to kill their ambushers,” I said, because someone – Leon – needed to hear it. But with his jaw so tight you couldn't have threaded a stalk of wheatgrass between his teeth, and his shoulders hunched like Quasimodo, I doubted the message was getting through.
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      The car rolled inexorably toward the roadblock, and Scout chanced a peek over the seats.

      Police. Police everywhere. Lights flashed bright blue and red, like colored lightning against the blackening sky. The aroma of smoke was thick, choking, and a wall of pure black cloud seemed to be rushing across the horizon ahead toward them.

      “This is what we did,” Scout whispered, ducking low behind the seats before some cop could find her head and shoot her down like a dog. “We did this.”

      “Damned right we did,” AJ cackled. “And once we get out of here? We're gonna do more.” He was still low, but he rolled his head to the side to look between the seats at Scout. “Amirite?”

      She gnawed her lower lip, then gave him a quick nod. “Yes. More.”

      Another boom, a screech, and a crash ahead was followed by gunfire on a slight delay. Another boom, then–

      “Hey,” Isaac's voice came from behind the trunk as the gunfire ahead ceased, someone shouting for it to stop.

      “Isaac!” Scout's breath left her in a rush. “You're all right?”

      “Fine,” he said, and though she couldn't see him, she could hear the crackle of amusement in his tone. “I took out the snipers. Smoke's rolling in, though, so...Francine?”

      “On it,” Francine said, looking intently at the screen in the dashboard. She slammed a foot down, squealing tires–

      The Ford leapt toward the roadblock, and someone shouted. A sonic boom behind them told Scout that Isaac had left again, zooming into the sky above.

      Sharp, staccato bursts crackled like thunder to match the flashing lights. Bullets chewed into the accelerating car, and someone screamed outside as a sonic boom echoed thunderously over the shooting. Isaac was still dropping on them. The fire slackened, and a bullet passed over Scout's head, raining pebbled glass on her, cheek pressed against the cloth seat.

      “Time to light these pigs up!” Francine squealed, and the Ford slammed into something. Tires popped, muffled under the sound of the gunfire, but a shuddering sensation ran through the vehicle. The crash wasn't too hard; Scout was braced, but her face smashed into the seat in front of her, as did her ribs.

      It hurt. A little.

      “Yesssssss!” Francine howled, throwing her door open. More light flashed – actual lightning this time, and Scout could hear the electricity rushing over metal – cop cars, presumably – and someone screamed in pain.

      “Let's show 'em what we got!” AJ's voice joined the howling chorus with her, and he bailed out as he fired the AK-47 – and something else – contributing an ear-splitting noise to the fray. When Scout raised her head to look for him, she only saw a flash of him already retreating around a cop car, gun raised over his head and firing sideways as he whooped along.

      For her part, Scout stayed low, in the back seat. Going out there was no place for her, not with her limited abilities. Francine and AJ had turned out to be great additions to the team. Lightning and plasma. She could zap and he could shoot at a distance and scorch up close. Powers and skills perfect to what they were out to accomplish.

      What could Scout do? She felt like a caterpillar that hadn't even gone into its cocoon yet. Finding out about her powers had been the biggest disappointment of her life. It had ruined everything in a way.

      Smoke whipped into the car through the shattered windows, thick, black, and like it had been squeezed out of a tube. She coughed at the heavy, oily smell it brought.

      In seconds, it seemed like Scout could barely see her hand in front of her face. She coughed again, like an echo of the residual asthma she'd suffered from all her adolescent life. That was gone now, though, right? As she coughed, she wondered; it certainly felt the same as before.

      There was no inhaler that could fix this, though. She coughed again and kicked open the door that Isaac had left through only minutes before. Before all this madness started.

      The staccato sound of gunfire still rang all around her. AJ? The cops? Probably both. Scout hit her knees. Little pebbles of glass found her palm and she lifted her hand, shook them away. She needed to find Isaac, or, failing that, Francine or AJ. Fortunately, she could hear the sound of lightning crackling not too far away. Francine let out a guttural, “Hah!” and it sounded like it wasn't more than twenty, thirty feet away. Scout started to crawl in that direction, the coughing still rolling her lungs.
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      “The smoke's everywhere!” someone shouted from the radio, protocol tossed right out the window now that they'd made contact with the enemy and had started to get absolutely owned. “Can't see anything! The lightning one is firing off everywhere, and one of the others has an assault rifle! We're getting torn apart!”

      “Bet it'd be worse if there wasn't smoke to act as cover,” I muttered darkly. Because this was dark.

      I'd met a lot of cops over my years in law enforcement. I totally understood the knock on them that came from being in the sole position to exercise legal force – and violence – in our society. I'd read the cases that could make your stomach turn, about cops going way, way wrong.

      But I also knew that those assholes were vanishingly few. Not few enough for my taste, but few enough that I felt comfortable in the brotherhood/sisterhood of law enforcement.

      Which is why now, when I knew what they were going through at that roadblock, my stomach plummeted to my feet.

      “We're a minute out,” Leon said, eyes front, focusing hard on the black cloud billowing ahead. Driving into that, we weren't going to be able to see shit.

      “We're going to need goggles or a balaclava or something in that mess,” Jamal announced, slamming his laptop shut. My guess? He'd reached the end of what he could actually do with it, which was a rare thing and definitely indicated action was coming swiftly. It was disconcerting seeing him so tethered to it again. Like his internet addiction was back in full flower.

      “I have a balaclava in the glove box,” Leon said.

      Jamal popped it open and scooped it out. He stared at it for a moment, longingly, hesitant, then turned back and offered it to me.

      “That's so gentlemanly,” I said, promptly ripping it in two and handing the other half back. Now we had two masks. “For the record, I'm only taking it because I kick ass better than all the rest of you and I need to not be choking while doing so.”

      “I hear that,” Augustus said. “I can make a rock and dirt air filter on my own.”

      “Do I even need to tell you why I don't need an air filter?” Reed asked, beads of perspiration sliding down his temple.

      “Glad we're all in agreement, then,” I said, and tapped Leon on the shoulder. “Can I borrow a gun, or do I need to charge out there and hope for the best?”

      Leon shot me a look of pure panic. “You don't have a gun?”

      I shook my head. “Had to leave my service weapon with the FBI, and they seized all the weapons in my apartment during the assassination kerfuffle. Also, for some reason, my brother is not big on guns.”

      “Hard to imagine why I dislike metal pieces of death flying at me,” Reed grunted.

      “So can I have something or nah?” I asked.

      Leon shook his head. “I'm sorry, I cannot surrender my firearm.” He slumped a little, and his voice fell to a whisper. “But it doesn't sound like you're going to have much trouble finding one when we get there.”

      I hid my cringe as we raced into the dark cloud, visibility instantly dropping to zero. I had a feeling that he wasn't wrong.

      Leon brought us to a hard stop in the darkness. He threw the SUV into park and took a couple hard breaths. “Okay, let's–”

      “Just stay here,” I said, throwing my door open and plunging into the cloud. The smell, as bad as it had been in the car, went from merely tingeing everything to invading my mouth, my nasal passages like a smoker ramming smelly fingers into all my facial orifices. I choked, then gagged, the oily stink forcing its way into my face.

      But I plunged ahead into the cloud anyway, and shouted, “Reed – get a view!” Forgetting that he was my nominal boss.

      He didn't argue, though, and I heard the rush of wind carry him up behind me. The flashing glow of blue told me that either Jamal was right behind me, or a cop car with its lights on was cruising a few feet back.

      “Glad we're out in the natural world for this one!” Augustus shouted. He, too, was behind me, and under the howl of the winds that whipped around us was another sound – the rush of dirt fighting against said winds. Augustus was building a sand castle. Or something. “So sick of fighting in the city, where there's always concrete I gotta overcome to make things happen.”

      My eyes burned within seconds of stepping out of the car. Tears dripped down my cheeks and wet the torn balaclava over my nose and mouth. I wished I'd brought goggles, though I wasn't sure what good they'd do in this soup. I blinked back against the fiery sensation, trying to clear my vision, but between the smoke and the tears, I could see maybe three feet in front of my face.

      Sound was my only useful sense in this, and Reed seemed to be doing his damndest to remove the utility of that. The winds were howling in a tornado-like perimeter, to keep the smoke in and concentrated, thus removing the ability of our villains to easily target the police.

      That might be staving off a slaughter of cops, but it sure wasn't doing me any favors. Unless you counted not getting shot at as a favor. Which I suppose I (grudgingly) did.

      “Reed, we're going to need to see something!” I shouted. Could he hear me over all this? I hoped so.

      No answer came.

      “I see something!” Jamal shouted. He pointed into the distance, at another flashing light not dissimilar to what was going on with his hands.

      We plunged ahead, toward the glow, and a red flash was added to it. Cop car lights, I realized, my eyes sodden with tears. I hit up my Wolfe healing, and it cleared the pain in my eyes for only a moment before they started to burn again.

      “This is bad,” Augustus said, hanging somewhere behind me. I didn't dare look back. “We're going to end up stumbling across the enemy by blind accident here, and I don't know that that's going to go well for us.”

      “I concur,” I said, slipping away from the police car and toward a dark shadow, barely visible as an outline in the smoke. My boots rustled across the asphalt as I tried to creep up.

      The shape resolved the closer we got; at three feet I realized it was a man, doubled over, fighting against the burning in his eyes. He raised a pistol toward me as I got close–

      “Stop!” I batted it aside; he was moving at human speed and wearing a cop uniform. “I'm here to help.” Seizing his wrist, I held it at the cuff, keeping him from bringing the gun in line with me.

      The cop stared at me through bleary eyes. “Can't see anything in this,” he said, then coughed so hard I was afraid he'd lose part of his lung.

      “Go that way,” I said, pointing in the direction we'd come from. “The cloud only extends another forty, fifty feet.”

      He nodded, and I thought I caught a little gratitude. “They're so fast. I didn't know they'd be that fast.”

      “Watch some videos of metas on the internet to bone up on your opponents next time,” I said, giving him a light shove in the direction I'd just come from. “Go. Fast as you reasonably can.”

      He nodded and vanished into the cloud, staggering as he went.

      “You shoulda taken his gun,” Jamal said.

      I tore my gaze from the silhouette of the retreating officer and shook my head. “If he's got it, he has at least a little chance if he runs into one of the metas in this sludge. I take that away...he's defenseless.” I raised my hand, and lit it up with ice powers, the temperature around me dropping a few degrees as I prepared myself – something I should have done moments earlier. “Me...not so much. Let's go.” And I plunged ahead again, into the darkness of the smoky cloud.
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      I took Sienna's suggestion grudgingly, one might even say a little bitterly. I rose up into the air, flying through the curtain of smoke in a way I knew she couldn't with all these witnesses around. I didn't argue, either. Whatever our status, I didn't need to settle it right now, and fussing about it in front of Augustus and Jamal would just make me look weak.

      Once I'd reached about thirty feet in the air, I pushed an up current about ten feet over the battlefield, in effect blowing everything above that away and giving me a clear field of vision. Beneath it was a swirling maelstrom of smoke for about a hundred yards in every direction. After that, the smoke cleared to its standard haze in this part of the state at the moment – lower visibility (about a hundred yards) but not as deep and terrible as what I'd brought in around this ambush site.

      That done, I was left with a battlefield of my own creation that was utterly obscured. “Now what?” I muttered, surveying the arena of ebon smoke. There was definite movement within, and a few spots where I could see the flashing lights of police cars. I considered scooping another foot or two off the top to give myself a clear picture of what was going on, but something stopped me.

      A sonic boom.

      Above my head.

      I blew sideways a second before it went off, because I could detect the ripple in the atmosphere surging toward me. There was a flyer, and they were on their way at me like a bullet. But much bigger.

      When I swept out of the way, the flyer blew by at a couple hundred miles an hour. I saw a surprised look on a youthful face, a head that was leading behind an outstretched fist.

      So he'd tried to hammer me with a fist at Mach One. That'd be lethal for most people.

      Fortunately, I wasn't most people.

      With a sweep of my hand I conjured a tornado force wind that blew up at him from the ground, launching him off course. His legs tumbled over his head and he disappeared into the smoke like a baseball lost in a passing cloud.

      “Shit,” I muttered, watching the dark spot where he'd vanished. I debated pursuing, but that'd be me going in blind.

      No, I decided, as I listened and heard gunshots firing off on the far side of the cloud, flashes of light in the smoke marking the flight of bullets somewhere down there, better I stay up here and fend off the flyer if he came again. Besides, I had a feeling that depending on who was doing that shooting, I was going to need to be ready to clear the air up here, and soon.
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      “Sienna?” I called, but I'd taken a wrong turn in the fog after that last police car. She'd run ahead with Jamal, seeing something, and I'd turned for a second to summon up some more dirt, and when I turned back...

      Well, I'm not proud of this, but I'd packed the dirt armor a little too tight around my face, obscuring my vision. And with all the smoke blowing around, I couldn't figure out which direction we'd been heading.

      Rookie mistake when fighting in a cloud of smoke? Maybe. But I hadn't done this smoke-fighting thing before, so I felt like I was deserving of some slack being cut.

      “Man, this is grim,” I said, plunging through the smoke, trying to avoid coughing like a lil' bitch taking his first hit. The smoke was intense, thick, like someone had lit fire to an engine right under my nose. I couldn't see anything, and my eyes were streaming tears that I was blinking furiously so I could see.

      Shots rang out behind me and a series of metal rounds thudded into my earthen shield. I spun, closing the eye holes in my earthen armor, reinforcing the chest and face plate with dirt I was pulling in a hard stream from the roadside. In case more shots came.

      They did.

      Flashes of light ripped through the smoke storm, and I leaned my head down, creating a visor in front of my eyes. The bullets were sinking into my chest armor; one good coincidental hit with a second bullet impacting where a first already had, and it'd push one or both into my chest. Which would be a major ouch.

      “Hey, hey!” I said, whipping my hand up and trying to form a second shield out from my body to prevent that. I could barely see the silhouette shooting at me, but they were advancing out of the darkness, barrel still flashing, letting rip with a fully automatic gun.

      “This is crazy,” came a guy's voice. Not the clipped, professional tones of a cop on the job. More like a stoner who'd just staggered out of his room trailing...well, smoke. He emerged from the shadows, no longer a silhouette, an AK style weapon pointed at me, bandanna around his face, tears of his own streaming as he peered at me through bleary eyes. He was close enough now to see me, my shield, and he straightened. “You're a meta.”

      “No kidding,” I said, and flung my dirt shield at him like Captain Afro-America.

      The shield flew at him and he did a backflip as it sailed beneath him. He drew a bead on me as he flipped through the air and...

      Gulp.

      Flinging an arm in front of my face, I whirled around, exposing my side and back. Bullets ripped into the shield of sand around my forearm and plunged like a knife into the skin. They peppered my side and I grunted, feeling one of them punch through the dirt and sting me, a little poke between the ribs. Another caught me in the thigh, and I fell over.

      The pain wasn't too bad, and my opponent landed opposite me, rifle still on target. “You're not too tough, though, bruh,” he said lightly, lifting the rifle to sight it on me.

      “Nah?” I asked, playing like I was more hurt than I was. “Same goes.”

      I swept his legs with a wave of sand I dragged from the edge of the road, summoning it to me to ready a shield, but also preparing to go on the offensive. I was going to hammer this fool. Not just with shields, but dirt spikes, dirtball bullets. By the time this was over with, he was going to need everything, including his mouth, washed out with soap.

      So when I came up, ready to deliver wave after wave upon him, I was a little surprised to find another dude hanging over him like an angel without wings.

      “We gotta go,” the angel dude said, gripping Mr. Hippie under the arms.

      With a sonic boom, they were gone.

      “Aw, shit,” I said, cringing at the pain from the bullet impact in my side. Using my dirt armor's grip, I pulled it out. The bullet was tinged crimson at the tip, and I packed the wound with dirt to keep the blood loss to a minimum. Turning my head to the sky, I shouted: “Reed! They're running!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Reed

      

      

      

      “I saw!” I shouted back to Augustus. He extended up over the cloud on dirt stilts, just high enough for me to see him and wave acknowledgment before he took a look around for himself.

      Flashes were coming from all over the cloud now, gunfire popping off in earnest. It seemed concentrated around one specific area of the battle and I realized...

      “Jamal.”
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      “You got no chance against me, sweetheart!” the punk rock princess shouted as she blasted at me with a full boat of lightning powers. We'd stumbled across each other in the cloud moments after I lost both Sienna and Augustus. Responding to an almost magnetic pull of electricity, I'd been drawn to her. She'd come out of the darkness in a frenzy, already firing bolts at me the moment her silhouette started to emerge from the cloud.

      Her face was pure triumph as the lightning streaked at me, enough to fry a full-grown man to a crisp. “For the planet!” she shouted. So cringeworthy.

      With the wave of a hand, I sucked it all in like it was nothing.

      Then I grinned, letting the static bounce around between my teeth, even in my eyes.

      Her smiling triumph vanished.

      Then she turned and ran, tossing more lightning over her shoulder as she went.

      “Aw, sonofa–” I said, and I was after her at a sprint.
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      The smoke was thick and Scout stayed low, like they'd taught her in school. So many things she'd learned in school that were staying with her even now. This was important, and she heeded it, crawling along in the darkness, suppressing her desire to cough and cough and cough until–

      She almost bumped into an ankle. She could see the pants leg, and it was definitely not one of hers. It was khaki, leading to a black, polished shoe.

      Cop.

      Scout felt a tinge of fear.

      How was she supposed to do this? A police officer right there, and she was alone, no AJ, no Francine, no Isaac...

      She could do this. A trill of confidence ran through her, warm memories of last night. She wasn't a scared little girl.

      With a soft breath, she reached for the leg. Her hand was open wide, grasping...

      When her fingers were around it, she clamped down, hard. A yelp of exclamation–

      Scout ripped the leg as hard as she could. With meta strength, that was pretty hard.

      The cop lost footing, cried out as he fell, and Scout threw herself at him. She backhanded him across the face, even though she couldn't really see him very well. It snapped his head back, and he raised a hand–

      Scout batted aside a gun like knocking away a baby's hand. The gun rattled and clattered and slid across the pavement, out of sight in the cloud.

      She pressed down on him, pushing his face to the ground–

      He punched her sharply in the chest, but she held on, hand around his throat. Just a few more seconds and–

      Ah.

      That sweet, burning tingle came to Scout's fingertips where she touched the cop. Thoughts and feelings flooded her mind – his. It burned a little, but in a wonderful way, almost like what she'd experienced last night with Isaac but different. She threw her head back, felt the rush–

      Something hit her hard from behind, knocking her off the cop and sending her tumbling. Her bones rattled as she rolled, and she came up again, warm blood trickling down her forehead. She looked up–

      And there...

      There...

      “Dammit,” Sienna Nealon said, a black bandanna hanging around her neck. She stood over the cop, fist cocked from where she'd just hammered Scout off the officer. She raised her voice to a shout over the gunfire and other noise of battle around them, “Guys! We've got another succubus here!”
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      I hate succubi.

      No, it isn't some stupid self-loathing. I'm fine with myself. Long since reconciled with my powers and the pitfalls they present, and their inherent symbolism that makes me some kind of life-force vampire who literally sucks the souls out of people, blah blah blah.

      The internet was maybe still wrestling with who I was and what I could do, but I'd long ago made peace with it.

      But other succubi? Other than Lethe, now?

      Ugh.

      Of course, my experience was limited to my mom, Charlie, Andromeda/Adelaide, Rose, Lethe and myself. A decidedly mixed bag with some real poison apples tossed in the mix. Throw in incubi, Sovereign and James Fries, the case got worse.

      Ergo, people with my power set were like half okay, half rancid shits. And when they were bad, they were the literal worst. Sovereign, Fries, and that hellbitch Rose being at the top of the shit list.

      So when I'd come upon the skinny girl in the low-hanging jeans with a barely-there ass hanging out under her boyish crop top sucking the soul out of the NoDak sheriff's deputy, I'd known what I was witnessing. Immediately.

      And I knocked her ass into next week.

      Then I'd gone to scoop up the cop's gun, only to find it lost in the smoke.

      “Shit,” I said, locking eyes with the succubus.

      Well...the other succubus.

      She had dark hair, freckles, and her eyes betrayed her fear. She was huddled on one knee, having not recovered her feet after I knocked her sideways. Her nose was bleeding, a bubble of scarlet covering one nostril.

      “Don't move,” I said, raising an ice-covered hand. “You're under arrest.”

      Of course she moved. She bolted. Like the damned wind.

      I fired an ice burst after her, but didn't hear it make contact, and she'd been looking like she was set to weave as she launched into the smoke, disappearing in the cloud.

      “Reed! I need some visibility!” I shouted to the heavens, taking off after her. Hell if I was going to let another of these damned troublemakers get away so she could become my next arch nemesis. With my luck, her skinny ass would probably use this encounter as a pretext to upend my whole damned life. Because that was what succubi did.
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      Taking in as much electricity as the punk rocker chick was throwing out was not an easy thing for me. It was making her simple to follow in the smoke, though, because every five seconds or so she'd toss a look back, make sure I was there, then feed me another bright blue 1.21 gigawatts, steady as clockwork.

      “Hey!” I shouted as she blasted me again. It rippled through my skin, attracted to my lightning rod hand held in front of me. It was good I was catching all her attention. We shot past a cop that was just standing there, staggering in the endless smoke, coughing, rubbing his eyes because he couldn't see shit. “Just give up already! Ain't nothing you can do to me.”

      Her response to that was to cackle again. I wasn't even trying to be funny.

      She leapt up out of the soup of black smoke, then dipped back into the black morass on the far arc of her jump, still cackling like she was lady Joker.

      “All right, I see how it is,” I said, keeping low and determined. “Fine, I'm gonna–”

      A sonic boom blew the smoke back around where she'd just landed. I sprinted forward, leaping over a car to find a ten foot in diameter space clear of smoke. She was there, with another guy, and he had her by the arms–

      A sonic boom almost knocked me over as they launched into the sky, disappearing into the clouds of thick, black smoke above.

      “Reed!” I shouted, trying to get my message to the man at the center of our battle. “We lost one!”
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      I heard Jamal echo in as another double sonic boom informed me of the message he was delivering.

      Our criminals were fleeing. One at a time, they were launching up into the dark clouds where there was roughly zero chance any of us could track them. Even me; trying to feel out people I wasn't attuned to over any distance longer than a couple football fields was futile when I couldn't see them. I could move people I was attuned to, ones I'd sent into the sky, over hundreds and thousands of miles without dropping them, even when sleeping. I could detect a system of distant wind current forming a tornado, but only when I was in the winds, not listening to anything else, not distracted by any mundane concerns like conversation and thought and catching criminals.

      Feeling a couple hundred or fewer pounds of humanity traveling at supersonic speeds through this gunk that was clogging the air?

      Not a chance.

      “That's two,” I muttered, trying to think. We'd had four suspects, originally. Two had been grabbed, and were probably dropped off nearby. Once up, they could head in any direction. I just wasn't feeling them. “One's in the sky...”

      That meant we had one left running around. Presumably the succubus Sienna had just shouted about.

      If we were going to salvage this mess at all, we needed to take down at least one of these crooks.

      Likelihood we could do that without seeing them?

      Zero.

      “Time to clear the air,” I muttered, confirming for myself that there were no sounds of gunfire going off, no lightning being thrown around, and that the threat to the cops was gone save for a lone succubus somewhere in that mess, creeping through in the cover of the darkness I'd created.

      All was quiet save for coughing and shouting.

      That confirmed, I closed my eyes and concentrated, preparing myself.

      “Hey team!” I shouted, making myself loud enough to be heard, “Brace yourselves!”

      Then I started to go to work.
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      I heard Reed's call over the fog of smoke and that hacking cough that kept issuing forth from my lungs, racking my body even as I tried not to let it. I ran blindly after her, trying to search her out through my teary eyes. The stinging, oily burn was singeing the inside of my nose as well as my eyes, and seemed to perch on the back of my tongue like I'd deep-throated a gas pump, the residue everywhere from my teeth to my uvula.

      Pausing, I waited, taking a knee as the wind started to blow around me in earnest. I directed my flight power downward, pushing me to the ground as strong, torsional wind forces picked up on either side of my body.

      Reed was cleaning house around us, blowing the smoke out of here. I was curious how he'd keep from blowing away the cops, too. I had my answer a second later.

      Black spots remained, small, swirling vortices around people-sized holes in the field of clear air. The wind stopped, and then the smoke seemed to fall from them like it was coming off a fog machine, black tendrils vanishing into the now-empty volumes of air that surrounded our field of battle.

      I snapped my head around, surveying the scene. I was in the middle of a four-lane highway, black cop cars scattered here and there reading SHERIFF in big letters on the side. Fifty feet behind me stood Augustus, in the middle of a pillar of dirt, an oil pump mechanically rising and falling as his backdrop. Jamal was forty or so feet to my left, standing next to a cop car, looking around. He paused, shoving his glasses back up on his face, then pointed toward me. “There!”

      Spinning, I caught sight of my quarry. She'd gone off road, was now a hundred feet or more away, sprinting her skinny ass full out toward a corrugated metal building just off the highway.

      Cops were coughing all around us, some on the ground, some on their feet, none looking like they were in top form.

      “Stop right there!” Leon's voice crowded out all other action, and I turned to find him standing with a rifle, pointing it at my skinny-ass counterpart succubus. “Stop or I will shoot!” And he raised the gun to his shoulder, drawing a sight picture on her back.

      I didn't even think; I flung a blast of ice right at his weapon and it struck, knocking it free of his hand. He got a shot off, probably by accident, when it hit. The gun spun out of his grasp and hit the ground, the action closed by ice. It wasn't going to be firing again anytime soon.

      “Damn you!” Leon shouted, angry storm clouds boiling over his face.

      “You cannot shoot an unarmed suspect as she runs away, officer!” I shouted back at him, hopefully reminding him to get his head out of his ass and back in the game. I didn't wait for his reply, because I needed to catch her, so I sprinted.

      She was damned quick, I'd give her that. She'd also had the advantage of the time I'd spent keeping Leon from murdering her.

      But I did need to catch her.

      I sprinted, using a little flight power to supplement the speed of my run. I couldn't get away with much, because there were likely dash and body cams filming me even now, but I gave myself a little tailwind as I chased the girl.

      She'd reached the corrugated building, which had a sign on the front that said Smithers Quality Welding Co. Slamming into the front door with her shoulder, she smashed the metal frame right off and disappeared into the blackness within.

      I made it to the edge a few seconds after her and found myself staring into a dark, yawning abyss with no light inside. “Dammit,” I muttered, checking instinctively for the gun I didn't have.

      Instead I drew a slow breath. “You with me, Brianna?”

      You're in the middle of a chase. Where else would I be? Let's get her.

      “Yes, let's,” I said, and let out that long breath as I headed into the darkness.
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      The smoke was clearing, and I watched Sienna hurry up to the door of the building at the edge of the battlefield. She paused just outside, muttered something to herself that I couldn't hear over the winds that were keeping me aloft, then ran inside.

      “Augustus!” I shouted down. He was already striding toward the building in his dirt armor. “Circle ar–”

      This time there was no sonic boom, the movement of a human cutting through the air somehow reduced – sneaky, I would say. It occurred to me later that he'd slowed himself, trying to catch me off guard.

      It worked.

      Something – someone – slammed into me with a catastrophic punch, knocking me sideways. It landed perfectly in the base of my spine, carried with the force of impact at a hundred miles an hour.

      A bone broke.

      The winds ceased. Darkness crept in around the edges of my consciousness, cascading in as my eyes fluttered shut and I fell to the earth below.
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      She plunged through the warehouse, knocking over a shelving unit that came down with a terrible crash of metal against concrete. It echoed off the walls as Scout stumbled and caught herself, hopping over a hand cart left in the aisle.

      This was a warehouse, and it was filled floor to ceiling with shelves that held...whatever. Useless things, she figured. Something that nobody really needed, but was made from precious resources ripped from the earth in factories around the world that polluted, destroyed, despoiled.

      She knocked over another shelf, this one out of spite and frustration. She didn't even feel bad about it.

      “You're just racking up the charges, you know.” Sienna Nealon's voice echoed from behind her, sending a quiver through Scout's stomach. “Property damage isn't sexy, but when it adds on three to five years to your sentence, you'll regret it.”

      Scout almost answered her. Almost. If she said anything, she'd give away where she was. Instead she ducked down, dodged around a shelf, and started looking for the back door to this place. Surely there had to be one.

      “Hey, skinny succubus?” Sienna called. “I'm going to call you that, until I get a name. Skinny Succubus. SS. I know it sounds bad, because what does that make me, right? Being the only other succubus people really know? But I'm okay with it. My diet and exercise program is on point lately, and I challenge anyone who wants to complain about my ass size to do it to my face. After we run a marathon together.”

      Scout brushed against something – a wall. She'd found the far wall. Easing along it as hastily as she dared, she felt the seams of corrugated metal. A door, there had to be a door...

      “You've set half of North Dakota on fire,” Sienna called. Her voice echoed like they were in a cave. “Hope you're proud of yourself for that. Not sure what it looked like before this, but you've really turned it into a hellscape. Are you some kind of Hades worshipper, trying to make the world all...hell-y? I don't really know how to say it. Pits of Tartarus-y? Cuz I'm searching for motive here, and I'm struggling with why someone would get up this early in the morning to burn a bunch of oil wells, then get into it with the local cops. It seems, well...really, really stupid.”

      Scout bit her tongue. Answering now would be a bad idea. She needed to find the door; her fingers danced along the seams of metal. Each fall and rise told her she had to be getting closer to an exit. She had to be.

      “Is it just that teenager thing?” Sienna called. “'I'm young and angry and just wanna cause some chaos because I'm super angsty?'” She made a mocking voice the whole time. “That'd make sense.” From the sound she had to be twenty, thirty feet away. And, if she kept talking, that'd cover the sound Scout was making trying to feel her way to an exit.

      There. Scout's fingers found something, a raised edge of metal. Slick, greasy – a garage door track. The floor dipped here, as well. A loading dock? Had to be.

      “See, I understand angsty feelings,” Sienna said. “I know what you're thinking, SS. You're thinking – she's sooooo old compared to my five-year-old, still-sucking-pacifier ass. But I'm really only 26. Which is probably, like, dust, to you. You kids today with your TikTok videos and Tide Pod challenges. I understand what it's like to not have a fully developed pre-frontal cortex. It wasn't that long ago for me. And I don't know if they teach you this in school, but I've done a fair amount of damage myself. Never lit a whole state on fire, but hey...I got years left to live and a propensity to wreak havoc. It could still happen.”

      “We're not trying to 'wreak havoc,'” Scout said, the words coming out in a rush. “We're trying to do what you should be doing, so-called hero – save the world. To get us to zero emissions before everything goes straight to hell.”

      She'd said too much; Scout reached down and grabbed the door, wrenching it upward. It made contact against some lock or other stopping mechanism, but it was ill-prepared for her metahuman strength. The door smashed through the stoppage and kept going, tearing off the track and knocking over another series of shelves. Scout had ducked under it before it had even left the track, and was sprinting out into the clear, smoky day.

      “Hold it right there.”

      Scout turned; somehow, Nealon was right behind her, squinting into the watery daylight, the air around them carrying a fiercely brown tinge. She had frozen right where she stood, only twenty feet from the edge of the building.

      Nealon was waiting in the door, framed against the warehouse's darkness, hand raised and glowing blue. Her new ice powers that everyone on the 'net was talking about. She had her finger cocked like a gun, pointed right at Scout's chest.

      “You going to shoot me as I'm running away?” Scout asked. She turned her head so she could look at her with both eyes, but didn't feel like doing her the “honor” of full-on facing her. Not when she'd need to run again shortly.

      “My weapon won't kill you,” Nealon said, expression as icy as the light glowing off her fingers. “But you are going in. I don't know what your game is, but you can't cause this much chaos without answering for it.”

      “I'm trying to do the job you won't,” Scout said. “I'm trying to save the world from the threat you won't tackle. Because you're owned by corporate interests.”

      “Listen, I have spent a very hard year making sure that no one has the property rights to my ass but me,” Nealon snapped. “Get down on your knees, hands above your head, or get ready to experience the kind of brain freeze that you haven't felt since you tried to cram a whole cone into your face at age six.”

      “This world is going to end soon,” Scout said, turning her face partially away, staring at the dry, dusty pavement. “And you don't even care.”

      Nealon rolled her eyes. “Now you're just talking crazy. All right, enjoy your frozen heart, Anna–”

      The sonic boom jarred Scout, making her unsteady on her legs, but it blew Nealon back a few steps. Scout felt strong arms gripping her under her sleeves, and Isaac whispered, “Hold on–”

      And they were gone, the ground disappearing beneath them in but a moment, the dark clouds and sky surrounding them, feel of the smoky wind brushing past her face and the pull of gravity on her bones as Isaac took her rattling across the sky.

      “That was Sienna Nealon,” Scout said, once they were away. “Did you see, Isaac? Did you see her?”

      “I saw,” Isaac said tightly. “I was hoping she wouldn't come into this.” She couldn't hear him draw his deep breath, but felt it, warm, across the back of her neck against the frigid chill of the winds battering her. “But we'll deal with it, my dear. We'll deal with it.”
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      “Troublemakers are away,” I shouted, running around the corner of the building, back toward the road, brushing the teary feeling out of my eyes. The guy with the flight powers had bowled me over with a sonic boom when he'd landed, and by the time I'd gotten back up he was gone, disappeared into the cloud cover in a trick worthy of...well, me. When I needed to hide my flight paths.

      “We got a man down over here!” Augustus's voice reached me as I pounded around the corner, sprinting back toward the highway. There were cop cars stitched with bullet holes and burnt black scorch marks. One of them was even on fire, probably from electrical overload.

      I steered toward Augustus's voice, though he was kneeling over a fallen figure.

      My heart dropped.

      It was Reed.

      “Reed, Reed!” I shouted, leaping over the small ditch at the edge of the road and landing next to my brother. His eyes were closed, but as I landed he evinced pain, cringing and opening an eye.

      “Not so loud, please,” Reed moaned. “I just got slammed in the back by our flyer. Pretty sure he broke something important. Like my spine.”

      I seized his fallen hand, lifting it up. “Can you feel this?”

      Reed opened his eyes and looked at my hand, grasping his. “Yes. And I'd like you to stop before it begins burning, please.”

      “Sorry.” I dropped his hand, then grabbed his shoe and lifted his leg a few inches off the ground. “What about that?”

      “Couldn't you just rest a hand on his knee instead of moving the man all around?” Augustus asked, frowning.

      “Jamal?” I called.

      “Watching your six,” Jamal's voice came from somewhere behind me. He sounded like he was moving, eye on the sky.

      “Good,” I said, and squeezed my brother's leg. “Can you feel that? Or no?”

      “I feel it,” Reed moaned. “Do you know how strong you are?”

      “This is good,” I said, letting go. “Your spinal cord is intact. Still, better safe than sorry – neck board, stretcher, you need all that.”

      “I'm sure an ambulance will be along any minute now,” Reed said acidly. “Because they're definitely not busy, oh, I don't know, everywhere else in this corner of the state right now.” He waved a hand at me. “I'm just going to lay here and heal.”

      “Need a blanket or something?” I asked, really cringing. “Reed, I'm sorry, I–”

      “Not your fault,” he said. “I should have seen that guy coming. He snuck up on me, though. Adjusted his airspeed down so I wouldn't feel him ripping through while I was all distracted.” He started to shake his head, then stopped, making a pained, guttural noise. “Yeah. Something's broken from that hit.”

      “We're going to get him,” I said. “We'll rally and go after–”

      “That's a bad idea,” Augustus said. “How we going to chase a flyer?” He lowered his voice. “Because you can't fly right now, remember?”

      I swore under my breath. “Visibility's low anyway,” I said. “I probably couldn't track shit in this smoke.”

      “Now you're talking sense,” Reed said. “That flyer picked a staging area nearby based on how quick he was able to pick up and drop off. Now that he's got his team assembled, he's probably already moving them off, moving 'em out. He's faster than the speed of sound, too, so if he can find a way to move them all at once...”

      “Every minute we're sitting here he's adding miles to the search radius,” I finished for him. “Radar really can't track them. We're relying on tips from the public.”

      “Yeah,” Reed said. “Or satellite imagery?”

      “Not in this smoke,” Jamal chimed in. “Not a chance.”

      “They got away, then,” I said, my hand still resting on my brother's shoulder. “They won this round.” I felt my gaze turn steely. “But this isn't over. Not by a long damned shot.”
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      “Man,” AJ said, head back against a pine tree, “I thought that was going to go a little more...like, our way, y'know?”

      The four of them were tucked away in a thick copse of trees on a mountain in South Dakota. Scout knew because she'd checked their position on her phone's GPS. This had been their second stop. The first had been a small thicket, just a quick jump out of the fight. From there Isaac had taken them here, one at a time, a few hundred miles away.

      “I know,” Francine said softly, all stretched out on a bed of pine needles, her black hair thick with a couple needles caught in the strands. “I figured we'd fight 'em off or something.” She kicked a leg idly, face turning petulant. “I really wanted to give it to those pigs, you know? Thought we'd roast 'em.”

      “Not once Nealon showed up,” Isaac said, shaking his head. “There's a thing you have to understand about her.” His expression turned hard. “Anytime she shows up, we should run.”

      Francine sat up, indignant. “Run? Just run?”

      Isaac nodded. “Run.”

      Francine threw her hands up. “I thought you were going to do something here, man. I thought we were going to–”

      “If we get killed by Sienna Nealon,” Isaac said calmly, “we're going to do a whole lot of nothing.”

      Francine looked like she wanted to argue, but she didn't say anything. Just set her jaw sullenly and turned away.

      Isaac swept his gaze over each of them in turn. “AJ...you did good.”

      AJ, who'd been watching the exchange between Isaac and Francine, gave a short nod. “You're right about the running, man. How many did she have with her?”

      “Four,” Scout said, piecing it all together. “The lightning guy Francine fought, the wind guy overhead – I think that's her brother, the earth guy that you went up against, and Nealon herself.” This was the first time she'd spoken since they'd gotten to this spot.

      Isaac nodded. “I know what you're thinking, Francine,” and he turned to her. “Even odds, right?”

      Francine just looked at the ground with a sullen glare. Didn't bother answering. She probably knew what he was going to say.

      “Maybe it would have been,” Isaac said. “But I don't think so. Because the four of them – they kill people for a living. People like us.” He pressed a hand against his chest. “You know what I mean?”

      “They're the oppressors,” AJ said. “Holding down anyone that would stand up to big oil.”

      “They're the agents of order,” Isaac said. “Trying to keep back the tide of change. Panicking when they see a little dot of chaos on the horizon. They sit in their comfortable offices waiting for someone to stick their head up, do something that catches the eye of the powerful. Then they descend like a hawk on a mouse.” He smiled. “But we just struck a hell of a blow. Against big oil. Against the government that enables it.” He raised a clenched fist in front of his face. “There are four of us – for now. Sienna Nealon and the cops? They have way more. They can afford to lose some soldiers.” Isaac squatted next to Francine and touched her shoulder. “I can't afford to lose any of you.”

      Scout felt a quiver, a little tear in her eye.

      “We did what we set out to do,” Isaac said, smiling. “We struck the first blow. We'll strike more. But don't think I'm ever going to throw your lives away. Not against her. Not if I can avoid it.” He brushed Francine's shoulder again, then stood, sucking in a long breath. “Get some sleep. I'm going to look around a little, see if I can find something to expedite our trip south. We'll move after nightfall.” He gestured to the sky above. “Don't want anyone to see us heading to the next target, after all. I want this to be a surprise.”

      With a rueful grin, Isaac looked right at Scout, and she felt a shudder deep down in her belly. The meeting of their eyes only lasted a moment, and then he was gone, rocketing into the sky, up into a cloud bank.

      The feeling persisted for Scout, though, as she leaned against a tree and closed her eyes, wondering, worrying, when – or maybe even if, she thought desperately – he'd be back.
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      “How's your back?” I asked. The SUV was moving along, away from the scene, toward our hotel in a town called Tioga.

      Reed lay across the middle seat, I was shotgun, and the Coleman brothers sat in the back. Our driver now was not Leon, thankfully, because he was being questioned in depth about what he'd done during the fight. His role was being filled by a quiet lady named Barb from North Dakota's Bureau of Criminal Investigation, whose last name I'd already forgotten but who looked like she'd been around the policing block a time or twelve.

      “Better,” Reed said, shifting his frame on the seat. He cringed as he did so, and I could tell the pain was going to be with him until his body healed. “You?”

      “I'm fine,” I said, looking past him to Jamal and Augustus. “What about you two?”

      “Oh, I'm all right,” Augustus said. “Looking forward to a shower when I get to the hotel.” I must have made a face, because he added to that. “It's the sweat. And...I always kinda feel like I need one after I armor up.”

      Jamal looked up. “Can't you control dirt down to the particulate level?”

      “Yeah, but...I still feel dirty afterward,” Augustus said, looking uncomfortable with his neurosis.

      “Any moves?” Reed asked, fixing his attention on me. “To be made, I mean?”

      I shrugged. “Our villains flew the coop. Half the damned state is on fire, it feels like. How many wells?” For this, I looked to Barb.

      She grunted noncommittally. “A lot.”

      “There you have it,” I said. “This has got to be the largest act of eco-terrorism since...ever, maybe?”

      Augustus leaned forward. “You think it's eco-terrorism?”

      “She as much as admitted it to me,” I said. “Talked about getting to zero emissions ASAP. Jamal, what was your impression of the lightning lady?”

      “That she was a hardcore embracer of the Wiccan religion,” Jamal said. He must have noticed the silence that followed, and looked up. “She cackled a lot as she flung lightning around. Reminded me of the wicked witch of the whatever. 'Cept she didn't call me, 'My Pretty.'”

      “Cuz you ain't pretty,” Augustus said.

      “That's a flat-out lie,” I said. “You're very handsome, Jamal.”

      “Thanks,” Jamal said without feeling.

      “What now?” Reed asked. “Other than Augustus getting a shower to soothe his neurotic mind.”

      “Oh, hell no, you did not just call me out on my weird thing,” Augustus said.

      “I don't know,” I said. “We're still on North Dakota's payroll, right, Barb?”

      She grunted. Sounded like affirmation, but it was hard to tell.

      “I kinda doubt these clowns are going to stick around,” I went on. “Not if they know what's good for them. And they didn't make their last stand here, so it seems like they have at least some self-preservation instinct.”

      “Yeah,” Reed said, “they could have tried to go out in a blaze of glory.”

      “Doesn't that kind of cut against the idea of them being eco-terrorists?” Augustus asked. “Wouldn't it require them to be a little more...fanatical or something?”

      “A guy flew his body into me at a hundred miles an hour,” Reed said. “However much the worst of it I got, I guarantee you he's feeling it at least a little. There's some fanaticism there.”

      “If you're careful about it, hitting someone really hard and fast hurts them a lot more than it hurts you,” I said, the voice of experience in mid-air collisions. “I mean, you generally want to avoid bone-on-bone, if you can, but–”

      “What next?” Augustus asked, apparently uninterested. “Because to me it looks we got two choices – hang around here and help with cleanup or stay on target and go after these yahoos?”

      “Reed's in charge,” I said quickly.

      Apparently a little too quickly. He looked at me through narrowed eyes, but didn't say anything as the SUV continued to bump along the North Dakota highway. I couldn't tell if he was pissed at me and holding back, or just in pain.
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      The hotel was more of a motel, the roadside sort that could be found on just about any reasonably populated offramp in America. Coast to coast there had to be thousands of these things, and I was particularly familiar with this breed from my days on the run. Free, mediocre continental breakfast buffet in the mornings, a central lobby with seating for that daily event, and occasionally a bar, if one were very lucky. Terrible décor, long-suffering front desk clerks that got progressively weirder with each shift until reaching peak weirdness on the overnights – yep, across America, these places were much the same.

      I was about as settled in as I could be without a single change of clothes or anything in the way of toiletries when a knock at my door prompted me to look up from my phone, which I'd been fiddling with. “Who is it?” I called; I hadn't heard the footsteps.

      “Augustus,” the voice came back.

      I hurriedly opened the door for him and he strode in, reminding me again of the massive height differential between us. “Are you shorter in my dreams?” I asked.

      He made a sour face. “I think so. Obviously not something I'm responsible for, though I would argue it just concentrates my good looks over less square footage.”

      I snickered. “What's up?”

      “I had an idea I wanted to run by you,” Augustus said, looking around furtively, “being as we're stuck here for the night.”

      “If it involves going out drinking, you can mark me as 'no.' Similarly if it involves bar fighting, because while I always have your back, you really ought to be able to handle a few local drunks on your own.”

      “Hah,” he said, utterly without mirth. “No. I had in mind a different nocturnal activity.”

      I tilted my head at him and cocked an eyebrow.

      “Not that one, either,” he said, looking like he was losing patience. “The oil well fires.” He pointed at me, then himself. “If someone flew me out there, I could snuff them with earth, one at a time. If someone were to turn down the flame, it'd probably go even quicker.”

      “Ah,” I said. “Less fun than what I'd originally imagined you were talking about.” I frowned. “Less fun than the bar fighting, actually, but...”

      “If we don't do this, it'll take them months to put these out,” Augustus said. “Lives are going to be lost, too. Firefighters. Putting out oil fires is dangerous work.”

      I nodded slowly. “Count me in. We'll need to wait for nightfall, though.”

      “Sundown's at 9:40 tonight,” he said. “You might want to get some sleep.” His eyes slid down to my phone, and it was his turn to cock both head and eyebrow. “What are you doing there?”

      I lifted my phone to look at it, flushing in the cheeks. “What, this? I...uh...”

      He chuckled. “You look like you just got caught looking at porn.” He caught my hand and lifted the phone. “A Socialite account. Really going through with it, huh?”

      “Keep in mind the founder of Socialite caused me enough problems last year that yes, I am perhaps just a little embarrassed by this,” I said. “I mean, who in their right mind would put themselves out there for massive amounts of public scrutiny?”

      “Everyone on the planet with an internet connection has a Socialite account. Welcome to the revolution,” he guffawed. “You're the last one here, though, so...” He turned his attention to his phone. “Start it off with this.”

      My phone beeped, and I lifted it. He'd sent me a photo, and when I opened it...

      It was an artistic photo of me, looking pensively out the window at the billowing smoke clouds in the North Dakota sky. I wasn't exactly a selfie person, so it looked...well, really good, actually. My hair wasn't too much of a disaster, and the way I was framed was kind of nice. “Thank you,” I said.

      “Good luck with the people on the internet,” Augustus laughed, opening the door. “You know you don't have to argue with everyone, right?”

      “Wasn't planning on arguing with anyone, actually,” I said. “I have this rule: don't read the comments.”

      “Good rule.”

      “So I'm just going to throw things out there and ignore the feedback,” I said. “Good or bad.”

      “Well, that's one way to handle it. As long as it keeps you from arguing with fools, I guess it's good.” He waved. “See you after dark.” And he was gone.

      I threw myself back on my bed, fiddling with my account activation. “Notifications...off.” I could imagine getting buzzed away at all hours of the night to people talking shit on my new photo that I hadn't even uploaded yet. I'd learned well during my years on the run that there was always some asshole that was going to drop a “looking gud” or worse on one of my videos in the middle of the night when he was lonely and hadn't talked to a real, live woman in three to six years.

      “'Accept messages from non-contacts...?'” I thought about it a second. “Nope.”

      Make profile public? “Sure.”

      You're just a step away from activating your Socialite account and joining the billions of people worldwide who use it to connect!

      I took a deep breath as I scrolled through the privacy policy. I didn't read it; I knew what it said – they owned my ass, thoroughly, could take my firstborn child, probably the secondborn, too – damned lawyers.

      I clicked Accept, and there I had it, a blank profile except for my name and the info I'd just entered.

      Popping up, I looked in the mirror and stared at myself for a long moment. I'd already washed my face with the provided soap, tamed my hair back into place with the provided comb (which took some doing, because the hotel comb was cheaaaaap). I looked about as good as I could without having a full makeover.

      I backed myself up to one of the beige hotel walls and turned the phone's selfie camera on, lining up my shot. I wanted to look serious, but not too serious. I wasn't the type that could get away with a big grin, and I didn't have the lips – or the inclination – to go with duck face.

      I snapped a profile picture that would leave no doubt it was me. But it still looked...

      Off.

      I took another. Then another. Then yet another...

      You know what? It went on for half an hour or so. In this one I showed my teeth, which I thought maybe looked a little too scary. The next I discarded because I got the camera too far down and it was like a satellite picture up my nose.

      I finally just got fed up, picking one that was good enough for now, and uploaded the damned thing. Profile picture solved.

      When it finished refreshing, I noticed I already had...three followers?

      “How the hell does that happen?” I muttered. I'd planned to announce my arrival to the platform at some point, but I suspected it'd have to wait. Providing some exclusive pictures might make it official for me, but for now I was pretty content to just start building the thing out. I had more important things to worry about at the moment, anyway.

      Whatever. I needed to catch a nap before Augustus and I went to work tonight, so I pulled up his picture of me looking out the window at the fires and uploaded it. Feeling the pull of sleep and not wanting to deny it, lest it disappear, I hurriedly captioned it, “I'm on it.”

      Then I hit the bed and let the pull of my eyelids drag me into sweet, sweet unconsciousness.
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      The phone was ringing when I came to, my head fuzzy and bleary. I snatched it off the nightstand and answered it with a muffled, “Hello?”

      “Where are you?” Lethe's voice was mixed with the buzzing of the road behind her.

      “Grandma?” I asked, sitting up. I saw myself in the mirror, and my hair was no longer tame.

      “Yes,” she said. “I got my rental car and I'm in Fargo. Just need to know where you are and I'll head that way.”

      “I'm in a town called...Tioga, I think?” I yawned.

      “Were you sleeping?”

      “Yes,” I said. “I was going to head out with Augustus tonight and put out some fires. Thought I'd get a little kip before I did.”

      “Good strategy.” She sounded distracted, like she was warring with technology. Sure enough, a moment later. “Argh! These damned phones. Wait. Hey, what the hell?”

      “What?” I asked, blinking the bleariness out of my eyes. They were still watery from the smoke, though it was less pronounced inside the hotel than it had been out of it.

      “You're six hours' drive from here!”

      “Oh,” I said, because what else was there to say? “I didn't know.”

      I thought I detected a minute growl on the other end of the line. “Seriously?”

      “I came in at a small airport,” I said. “I forgot the Dakotas are a big damned place, and everything's far apart. Sorry. Was probably a little distracted when you – or Scott – called earlier.”

      There was a long silence. “Speaking of,” she said. “Scott – he's an ass man, isn't he?”

      “Yeah,” I said, yawning wide. “Why?”

      “Kept catching him looking at it.”

      “He does that. Speaking of asses, I ran into our villain pack earlier. Four of them. One's a succubus.”

      “Oh?” She sounded less than cool about it. “Describe her.”

      “Skinny,” I said, “terminally skinny.”

      “Probably not our branch of the family, then. And not someone Scott would be interested in, in case you were worried.”

      “Only for his safety,” I said, yawning. “Since apparently he's into the soul-sucking types.” I paused, thinking about how she'd responded to that question. “Wait. Do we have other family I should be aware of?”

      “No,” she said, but I felt like there was more to it and she was breezing past a world of unsaid somethings.

      “Okay,” I said, though, not wanting to try and dig into it on the phone now. I checked the time; I was due to meet Augustus in the next twenty minutes or so. Outside the curtains, the light had faded. “I gotta get ready so I can put out these fires.”

      “How does one 'get ready' to put out fires? Especially when one has no luggage?”

      “How'd you know I have no luggage?”

      “Just a guess, given how fast you ran out on this thing. You know, since you didn't even have time to call your grandmother, I assumed you didn't have time to pack a bag.”

      “Is this guilt?” I asked, cracking a smile in amusement. “Is that what someone guilting you feels like? I only ask because I haven't had anyone try it on me since Mom died.”

      “Yes. And if you're going to visit your Mimaw you might want to get accustomed to it, because it's her primary means of communication.” She paused, and when she spoke again, the tone was pure worry. “Be safe, kiddo.”

      “It's just fires,” I said. “I'll keep my distance. Hell, I'll probably be hiding in the clouds the whole time.”

      “Even so...be safe.”

      “Will do.” We hung up, and I was left staring at my bedraggled reflection for a few minutes before I finally willed myself to move.
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      “...And then she says to me,” Francine was chuckling as she delivered the line, “'No, you shut up!'”

      AJ just cackled at that, laughing like Francine usually did. She joined in with hers, but it was less sharp than usual. AJ was having to restrain his AK-47 from falling off his lap.

      Scout just smiled politely. It wasn't her type of story, and seemed mostly to hinge on Francine being cruel to her little sister. She was hardly surprised to hear that sort of talk from Francine, who'd happily charged into the fray earlier.

      AJ's laughter died down to weak chortles, and he adjusted the gun across his body. They had a small fire, which Francine had started with kindling and lightning, and it was roaring pretty good. They didn't want it to get too big for fear it'd give their position away to any searchers. Every sound sent Scout's head swiveling around, looking for the source. Crack of a twig, hoot of an owl, didn't matter. She was looking for the trouble that was bound to come.

      Was it going to be like this from now on? Always and forever?

      Maybe. Probably better they get to the end of this, wherever that lay, as quickly as possible, because Scout had no idea how she was going to sleep tonight.

      “What about you?” AJ asked, and it took Scout a moment to realize he was talking to her. “What was your family like, Scout?”

      Scout thought about it before answering. “Weird, I guess?”

      “You grew up in LA, didn't you?” Francine asked. She stirred the fire with a branch, kicking off sparks that fluttered, alive, outside the fire before they fell to the dirt and died.

      “Orange County,” Scout said.

      AJ nodded. “I been there once. Checked out UC Irvine when I went on my college tour.”

      Scout tried to hide her surprise. She must have failed, because AJ was looking right at her and scowled. “What...what were you going to study?” she asked, trying to cover for whatever her face had said to give offense.

      “I don't know,” AJ said, looking away, now sullen. “Environmental engineering, I thought. That's what my brother did, then he got a job in Louisiana, inspecting the refineries.” He looked into the night. “The stuff he told me would make you sick.”

      “What?” Francine leaned forward, eyes glinting in the fire, seeking fuel for her hate.

      “Those companies?” AJ pursed his lips. “If it costs more to fix a problem than to pay the fine? They pay the fine. There's so much money in oil.” His lips turned in disgust.

      “It's going to change,” Francine said. “We're going to fix this, you know.” She reached a hand across to him.

      AJ seemed not to notice. “I hate them so much. When I think about how they put their profit first and the planet last...” He clenched his AK tight. “I wish we could kill all of those pigs.”

      “Maybe we can,” Francine said. The light was back in her eyes. “I mean, there's some flexibility, right? It's not a tight plan.”

      “We only know what we're doing next,” Scout said, turning her gaze to the burning fire, the leaping, licking flame. “Not what comes after it.”

      “Isaac knows,” AJ said, with the faith of a child.

      “Isaac has a list,” Scout said, trying to correct him. “That's not the same.”

      “Didn't I just say we had flexibility?” Francine asked. “That's the cool thing about this. We think of something new we can do? We add it to the list or just go do it.” She settled back next to the fire. “We're taking our destiny in our hands. We get to choose what comes next. No one else decides for us. It's not like school, where you shuttle back and forth between the same seven classes all the time. Here, we figure out who the next worst problem is, and boom. Off we go to solve it.”

      “Yeah,” AJ whispered. “Taking direct action...feels damned good.”

      “Guess what's not going to feel so good?” a voice came from above them, jarring them all.

      It was Isaac, though, and Scout relaxed as she watched him descend, a long, metal pole clutched in one hand.

      “Isaac!” Francine's voice sounded...relieved? Well, it was good to see him. He was their ride, after all.

      “I'm back,” he said, a glint in his eyes. “And I come with a gift.” He lifted the pole.

      It looked like the pole from a chain link fence. Concrete residue clung to one end, white in the fire's glow, like bone. He spun it, once, like a baton.

      “What's that all about?” AJ asked, slinging his AK as he got up.

      “This is your ride,” Isaac said, holding it parallel to the ground with both hands, then lifting off a few feet. “Grab on.”

      “You serious?” AJ stared at the fence post. “We're going to Texas on that?” He brushed his hands against his chest. “We'll freeze, man.”

      “You're all metas,” Isaac said with a shrug that moved the pole. “It'll be tough, but you'll survive the cold. We'll take breaks every hour to warm up, and I'll make sure I keep us supersonic so we can cut the flight time to a couple hours.”

      “Let's do it,” Francine said, immediately leaping on like a gymnast. Isaac didn't move when he absorbed her weight onto the impromptu bar, but the bar did.

      “Scout?” Isaac favored her with a little smile.

      Scout felt dazed. She eased onto it, though, letting the bar find a place under her armpits. Hopefully this wouldn't ache too much, because she didn't want to fly dangling from it like a trapeze. “Okay,” she said quietly.

      “I don't know, man,” AJ said, staring at the three of them and their strange new travel arrangement. “What if we fall?”

      “Just let me know if you're getting tired,” Isaac said, “and I'll stop. We won't be flying too high, so I'll be able to get us to the ground pretty quick.” He smiled. “Don't worry, AJ. The revolution requires some discomfort. Some sacrifices. Riding this thing? Well, it's better for the planet than taking a plane, right?”

      “Right,” AJ said, but he did not sound certain. “But...it's dangerous, man. And uncomfortable.”

      “You sound like a fatcat,” Francine laughed. “You want to burn fossil fuels and pollute the air just for your comfort?”

      AJ's shoulders pushed back like someone had stuck a knee in his spine, and he leapt onto the pole without another word.

      “Hang on,” Isaac said, and they started to lift into the cold night. “Think warm thoughts – like what we're going to do when we get down to Texas.”

      Scout did think about that, as they rose into the cold night air. And it did, indeed, keep her warm through the frigid flight.
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      “Hell of a mess,” Augustus said for about the fiftieth time tonight. We'd put out innumerable fires already and were now heading south toward a piping orange flame on the horizon. The suffocating smell of burning oil still dominated everything, and I wondered if I flew south at top speed, if I'd be able to clear that burning stink off my taste buds if I decided to have pancakes in Arizona. I kinda doubted it.

      “Yeah, and the cleanup is going to be years,” I said. “Decades, maybe.” I pursed my lips. Augustus's thick biceps swayed in my arms as I carried him across the dark, cold sky. I wasn't going too fast, probably a little over a hundred miles an hour. Thanks to our meta hearing, we didn't have to shout like idiots to make ourselves heard to each other.

      “So here's a question – why does a band of eco-terrorists decide to harm the environment in order to save it?”

      I cracked a smile, then felt the actual cracking of my lips, which were hideously chapped after several hours of planeless flying in the cold air. I summoned Wolfe's memory to mind and the pain diminished, though I vowed that I would lick my lips no more, a vow I broke about two seconds later. “They want to show the extremes. Cause a mess to prevent worse ones.”

      “I gotta admit, I'm always impressed with your encyclopedic knowledge of the shit bad people get up to,” he said. “So you think their idea here is just to break the system? Spill so much oil, cause so much damage to the air that people will be like, 'Enough of this shit!' and give up fossil fuels?”

      “Maybe,” I said. “I doubt it'll work, but if I had to guess their thinking, yes. Could also just be rage at the thing they hate.”

      “Why do you think it won't work?” he asked. He shuddered and I felt it, his whole body move, through my grip on his arms. I couldn't blame him for being cold, but neither could I do much about it other than return us to the hotel, which neither of us seemed prepared to do until the last fire was out.

      “I'm not sure I'm the right person to answer this,” I said, twinge of unease deep in my belly. “I'm just...I stop the bad guys before they do bad things, illegal things. Philosophy is for someone else, like lawmaking. And cheesemaking.”

      “There goes your bright future as a cheesemaker.” He didn't stay silent for long. “And I'm saying, nah, bullshit on that. I want to hear your opinion. Where's your head at on this eco-terrorism they tried to mastermind?”

      “You tell me your position and I'll tell you mine,” I said, smiling down at him. Doubted he could see it in the dark, but maybe he could hear it in the way I said it.

      “All right, I'll bite,” Augustus said. “I think the environmental movement of the sixties and seventies was righteous. I hear you couldn't open a window in New York City in those days without ash or pollution or whatever coming in. Rivers were catching on fire. That is some scary-ass shit. I think there was good reason for the law to be getting on that. I get the motive, too – we gotta breathe, we gotta drink, and who wants to live in a trash heap?”

      “But?”

      “But...the air's cleaner now, the water's cleaner now, there are more trees now than there were at the beginning of the twentieth century. I mean, get that – we planted more trees. The planet is greening. I ain't saying the fight's over, but we're making progress. We banned CFC's. Our carbon emission in the US are falling year over year. We care. We're making progress.” He shrugged lightly beneath my grasp. “For some people, that ain't enough, though. For some people...the fight's always gotta go on, always gotta escalate. Get more serious.”

      I laughed lightly. “And you don't like it when things get serious?”

      “When it's serious, I'm fine with being serious,” Augustus said. “Here's my issue: climate change. Everybody talks about it. But not everybody says the same thing. I hear from scientists, from the serious government panels, the IPCC, and they say a few degrees of warming by the end of the century. Not good. Needs to be fought. Could have some bad consequences. Then some asshat politician gets on the stage and says: 'In ten years, you're all going to die if we don't give up meat, personal cars, iPhones, sex, plastic, and all these trifling freedoms you think belong to you, peasants.'”

      I snorted cold air. “That's a reasonable impression of every politician I've ever heard speak.”

      “I am fully serious,” Augustus said. “And I've looked at the arguments. Did a research project on it for college, because my professor was banging the drum hard. I get it, too. All these things produce carbon in some form–”

      “...Sex produces carbon?”

      “You breathe harder, it probably produces CO2. And also leads to little people, who produce more carbon. And I don't want to live under water, though I doubt I'd have to because I just reallocate some earth to build myself an island while the rest of y'all drown. Except Scotty. And some hottie I decide to save so I don't have to give up sex.”

      “Priorities squarely in order, I see. Rough luck about your iPhone, meat, and personal car, though.”

      “Maybe I'll save Jamal, too. You know, because Momma would be mad if I didn't. And also...to charge my iPhone.”

      I laughed as I vectored us toward the fire. “Good call. Super merciful. Wifi will be tough to find with the rest of us drowned, though.”

      “Here's my bone of contention: every clown I've heard call for us to give up all that in the name of reducing our carbon footprint? They are flyin' on private planes. They ain't putting down their iPhone. And if they're going vegan plus organic...they're having a lot bigger carbon footprint than if they stuck with standard GMO vegetarianism, because organic requires a hell of a lot more land. And they're probably taking Uber everywhere instead of the bus, because I've never yet met a politician that wants to roll with the proles on the bus.”

      “'Roll with the proles...?'”

      “I wanted to be a rapper in my younger days,” he said. “You know, before somebody recruited me into the privatized version of the Justice League of America.”

      “That's really the world's loss, music-wise. I know a guy who's on the inside of the industry now, though, if you're having second thoughts about saving the world over spinning lyrics or dropping beats or whatever it is rappers do.”

      “I'm not having any doubts,” Augustus said. “I'm just wondering when you're going to follow the fair trade principle here and tell me what you think about these people and their putative 'cause.'”

      I shrugged as I maneuvered us toward the group of burning oil wells. We were only a few miles out now. “I think they're misguided. That their fundamental thinking about how to solve it is wrong.” I could sense him chafing under my reticence, seeking more. “I can accept the science, no problem, and look around, and I see...everywhere in the West, we're reducing carbon emissions. I think technology will speed that up over time, but voluntarism is producing some movement in the right direction. But...”

      “Oh, I'm waiting for this 'but',” Augustus said. “I sense it's going to be good.”

      “The thing nobody wants to talk about,” I said, “is that if Europe and the US and Canada and Australia – all the developed nations – gave up and went back to the stone age – zero carbon emissions overnight – it'd basically do...almost nothing to slow whatever warming is occurring. Because China and India are on the rise, and generally speaking, they don't give a flying crap about the environment, because as a nation, you just don't care enough to take action until you reach a certain level of prosperity. Anything we do without their buy-in seems...pointless. And maybe would end up geopolitically horribly for us if we did 'unilaterally disarm' in carbon tomorrow.” I shrugged. “Whatever. I'm not in charge of any of this. And I'd like to reduce my own personal emissions by flying everywhere, but that's apparently not an option on the table.”

      “Well said,” Augustus said. “But why do you think these people are wrong? I get your undergirding thinking now, and it's not that far off my own. But why is it you think that these terrorists are going about it wrong?”

      “Because you can't take people down to zero,” I said. “You can't make the US or the world emissions-free tomorrow, even if you had a magic button you could push that could do it. There are consequences from it that would be horrifying.” I shuddered, and it wasn't from the night air. “I mean...billions would die.”

      “I'm interested to hear more about that,” Augustus said, “but maybe not right this second.” He moved his head, cracked his neck, and focused in. “Because it looks like we've got fires to put out – thanks to these people trying to save the world.”
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      When Augustus and I walked into the hotel lobby some time after three in the morning, we found a glaring Reed propped up in a chair, waiting, along with Jamal (not glaring), and another guy (also thankfully not glaring). I sized him up as we came through the doors, waiting for them to open and spill a little heat out to warm us up after our long night of flying.

      “Where have you been?” Reed asked, agitated but clearly restraining himself.

      “Touring the local bars,” I quipped, and my brother's eye twitched because – presumably – he knew I was lying. “Didn't know we were having a party here or we would have headed back sooner. Who's our guest of honor?”

      Reed looked daggers at me. “Dexter Joyce, North Dakota BCI, this is Sienna Nealon.”

      “The famous Sienna Nealon,” he said, offering me a hand. I shook it, gently as I could. “I'm the one who hired you to come out here.”

      “Thanks for thinking of us,” I said. “Sorry if you've been waiting. Didn't know you came to see us.”

      “In the middle of the night and everything,” Augustus said. “There a break in the case or you just keep vampire hours?”

      “Augustus Coleman,” Reed said, flinging a hand toward Augustus. “One of our...associates.”

      Joyce nodded. “Everyone knows the Coleman brothers. No, this was not a polite visit. We got a tip that came in – two, actually.”

      “Is this a federal case yet?” I asked.

      Joyce shook his head. “No. Not yet. Still state level.”

      I nodded. “What's the tip? Tips?”

      “A farmer in Oklahoma saw the most peculiar outline moving across the sky this morning,” Reed said, stealing Joyce's thunder. “What he described as a flying trapeze with no ropes – one person flying above a pipe, three people hanging on below. And it moved across the sky at an incredible clip.”

      “That same report was echoed by another caller east of Dallas,” Joyce said.

      “Okay, that's weird, right?” Augustus asked.

      “Not if you've got a flyer who wants to transport his gang of eco-terrorists without flying commercial,” I said. “It's logical if you think about it. The only thing that might make more sense is a rickshaw or something.”

      “Maybe a sleigh?” Augustus quipped.

      “Did anyone do a vector check on those reports?” I asked. “You know, put 'em together on a map and check the heading?”

      “Houston,” Reed said quietly. “It's Houston.”

      “Heart of America's petroleum industry,” I said, thinking it through very quickly. “We should catch a flight.”

      “About that,” Joyce said, and there was some real steel behind his words. “We're going to need you to stay here.”

      My gaze flew to Reed, who looked ridiculously sour but said nothing, his arms folded in front of him.

      “Uh,” I said, trying not to speak over my brother but also not wanting to let pass this stupidity, “I thought you got a tip on the whereabouts of the perps?”

      “We did.”

      “But you don't want us to pursue the perps?” Augustus asked. He looked to Jamal, but Jamal was studying his shoelaces with great interest. “That's different. Usually we get hired to solve the bad guy problems.”

      “Oh, we want it solved,” Joyce said. “But what we want more than anything is to avoid a repeat. The state of North Dakota relies on the Bakken fields for our entire economy to function. The hit we took yesterday is going to set us back years, and they only damaged...well, estimates are still coming in, but we have over half our wells left in operation.” He shifted, looked Reed right in the eye. “Bottom line: we still have a lot to lose.”

      I glanced at Reed. He was saying nothing, but he looked about as happy as if I'd stomped on his foot. With all my force and weight. While in dragon form.

      “I don't want to be indelicate,” I said, turning to Joyce, “but if these people have left, your risk is low. Keeping us around to protect whatever's left of your fields...it's the equivalent of shutting the barn door after the horse got away. They're moving on to their next target, and my guess is they're going to cause some epic chaos down in Texas and forget all about what they did here.”

      “Be that as it may,” he said, “we cannot afford to lose the rest of our capacity.” His voice got very firm. “We need you to stay here.”

      I looked at Reed again. “Uhm...boss? You wanna weigh in here?”

      Reed turned his acid gaze on me. “We agreed to come out here and help the State of North Dakota.”

      “And the State of North Dakota no longer needs our help,” I said. “Whether they realize it or not. The State of Texas is about to, though, and by being there, we could help North Dakota further by bringing to justice the absolute asshats that caused this mess in the first place.”

      “We are unwilling to accept the risk of having something like this happen again if you left,” Joyce said.

      “Well, we're going to leave at some point,” I said. “Because I don't know about these guys, but I'm not staying in North Dakota forever.”

      “Why not?” Joyce said, frowning. “It's a pleasant place. Temperatures not so different from what you're used to in Minneapolis. And there are plenty of men. More than women.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yes, and I'm sure that like the women say in Alaska, 'the odds are good, but the goods are odd.' Hard pass on becoming a resident of North Dakota. I'm sorry, but the best way I can help you make sure this never happens again is by bringing my particular set of skills to bear on the people responsible. I need to go to Texas.”

      “But we hired you to do a job here,” Joyce said firmly. He looked sideways at Reed.

      Reed, looking pained, turned to him. “The last thing I want to do is aggravate you, sir. I'm sure we can come to some sort of accord.”

      “We are paying you for protection,” Joyce said tightly. “We lost officers, and our state has been hit harder than any time in recent memory. We need you to remain on guard.”

      “We need every member of this team, at least, to go after these people,” I said. “It was entirely too fair a fight already when we brawled with them.”

      “This is going to get ugly, ain't it?” Jamal said, meta-low.

      “It ain't what I'd call pretty, that's for sure,” Augustus answered him.

      “I'm afraid I must insist,” Joyce said. “We are paying you for this.”

      Reed cringed, and suddenly it all made sense to me.

      We needed the money.

      “Can we pull Kat and Eilish up here?” I asked. “They'd probably be better disposed to handling this particular brand of trouble; Eilish can take out half their team with a few words, turn 'em against the others.”

      Reed waved a hand at me. “I don't know. Maybe.” He seemed dismissive. Or maybe just distracted. “Mr. Joyce, I want to help you–”

      “Then do so,” Joyce said. “It's not difficult. Stay here. Honor our agreement.”

      I could see Reed caught between knowing that I was right, and that we as an agency needed the money. And not to alienate one of fifty potential employers in the form of the State of North Dakota.

      To me, this looked like a perfect test case of whether Reed would bend his own judgment and scruples for a buck, however needed.

      In the end...my brother won out.

      “I'm sorry,” Reed said. “But my sister's right. We are not, unfortunately, exclusive to North Dakota, and if we let them run rampant and cause havoc in Texas, we're not doing anyone any favors. We have to stop these people.” Joyce started to react, but Reed shut him right down. “I'm sorry – there's nothing more to discuss. If you'd like, I'm happy to send more of my associates here to stand guard, and I'm willing to keep you in the loop about our progress, but...we're leaving.” He looked to each of us. “Pack up. There's a flight from Williston to Houston leaving at six a.m. and we'll need to hurry to catch it.” He gestured to the elevator, and we all started to head that way, leaving Joyce behind – and looking particularly irritable.

      “Proud of you, bro,” I said, meta-low, as we walked away.

      My brother, though, was having none of it. His face was suffused with tension. “Shut up,” he said, and that was it.

      So I did. After a long night putting out fires, I saw no reason to start another one with him.
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      We boarded the six o'clock plane to Houston in near silence. It had been like that the whole Uber ride to the airport, too, an hour spent in quiet, the driver not daring or just unwilling to speak, and none of us wanting to break the silence, either.

      Plus side: Reed had sprung for seat upgrades, so we were all chilling in business class, where the flight attendants had already promised me sweet, sweet coffee to help stave off the first strains of a caffeine-depravation headache.

      Downside: I was sitting next to my sullen brother. In the window seat, which meant I was going to have to climb over him to pee, an inevitability given my planned coffee intake and the length of this flight.

      I finally got the courage to break the silence around the time the attendants started announcing we were going to be departing shortly, so get our baggage secured and our tray tables up and belts fastened. I wasn't sure who she was talking to, since there were only about thirty of us on the plane. Probably that derelict-looking dude in the hoodie and shorts in row M. He looked like the trouble making sort. He'd probably grab two bags of peanuts when they came by with them.

      “Do you think we should have Scott meet us down in Houston?” I asked. “You know, for backup?”

      “I already texted him telling him to,” Reed said, fixated on his hands, which were squarely in his lap. A sure sign he was avoiding talking to me. For reasons.

      “Shit.” I sat bolt upright in my seat and fumbled for my phone. “Shit!”

      Reed looked over in alarm, because my curses were not quiet, and there was a kid looking at us from across the aisle. Not Augustus. A real kid. “Language,” Reed said under his breath.

      “Sorry,” I said, hurriedly sending a text as the attendant announced that the boarding door was closed and to please put away all cell phones. “I forgot to tell Lethe where we're going.” I sent the message, saw it go through, noted the popping up of text bubble indicating she was typing a furious reply, and powered down my phone before I could receive it. “She's probably just about at our hotel in Tioga right now.”

      “You're going to have her come meet us in Houston?” Was he weary or wary? I couldn't tell through the veneer of sleeplessness.

      “Well, I told her where we are, at least,” I said. “If she wants to join us, great. If not...” I shrugged. “I don't know. I wouldn't blame her. She's already driven me to Minneapolis from DC, then followed me to North Dakota and driven through the night to join us. All that on top of what was a pretty taxing couple weeks before everything broke loose in DC, so...” I shrugged again. “Maybe she'll decide I'm too much of a pain in the ass to chase me all over the map and head back to Minneapolis to await our inevitable return.”

      Reed's look told me what he thought of my chain of logic. “She'll head to Texas.” Then he went back to studying his hands.

      “You really don't like her, do you?”

      “I really don't know her,” Reed said. “Other than to see the effects that she seems to have had on you. On your approach to solving your problems. And her history, of course. Valkyrie,” he added, in Germanic accent. “Not a name associated with peace and quiet.”

      “Neither is 'Sienna Nealon,'” I said, catching the stare of that kid across the aisle again. “So we've got that in common.”

      Reed grunted, eyes rolling in disgust, dismay, or some combo of those feelings. “True enough.”

      “Hey,” I said. “Lethe's not a bad influence on me, okay? She was more or less out of the game, hanging in Revelen, waiting for me to call, until Hades decided to get aggressive in his plans for me and the world. She's not the problem here. She's reformed.” I took a deep breath. “It's me you ought to worry about fouling things.”

      “Oh, I am.”

      I cocked my head at him. “You douchebag.” I caught another curious look from the kid across the aisle, and a withering one from his mom. “Sorry.” Then I looked pointedly at Reed. “Not for calling you that. Just for being overheard by young ears.”

      “Of course,” he said, picking up the in-flight magazine and beginning to thumb through it.

      “I'd ask if we could put a pin in this family quarrel,” I said, switching to meta-low voice so as not to poison little minds if I kept swearing at my brother, which seemed a virtual certainty, “but I think you've already proven that we can't. So let's hash out all the grievances, big brother. Give me your gripes.”

      “My gripes are too long to list,” he said, also meta-low, “and this is hardly the time or the forum.” He must have seen me stubbornly staring at him, refusing to relent, because he added, “Jamal and Augustus are right behind us.”

      “We are definitely not listening to every word y'all are saying,” Augustus said, also meta-low. Jamal flicked him, loudly.

      “You tired?” I asked, staring right at Reed.

      He looked over at me, measuredly. “Of course.”

      I pulled the pillow and blanket that I'd shoved beneath my seat and ripped open the plastic wrapping, shoving the little pillow under my head with some violence and then spreading the blanket over me. “Dreamwalk. Now.”

      He looked like he was on the verge of arguing, but stopped himself. Finally, he nodded. “Dreamwalk,” he agreed, and tilted his seat back just a little – hopefully not enough to draw the wrath of a flight attendant, but enough he wouldn't have to sleep with his head upright.

      “Boring,” Augustus muttered, earning another loud flick from Jamal. “Ow! Stop that.”

      “Butt out,” Jamal said.

      “Fine, I'm sleeping, too. Wake me if they start arguing out loud again.”

      I put my head against the pillow and the pillow against the bulkhead. Seconds later, I was out.
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      “Okay, let's just do this thing,” I said as soon as my brother had appeared, solid and whole, in the dreamwalk with me. He looked about as tired and wary as he had before we'd fallen asleep, but he was a little more put together here, in the unreal world. “Cards on the table. Both barrels of the shotgun. Lemme have i–”

      “How many deals with the devil did you make to get out from underneath the Network?” Reed asked.

      I shut up. Thought about it. “You looking for an exact tally here?”

      His eyes were deep brown and penetrating, even in the darkness of the dreamwalk. “Yes. How many bad people did you enlist in your crusade to wipe those assholes out and get yourself free?”

      “Uhmm,” I said, pretending to think it over, “I don't know exactly – 37.5?”

      He gave me as unserious a look as befitted my answer. “Truly?”

      “I don't think about it in those terms,” I said. “I offered favors to some people–”

      “Which people?” Reed asked.

      “Why is this important right now?”

      “Because if we're in business together,” Reed said, “your debts might be used as leverage against us both. That thing you did for Cassidy, to get her help with your phone? What was it, exactly?”

      “I might have aided and abetted her in completing some already-in-progress criminal activity,” I said. “Or at least turned a blind eye to its completion.”

      “Are you square with her now, or do you owe her more?”

      “We're square,” I said, probably not as convincingly as I could have been. Not because I wasn't more or less even with Cassidy, but because I had a bad feeling about what she was planning to do with the stuff she'd stolen, and was actively ignoring my conscience every time it popped up in the 4 a.m. playlist of Things I've Done Wrong in my Life.

      “Who else?”

      I blew air between my lips. “Mm, I don't know. Veronika. Greg Vansen. ArcheGrey1819. Hades. Persephone. Dr. Zollers–”

      “You dragged Zollers into it?”

      “Zollers dragged himself into it,” I said. “Or at least that's my understanding. Besides, we're probably good.” I ignored that squirming feeling in my stomach that told me no. “I mean, I did save him from Century back in the day. I could coast on that with him for a while.”

      “Yeah,” Reed said, “then when you boil it down, really, you just owe favors to two former assassins, the world's worst and most prolific hacker, and the old God of Death. Leaving out your closer relations, obviously–”

      “Obviously.”

      “–because your grandma and great-grandma–”

      “Mimaw. She wants to be called Mimaw.”

      “–because the two of them definitely don't want anything from you in return. Right?” He leaned closer to me. “And that's it? That's the whole list?”

      “Harry might be in there,” I said. “Somewhere.”

      “Great, now we both owe Harry,” Reed said. “Fantastic. Anyone else?”

      “Not that I recall,” I said. “Wait! Senator Foreman.”

      Reed sagged. “I hate owing politicians.”

      “He's retired from politics.”

      Reed looked daggers at me. “He's still an incredibly powerful empath. And if he says he's retired from politics, he's lying. The man has a lot of power in his party. He was their nominee four years ago, in case you forgot.”

      “That's not one of the memories Rose took, if that's what you're asking.”

      He made a face. “That's a hell of a list.”

      “It's also my problem, not yours.”

      “Like I said, we're in business together,” Reed said. “It's both our problems, now. I get that you wanted to keep us out of the dirty work–”

      “It was really more like 'wet work.'”

      He sighed. “Yeah. It really was.”

      “Would you have wanted any part of it?” I asked. “Killing people extrajudiciously, on Harry's say so? On the evidence of text on a screen, read through a specialty app? Trusting that we were matching the right person to the words that incriminated them?”

      “Did you trust in all that?” he asked wearily.

      “I did,” I said. “But I trust Harry. You don't. And the only thing that would have made you trust him in that instance was watching his predictions come true, one by one. But those predictions all involved bodies hitting the floor.”

      “That's such a load of–”

      “Reed, they tried to kill the president,” I said. “Veronika was in their circle jerk the entire time. Taking orders direct from Chapman.”

      He gave me a steely look. “Then why couldn't she just stop him? Before it started?”

      “Because then she's guilty of murder,” I said. “Instead, we did a little dosey-do, played them for a while to let them show us how bad they really were, they all ended up dead, no one else got hurt, and Veronika got a secret presidential commendation – off the record, of course – at my request.”

      “I'm sure that's good for a free medium fry next time she orders at McDonald's.”

      “It's good for allowing her to make a phone call to mitigate trouble the next time she lands in it with the feds,” I said. “I had this argument with Harry, you know. I didn't just let him lead me blindly into it. I played it out as long as I could, trying to find the legal way to deal with them. Didn't work.”

      “According to Harry.”

      “Again...you're not going to trust his word, but you're wondering why I didn't invite you in on this?”

      He made a sour face. “No, I see why, now. But I still hate it.”

      “It's pretty binary,” I said. “You don't want to get on the dirty side of the line. You don't want to trust Harry's vision of the future. Pair that with me not wanting to get you dirty, or wanting to put you in the line of fire with the Network? There's your answer. That's why I dealt with the devils I know and dealt you out.”

      “I still don't like it.”

      “Get over it, Reed,” I said. “We're not in every aspect of each other’s lives.”

      He made dagger eyes at me. “Oh?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “We are not the same person. There are boundaries in our relationship. There should be. That's healthy. I don't get into bed with you and the good doctor, for instance–”

      “Thanks for that.”

      “–no matter what those evil tabloids say, and I don't invite you to give me relationship advice about Harry, because you don't really like him. Fine. Now I'm out.” I shrugged. “And now I'm fine with trying to play by rules that are comfortable with you.”

      “Really?” he stared hard at me. “Where were you and Augustus last night?”

      I felt a tightness in my chest as I sucked in a heavy breath. “Okay. That's...that's a fair question.” I sighed it all out. “We were out flying around, putting out as many of the fires as we could.”

      Reed squinted at me, and I tried to decide what he was thinking, because he was quiet for some very long seconds. Finally, he said, “Good for you.” And he sounded like he meant it.

      “I didn't want to put you in an uncomfortable position by having you tell me not to,” I said. “That's why we didn't tell you.”

      “I don't approve of that,” Reed said softly. “If I'm going to be the leader, you can't do things behind my back like that. But...” He bowed his head, then nodded. “It was a good move. If I'd been feeling better, I'd have liked to join you.”

      “I'll keep that in mind in the future,” I said. “Look...Reed...I know where your lines are, okay? Ethically, I mean. I don't want to push you past them–”

      “And I don't want you pushing yourself past them,” he said, very forcefully. “We have kept this agency going by staying on the right side of the law in whatever state we're working. By not deviating from their expectations, or accepting private contracts, or doing any of the other things that might make our lives easier and more expedient but could ultimately lead to...well, massive headaches, if not complete shutdown.”

      “I know,” I said. “I know. And I'm not trying to mess with that. I want to play by the rules. But–”

      “But if you see a real bad villain,” he said, “you might break those rules to nail them to the wall.”

      “I'm going to try real hard not to,” I said. “But...if they're that bad? Like, world ending bad? Destroying human lives bad? Driving an innocent woman to suicide and trying to kill the president bad?” I nodded slowly. “Yeah, I'm probably going to whack them. I'll look for another way first, but...don't expect me to just sit by and watch evil people do evil shit as they hide behind the letter of the law. I'm not capable of that.”

      “I never said you were,” Reed said. “I never even thought it.”

      “That just means you know me.”

      “A little too well, I think, sometimes,” Reed said ruefully. Just full of rue, he was. He leaned in close to me, and even in the dreamwalk, I could feel the heat of his breath. “We just got you back, Sienna. Put aside this power struggle thing, put aside the philosophical arguments between us – I don't want to lose you again.” He leaned over, putting his forehead right on my shoulder. Hell of a lean for my brother, who was a lot taller than me. “I don't want to lose you again...ever.”

      “I know,” I said, snaking my arms around him, enfolding him in a hug that he reciprocated. “I know. But...” I pulled back from him. “You know that if it ever comes to down to choosing what's right, and what's lawful–”

      “You will bust the law into a million itty-bitty pieces,” Reed said, looking a little teary, all traces of his anger gone. “I do admire that about you. That certainty to act.” He shook his head. “Sometimes I wish I had that.”

      “Awwww,” I said, patting him. “Don't say that.”

      “Why not?”

      I shot him a sly grin. “Because one of us has to uphold the honor of the Treston family name for Dad, and since you're the one who's carrying it, it's really gotta be you. The Nealon name is just a placeholder thing anyway. Friday could carry that one forward with all the dignity and aplomb he can muster.”

      Reed frowned. “That...that's literally zero. He can muster zero.”

      “Whatever, I don't care,” I said, brushing my hand across his face. “I'll play as nice as I can. For you. For everybody, really. I want to do good. Be good. Being an outlaw is not solid ground to do this job. Still, my best is all I can offer, though.”

      “I just worry,” Reed said. “That it's not going to be enough.”

      “Well,” I said, mopping at unreal tears that felt very real, “if it's not...we'll leap off that bridge when we get there.”

      He made a sour face, but he seemed a lot more relaxed than when we'd started this conversation. “Lucky for us, you can fly, huh?”
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      We touched down in Houston to an unsurprisingly small amount of fanfare, but there was fanfare nonetheless. A woman shorter and stockier than me was waiting in plainclothes, but clearly a cop, and she looked like she'd had as little sleep as I had. The moment we were off the plane she came at the four of us like a guided missile. “Mr. Treston, Ms. Nealon, I'm Elaine Wodehouse, Texas Department of Public Safety. Metahuman Section.”

      “Nice to meet you, Ms. Wodehouse,” Reed said, shifting his cell phone so he could take her outstretched hand.

      “We were apprised of your arrival by media reports,” Wodehouse said, thrusting her hand at me. I shook it, quickly. It was a little clammy. “The governor has made it clear we're to give you all the leeway there is.” Her accent really kicked in at the last. This lady was pure Texas. “So...what can DPS do to help you?”

      Reed looked gobsmacked in the most pleasant possible way. “We got a tip that the North Dakota eco-terrorists were heading down here.”

      Wodehouse nodded sharply. “We heard.” She jerked her head toward the exit. “Got any luggage?”

      “No, ma'am,” Reed said.

      “I can take you to HQ,” she said. “We thought that might be the reason for your arrival, and so the director called in all hands last night. We're up to our eyeballs in a threat assessment, but all we've got to work on is what North Dakota has released, which ain't much. A lot of blanks there.”

      “We'll fill in what we can,” Reed said. “Did they release any suspect names yet?”

      Wodehouse shook her head. “If they've got 'em, they're keeping 'em off the table.” She strode along the terminal double-time, her little legs working to maintain her lead. I sympathized. It was a short girl problem. “They say the fires are out now, though. So at least there's that.”

      “Some good news at last,” Reed said dryly, throwing me a look. He checked his cell phone. “Scott's two hours out.”

      “Oh,” I said, remembering that I probably had an angry text message waiting. I powered up my phone as we walked, and it skipped right over the normal boot-up screen, a neat little detail Cassidy had programmed in. Whenever I destroyed this one – and like Thanos, it was inevitable – I was going to be really sad to go back to a normal, off-the-shelf phone.

      My grandmother's reply popped up a few seconds later: Okay. On my way.

      I frowned. That was it? I'd expected...well, an ass chewing, frankly.

      “The director said to tell you it's a pleasure to have you back in Texas,” Wodehouse said. She was looking directly at Reed.

      My brother blushed a little. “It's always nice working with Texas,” he said. “You guys make hunting bad guys easy.” He shook his head, probably thinking of the trouble we'd just had in North Dakota.

      My phone pinged, voicemail alert flaring to life.

      “Ah,” I muttered, “she left behind the format of text and sent me a yelling message with her voice.”

      “What?” Augustus asked, trailing slightly behind me, Reed, and Fast-Walking Wodehouse. Poor girl was practically running.

      “Nothing,” I said. “Just an angry message from my grandmother.” I put the phone to my ear as the voicemail message came over the speaker. A cool, female voice greeted me – and definitely not my grandmother.

      “Ms. Nealon, this is the White House. President Gondry would like to speak to you immediately, as soon as you get off the plane in Houston. Please return our call...”

      “Oh, damn,” I said, meta-low, but drawing the attention of all three of my colleagues. They didn't have to say anything; I could see Reed's concerned look, and I didn't want to keep him in the dark. “That was the president's secretary requesting a call back from me.” I saw Reed's brow furrow deepen. “I think this case is about to go federal.”
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      “Sienna,” President Richard Gondry's voice was deep, pleased, and I could almost imagine the man himself smiling on the other end of the line in spite of the circumstances. “I heard you were involved in the current crisis.”

      “Well, when there's a crisis, sir,” I said, jarred in the back of Wodehouse's police SUV as she took a speed bump outside the airport at north of thirty-five, “you can pretty much assume I'm going to be in the mix somehow.”

      “Indeed,” the president said, sounding entirely too amused. “I also hear the fires in North Dakota are mysteriously out.”

      “That's the rumor going around.”

      “Quite the miracle,” the president went on. “As if some angel just flew in and snuffed them out with a wave of a hand.”

      “If only it were that easy.”

      “It never is, is it?” The president sighed. “I'll make this brief, because I'm sure you've got things to do. North Dakota is scrabbling over jurisdiction. This case is not federal yet, because other than a couple of tips describing a very strange flight arrangement between some souls journeying south to Texas, we have no confirmation that your perpetrators have crossed state lines.”

      “I understand, sir,” I said. “Tough to ID a perp when they're flying over at high speed on a...I don't even know what you'd call it. Makeshift trapeze, maybe.”

      “Exactly,” the president said. “But the moment we have confirmation they're in Texas, the FBI can step in. EPA is already on scene in North Dakota.” He drew a long breath. “This is going to be a news cycle for a few days. With the fires out, oil is spilling out onto the North Dakota soil. Until they get valves in place...” He sighed. “It was really going to be quite the catastrophe either way. Billowing fires polluting our air or oil spilling across the land. My base is going to have a field day.”

      I cringed. “I wouldn't want to be the one to have to deal with those political considerations...sir.”

      “No,” Gondry sighed, “and the election is only six months away, as my campaign manager is so fond of reminding me. If you could wrap this up...”

      “I promise I won't sandbag it, sir,” I said. “But these things generally take their own time.”

      “I understand,” the president said, but he sounded a little dispirited. “The advice I'm getting is make hay of this crisis. Not by taking any sort of swipe at you, you understand – but to stop the drilling, period.”

      “Sir,” I said, then felt the need to slap a hand over my mouth. “Sorry.”

      “Sorry...what?”

      “Was just about to give advice that's way above my pay grade. I'm sure you have it in hand.”

      I could almost imagine Gondry's furrowed brow over the phone. “By all means, Sienna. I'd like to hear your thoughts.”

      I took a deep breath. “I'm no expert. I'm sure I don't know what I'm talking about. I–”

      “All the same,” he said firmly, “you've saved my life. Speak.”

      “Okay, this is probably stupid,” I said. “And I get that, uh...that climate change is a serious topic,” I said, trying to tread lightly. “But if that's an issue you're interested in tackling, you'll only be able to do so as president. The North Dakota thing? I'm no expert, but I'm guessing the US just went from energy independent down to having to import oil again.”

      “I am assured by the Department of Energy that you are correct.”

      “So gas prices are going to spike,” I said. “Which they always do at the beginning of summer anyway, when people prepare to travel, take trips. That means food prices rise, because it costs more to get goods to market. That's a domino effect. People’s vacations are going to be more expensive now. Goods and services are going to be more expensive.”

      “I'm impressed at the amateur economics lesson you're giving me. I think I see where you're going with this, but please...go on.”

      “If you shut down all domestic drilling,” I said, “that crunch gets harder, and they're going to be more focused on the thing that's whacking them across the face rather than long-term environmental concerns. The average American is not going to be thinking about your bold stance as leadership. They're going to be thinking about how you just made their lives measurably worse. Which will not result in returning you to the White House in November.”

      The president was quiet for a long moment. “You're quite right, as usual, Sienna. This was useful to hear.”

      “I was probably out of line,” I said. “I'm sure you've already gotten this message.”

      The president was quiet for a moment. “Perhaps. There are two sides to every decision. I'm quite tuned in to the loudest voices on either side. But you've reminded me there are people out there – voters out there – who don't work for the oil industry or the environmental movement. People still reliant on oil on a day to day basis. People it would affect greatly.” He paused, and I felt like it was for solemnity. “You've given me something to think about. Thank you.”

      “You're welcome, sir,” I said. “I'll try and catch the bad guys. Bring this news cycle to a quick close.”

      “Much appreciated. And do be careful, Sienna.” I could imagine the smile, now. “You know how I worry.”

      I didn't, actually, and it caught me by surprise that he said that. But before I could react, I heard the familiar click that told me the conversation was over.
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      “Right through here,” Wodehouse said as we walked into the Texas DPS command center. About a thousand monitors were spread over the walls, tuned to all manner of surveillance cameras, news stations, and...hell, I thought I saw weather maps on one wall. She led us into a glass conference room off to one side of the command center, and a half dozen employees waited within, staring at maps on the long table and a screen that had a full-color satellite photo of the Houston area on it.

      “Ms. Nealon, I'm Gabriel Garcia,” said a tall, Hispanic man with a cowboy hat. “Texas Rangers.”

      “This is Mr. Treston,” I said, trying to defer quickly. “He's the boss of me.”

      Gabe grinned at Reed. “Oh, I know Mr. Treston. We've worked together before. I know the Coleman boys, too – how you holding up, Augustus?”

      “I'm getting by,” Augustus said, catching Gabe's hand and pulling him in for a hug. “You talked to Taneshia?”

      Gabe shook his head as they pulled apart. “We only work through you for meta emergencies. Seen a couple things she's done in Atlanta, though. Local hero.”

      “Yeah, she's doing all right,” Augustus said a little tightly. “Momma says she's the toast of the town. Still living next door, though.”

      “Jamal, how you doing, brother?” Gabe said, and he seized Jamal's hand and brought him in for a bro hug. Then he did the same to Reed, and suddenly I felt very much like I had missed the last several years. “You're not back on the juice, are you?” He nodded at the laptop in Jamal's hand.

      “Work to be done,” Jamal said, a little abashed.

      “Guess so,” Gabe said, and gestured us over to the map spread on the table, a black and white plat looking thing. “Need you to confirm a thing for us – this North Dakota business? The motive was eco-terrorism, right? With big oil as the target?”

      “Sure looks that way,” Reed said. “They burned a lot of wells, and there's a lot of oil spilling out even with the fires out.”

      “Okay, that crystallizes our thinking, narrows the focus some,” Gabe said, pointing at the map. “As you probably know, Texas is the heart of the oil and gas industry in the US. Lot of companies in that sector call Houston home. The feds passed on the tip about these perps' directional heading.” He tapped on Houston on the map. “The city has hundreds of oil-based targets. Refineries, company HQs, homes of executives...”

      “You're thinking assassination?” I asked, settling my sweaty palms on the table to peer at the map.

      Gabe shrugged. “Could be. If it's a political statement they're looking to make, that'd be one way to get the message across. But...” And here he cringed.

      “What?” Augustus asked.

      Gabe looked vaguely stricken. “There are so many oil refineries in Texas that if they're looking to do environmental damage...that'd be a real good way. This is a target-rich environment, and they've already proven they're willing to blitzkrieg. They can do a lot of damage in a short time. And unfortunately...” He pushed the cowboy hat up high on his head.  “...There's no way to know what they're going to hit until they do it.”
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      The Port of Houston was a sprawling thing, lasting for miles along both sides of a long ship channel. Scout stared at the murky brown waters, the warm, humid air causing her to break out into a sweat.

      “Extra guard forces out,” Isaac said. They were standing on a shore just outside the port's fences, looking in at the heavy machinery and backdrop of massive storage tanks. So much petroleum in there, waiting to be shipped in or out. “Big oil can smell us coming.”

      “We did burn an awful lot of their profits up there in NoDak,” AJ grinned.

      “Let's burn them all up,” Francine said with her familiar cackle.

      Scout felt that familiar wiggle in her belly. Her heart fluttered.

      “This is going to be messier than those oil wells,” Isaac said. He checked his phone, then powered it down. “Phones off, okay? I doubt they've ID'd us yet by these burners, but let's make sure to keep them off until we're at the next safe point, and only use them right before we're about to move. They need to be turned off the rest of the time.”

      “Yes sir!” Francine said with excess gusto, fiddling with her phone. “Whatever sacrifice it takes to cook these pigs, I'm all in favor of it.” Which was a funny thing for her to say, because Francine was a loud and proud vegan.

      Scout didn't bother to check her phone. She hadn't even turned it on since before Dakota. Besides, her hands ached from the ride down. “Should we take a little longer before we do this?” she asked, and shook out her grip.

      “AJ's the only one using his hands in this,” Isaac said, catching her eye. “You good, AJ?”

      “I'm good, bro,” AJ said, gripping that AK. “Time to spread my wings and fly, right?”

      “I've got a safe house in Kentucky,” Isaac said. “We'll head there right after this. Recoup, rest for a day or two, then get back after it.” He smiled. “Maybe we could even recruit a junior league team to sow some havoc elsewhere while we're working here. It'd be nice to have some backup, you know? Get a farm league going?”

      AJ hooted. “Join the cause, yeah! Get 'em off the couch, out of the damned coffee shops and the streets, and into the fight. That's what I'm talking about.”

      “Yeah, well, we'll need some time to parse the net,” Isaac said. “Let Francine do her thing, see what these people are all about. If we can bring in some newbies, we can expand our operations and do twice the damage to big oil.” He flashed them a grin. “Sound good?”

      “Sounds good to me,” Francine said, pocketing her phone. “We need to mobilize an army.”

      “An army fights on its morale,” Isaac said. “That means we need victories. North Dakota was a good strike, and you know why we did it first.”

      “Because it was easy,” AJ said.

      “Built confidence,” Isaac said in agreement. “Now it's time to up the complexity. What do we say?”

      “For the cause!” Francine coughed it up instantly.

      “For the cause,” AJ said, a second behind her.

      Isaac looked right at Scout. “You with us, dear?”

      Scout blinked. “Thought I said...sorry. For the cause.”

      “That's right,” Isaac said. “Let's go, and hope that today is not the day we make our sacrifice for the Earth. We're all dust in the long run, and the earth is the only thing that will survive us. It...must...survive us. Let's go.”
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      “So we sit and wait?” I asked, staring at the map table like a complete idiot. Feeling helpless was not one of my fortes. “What, like, Netflix and chill until something blows up?”

      “Whoa,” Augustus said, “who you Netflixing and chilling with here? And in public?”

      “I can actually watch Netflix with someone without it turning into sexy times,” I said. “It's really easy. You just watch whatever's on.”

      “If you know a way to find these people without a clue what they're going to hit,” Gabriel said, looking back down at the map, “I'm all ears. Otherwise...yeah, I think we're waiting.” He fiddled with his hat brim, knocking it back slightly.

      There was a sudden change in tenor out in the command center. I sensed it beyond the glass walls that hemmed us in to the conference room. “Something's happening,” I said, looking at a lady rush from one console to another, high heels clacking audibly even through the glass partition.

      “What?” Gabriel's head came up, and he knocked his cowboy hat back down to its proper position.

      I tried to listen beyond the glass, but it was muffled, and a clamor, too many people talking at once to get a sense. Instead, in a moment of impatience, I conjured to mind a memory of Gerry Harmon in all his smug, presidential glory.

      My head felt like I'd shoved it up to a fire hydrant, sticking the valve directly into my nose, then opened it wide. I felt the force, the violence of thoughts injected straight into my brain like that high pressure water flow. I thumped to the ground, colors sparkling in my vision, and had this strange feeling that somehow I'd been hit so hard that my feet had flipped over my head at least once. I had a flash in my head of Scott Byerly, looking at me with deep concern, and then that faded.

      “What the–” Gabriel was staring at me beyond my hazy peripheral vision. Looked like he was standing on the wall behind me, head sticking horizontally out from behind my elbow.

      My brain ached as if someone had taken a hammer to it, but only after using a saw to remove the top of my skull first. The better to turn it all into wet mash. Augustus's face pushed into my cloudy, spot-filled field of vision, then so did Reed's. They flanked me, one on each side, as the colors started to fade.

      “Are you all right?” Reed's hand rested on my upper arm, worry showing through the pressure he was applying.

      “Owww,” I said. “Did my feet just fly up over my head? Or was that a hallucination?”

      “Naw, that happened,” Augustus said, taking my other arm. “What'd you do?”

      I dropped my voice to meta-low. “Tried to use my telepathic powers.” I touched my forehead. It did not feel good. I summoned to mind a vision of Wolfe, and the pain receded.

      “You get anything?” Reed asked, reciprocating with the meta-low voice.

      “Yeah, fragments,” I said. “Something about...'Houston Ship Channel.' Whatever that is?”

      “What's going on here?” came a familiar voice. A face shoved into view over Reed's shoulder – Scott.

      I stared at him, blinking. “Scott...is he...are you really here?”

      Reed glanced up, then back at me. “He's really here, yes. He was on his way, remember?”

      “Did she have some kind of episode?” Gabriel asked. “Do I need to call a doctor?”

      “I'm fine,” I said. “Just...sudden onset migraine. I–”

      The door at the far end of the conference room flew open. Someone was standing there. Someone I couldn't see. When they spoke, the voice loud, deep, trumpeting, and hurt my already hurting head.

      “There's been an attack on an oil tanker,” the speaker said. “In the Houston Ship Channel, near the port. It's about to explode.”
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      Isaac and AJ emerged from the water sopping, about a hundred or so yards away from where Francine and Scout had been waiting. Isaac's stylish clothing just dripped, but he wore a broad grin.

      “Yesssss,” Francine hissed.

      Scout heard her – barely. Her ears were still ringing from the explosion. She took in the exultation for only a moment before turning her eyes away, to the center of the ship channel.

      A fire burned, and parts of the tanker still floated on the surface. It was in half, burning, smoke rushing to the heavens, the oily, chemical, choking smell billowing into the air. When it had blown up, Scout and Francine had been bowled over, a shock wave hitting her harder than any of Isaac's ever had.

      “We win,” Isaac said, slapping his hands down, throwing water onto the dirty shore. His grin was inescapable. “We've struck the first blow on this battlefield – two of them, actually – and they were mighty ones.”

      Scout's ears were still ringing, but she heard him through this.

      “Yeah!” Francine pumped her arms in the air, including the AK she'd taken up from AJ before he'd gone on this little excursion.

      AJ, still dripping fiercely, had a slightly more chill smile. “So cool. And we left 'em that little surprise in the middle of the channel.” His grin went toothy as he cast a look toward the burning waters.

      “Onward, my friends,” Isaac said, striding over to the piece of fencing that he'd used to carry them all this way. Scout wanted to shudder, looking at it, but instead she turned her gaze back to the burning slick of oil on the surface of the channel.

      This was good.

      This would show them.

      “Scout?” Isaac's voice was soft, and his hand was suddenly on her shoulder, a near spectral touch, light and perfect.

      She turned and he was there, staring at her with deep concern in his eyes.

      He brushed his knuckles against her jaw, bringing his head down to look her in the eye. “You don't seem as happy as the others.”

      Scout forced a smile. “I'm happy.” She looked at the burning flames dancing across the water again. “Really...really happy.” The ringing was still there in her ears from the detonation.

      Isaac's hand came to rest on her collarbone, against her shirt instead of her skin, and he smiled as he looked her in the eyes. “We've done something real here. Something that matters. They'll be talking about the blow we struck here today for as long as humans live on this planet. We're reversing the course of human damage.”

      “But we're causing damage,” Scout said, and it came out in the meekest of whispers, where she could barely hear it herself.

      “A necessary evil,” Isaac said, and he ran a single finger down the side of her neck. “They won't listen if we don't make enough noise. We agreed on that, right?”

      Scout watched the flames, and felt as though she could sense them burn in her soul.

      But to Isaac she just looked up and smiled as a single tear coursed down her cheek. “If this is what it takes,” she said, “then yes. I agree.”

      Isaac smiled. “Good.” He waved to the others, who had been standing behind her. “Let's go get the next one done.”
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      “I got there just in time to see you do some kind of spasming backflip from outside the conference room,” Scott Byerly said, sitting next to me in the second row seat of the Texas DPS SUV. “What the hell happened?” He dropped his voice. “Did I hear you say something about using Harmon powers?”

      “Yeah, it was a stupid impulse I had,” I said. “Tried to get a clue about the panic going on outside the room and ended up frying my brain with overstimulus.”

      “Maybe don't do that again,” Reed said from the front seat. He was riding next to Gabriel, the SUV going over bumps, sirens blaring as we fought our way through Houston to get to the ship channel.

      “Thanks for the advice about the barn door,” I said, “I never would have figured out to shut it if you hadn't said something just now. In fact, I was about to experiment with my telepathic powers again, just for kicks, because I like the sensation of someone setting off nukes in my skull.”

      “Is that what it feels like?” Augustus asked from the back seat. “Because if so, I have questions about how guys like Zollers and Harmon manage those powers.”

      “Zollers told me it's because when they manifest, they start weak,” I said. “Kinda like listening to the radio and gradually turning up the volume versus just starting in the middle of a death metal concert, sitting next to the speaker.”

      “So are you going to be able to learn to read our minds?” Scott asked. I sensed that he wanted to touch me, to offer reassurance. He didn't, though, his reticence an artifact of our ruined, long-ago romance.

      “Maybe someday,” I said, “but Zollers said it'd take years of steady, disciplined practice to be able to control it, and we'd have to start by visiting isolated areas where the number of minds I would be in contact with would be near zero. Not sure I have that kind of time to devote.”

      “We should plan a cabin trip,” Augustus said. “Those are big in Minnesota. All the natives talk about going 'up north' for the weekend. My southern ass sitting here all jealous because I ain't rich enough or cool enough to have a cabin 'up north.'”

      “Maybe if you hadn't blown all your money on renting a penthouse and then leasing the latest cars, you could have afforded some actual real estate...?” Jamal offered, quite savagely. Because it was true.

      “Pfffft,” Augustus dismissed him. “Whatever, man. I'm living, here. What are you doing?”

      “My parents have a place up north,” Scott said. “We could probably go up there some weekend this summer.”

      “Can we get our heads in the game?” Reed didn't bother turning around to look at us, or even to raise his voice where Gabriel could hear him. “We are riding into a hostile situation here, and we need to have – holy shit.”

      Gabriel brought the SUV to a stop in a field of flashing lights. Ambulances, fire trucks, police cars – all of them were amply populating the bank of the channel.

      Scott shoved open the door and held it for me as I stepped out, gingerly, into the glaring bright day. The thermometer was already north of ninety degrees in the city of Houston, but where I was standing, it was easily more like 120.

      The Houston Ship Channel burned.

      Black, oily smoke poured off the water, floating to heaven like the pyres of the dead at a mass incineration. Whatever wreckage remained of the tanker had either sunk or was cloaked beyond the wall of the flame and smoke.

      “It's so hot,” Augustus said, futilely holding up a hand, as though it could shield him from the heat. He looked at me. “Anything you can do about this? You know...subtly?”

      I stared at the blazing flames, burning hot and free across the water, feeding off the hundred thousand plus gallons of oil that were, even now, washing ashore and combining with the dirt in a revolting mixture of oil-slicked soil.

      But at least they weren't burning. Which was more than I could say for the entire middle of the channel.

      “This is a catastrophe,” Reed breathed, and I couldn't find it in me to disagree. “A damned catastrophe.”
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      I was sweating from the fire burning on the water, and the Texas heat, dripping and drenched after only a few minutes in the sun. The sky was shaded dark black, the natural blue only visible at the edges as the oily smoke drifted skyward.

      The chemical taste of oily smoke dried my throat, my vocal chords. Some of the rescue personnel were already donning HAZMAT suits and breathing masks.

      “Maybe we should go,” Gabriel said. His cowboy hat was askew again, tilted back on his head, and his eyes were squinting against the heat pouring off the blaze.

      The fact that the water was burning was one of the most disconcerting things I'd ever seen. Sure, in my head, dimly, I'd always known that when mixed with a fuel source like oil, water could burn. But one of the fundamental assumptions that you walk around through life with is that...water puts out fire.

      But the water here burned, and it was strangely frightening.

      “This is going to be years to clean up,” Jamal pronounced from somewhere behind me.

      “Oh, it's worse than that,” Gabriel said. “I mean, you're right, it'll be years. But it's going to shut down shipping here during some of that time. The city, state economies are going to take a brutal hit. Wildlife, the ecology...” He bowed his head, shaking it, hat falling back down into position. “...I'm not sure how this compares to North Dakota, but it's probably going to be the worst ecological disaster we've ever seen down here.”

      “I'm not so sure about that,” Scott said, peering intently at the burning waters. He looked up, scanning around. “Is there a...” He craned his neck look around. “Ah.” He pointed down the shore. “Augustus, can you sense anything in that dump truck?”

      I looked where he'd pointed; a rust-colored, open-top dump truck was sitting down the shore, the kind that tilted sideways to drop its payload.

      Augustus gave the truck a glance, then waved his hand. “A layer of residual dirt at the bottom, but that's all. Why?”

      “Can you check it for drainage holes at the bottom?” Scott was stretching his hands, clenching and unclenching his fists.

      Augustus stared in deep concentration for a moment. “No, the bottom is solid. Why...?”

      “Can you help me here?” Scott asked. Looking right at me.

      I blinked at him. “Doing...what?”

      “Can you turn down the stove a little?” Scott smiled. Then nodded at the river.

      I stared at him. Then at the river. “Wha...?”

      Oh. I got it.

      “Subtly, though,” Scott said. “Less heat would really help me out.”

      “I can help with that,” Reed said, and took to the air, floating ten feet above us, either for theatrical effect or to see better. There was a whoosh! of air around us, and the flames at the heart of the river seemed to flicker, fading by a small measure.

      I pictured Gavrikov in my head, centering myself on his fire powers, and reached out with my mind. I could feel the heart of the fire, burning in the river, consuming all the oil it touched. I held the image of it, the feel of it, in my head. Then I turned down the intensity; I couldn't turn it off, not a fire that big and certainly not at this distance, but I did reduce it.

      A ripple of surprise ran through the crowd of first responders. I opened my eyes, keeping my powers in mind, keeping the intensity dialed back on the flames, which wanted, so badly, to rise again.

      “Perfect,” Scott said, and stepped up to the edge of the channel. He kicked off his shoes and peeled off his socks. Water rose to greet him, rising in columns that embraced his feet, lifting him up like the wind lifted Reed. He rose above the river twenty feet on twin columns of clear water. His hands started to dance like a conductor...

      The fires at the left side of the blaze suddenly went out; I felt them snuff and stared, trying to see, to figure out what was happening.

      Like lights on a switch, the fire started to go out from the left side of the blaze to the right. One of the forks of burning flames was closer to shore, and I stared as it began to go out, bright, blazing orange disappearing in water, the black slick that had coated the channel slipped under the surface as if swallowed by it.

      “He's pulling the oil down,” Jamal said, “getting it off the surface. With no oxygen to burn...”

      “It goes out,” Augustus said. “He's snuffing it with the water by pushing the oil away.”

      With a mighty shove, Reed pushed the black smoke higher into the sky, clearing the sky above the channel. The black slick that had been present before was now gone, shoved under the surface by Scott, where it couldn't burn as easily. Since I'd turned down the heat...it went right out. Reed wafted back down to us, landing next to me. “Any fire left?”

      I shook my head. “I think he got it all.”

      “That's great,” Gabriel said, “but what about the oil?”

      “Give me a minute!” Scott shouted, back to us, still mounted on his pillars of water. The surface of the channel rippled, and with a heave, a bulbous mass of oil was lifted from it, dumping itself into the back of the side-loading dump truck down the shore. It splashed, truck rocking on its shocks, a tiny amount of oil dripping down the side.

      “Nuh uh,” Augustus said, clouds of dust whipping around the truck, pushing the crawling oil back up the sides. Once it was all gone, back in the truck, the dust seemed to dissipate.

      A cascading round of applause broke out among the first responders, loud and rollicking and complete with whoops. Augustus smiled and waved, but Scott slumped, taking deep breaths as his water pillars delivered him gently back to shore.

      “Bring me more trucks,” he said, looking at Gabriel, “more containers. I can clean the whole river for you.” He paused, frowning. “Wait. There's something else.” He straightened. “There's a pipeline on the bottom of the channel.” He shook his head. “They burst it, too. It's blowing oil out.”

      “How you gonna fix that?” Jamal asked.

      Augustus stepped up. “Point me to it, Scotty?”

      Scott pointed a wavering hand toward the middle of the channel. A solid platform of water lifted out of the surface, a hand forming, waving at us.

      “I got you,” Augustus said, and held out his own hand toward the waving, watery one. Closing his eyes in concentration, he let out a stiff grunt. “Oh, yeah. It's billowing. That's a high flow.”

      “Yeah,” Scott said, almost bent double. “I can maybe hold it back with water for a while, but not too long.”

      “Don't even sweat it,” Augustus said, and with a couple more twists of his hand and a grunt, he opened his eyes. “There. I packed in dirt solid on either side of the pipeline. Nothing coming out now.”

      Scott straightened, frowning in concentration. “You really did, didn't you? I can't feel anything coming out of it.”

      “Okay, well I guess that solves that problem...?” Jamal looked around, like he was seeking another to solve.

      An explosion answered him before any of the rest of us had a chance to. It boomed powerfully over us, the force enough that I staggered back a step.

      Looking in the direction that it came from, I found myself staring down the channel to the east.

      “That's the Vaquero Oil Refinery,” Gabriel said, looking at the black cloud already billowing out as another explosion rocked the earth around us. “East of the 610 bridge.”

      “How far from here?” Reed asked tensely.

      “Ten minutes by car. Maybe twenty with traffic.”

      “They don't know we're here,” I whispered, and Reed looked at me before nodding. “They won't be expecting us.”

      Reed shook his head. “I'm sorry, Gabriel, but I can't wait that long. We need to fly, ground clearance be damned.”

      “I'll get you ground clearance,” Gabriel said, already whipping up his cell phone. “Go! Just go!”

      “You all ready?” Reed asked, looking around at us.

      “As I'll ever be to get whisked through the air like some magical prom date,” Augustus said, steeling himself.

      “Then here we go,” Reed said, not waiting for the rest of us. He lifted us off, flung us into the sky on tornadoes of wind, rushing toward the source of the explosions as another one boomed, shaking us as we flew.
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      “HAHAHAHAHA!” AJ's laugh was borderline maniacal as he hurled another plasma burst at one of the enormous white tanks of petroleum or chemicals – Scout wasn't certain. All she knew was that as soon as the plasma made contact with whatever was in that tank–

      WHOOMP.

      The explosion hurled Scout backward, right onto her ass for the fourth time in a minute. The force was astounding, like a kick to the chest.

      Black, billowing clouds were already flooding into the air from the burning tanks that AJ had already blown up. He, too, was on the ground, but laughing, audible under the prodigious ringing in Scout's ears. Her vision was shaking – or maybe the ground was? She was definitely regretting coming with AJ on this part of the mission. She could have gone with Isaac and Francine. They were in the control room, with the quieter AK-47, making the employees fear for their lives as they sabotaged the piping and processing. AJ had gotten the “easy” part of the mission – making stuff blow up. Maybe the most fun, too, to hear him laugh about it. He threw another bolt of burning-hot plasma at the next tank and–

      WHOOMP.

      Scout found herself flat on the ground again, and just gave up. She crawled on all fours to a nearby patch of grass. The heat was scorching, fires billowing wildly out of the wreckage of the tanks, turning an already steaming Texas day into a veritable oven. Her mind wandered to what Isaac and Francine were up to in the control room. Francine had probably killed a couple people. She seemed to like that. Isaac probably didn't mind, either. Anything for the cause, after all.

      AJ was dancing, wobbling, as he readied another ball of blue plasma. He was whooping and hollering, though Scout couldn't hear him anymore.

      Brushing her fingers against the side of her head, they came back red and sticky. A glance at AJ revealed that his ears, too, were leaking blood.

      That was fine, though. They'd heal. Scout, for her part, intended to just keep her head down and keep watch for men with guns. Because that was the real danger here, that some men with guns would show up and kill one or both of them before they were done.

      As another shockwave buffeted her, Scout managed to stay on all fours through this explosion. AJ hit the ground again, but his chest was moving in silent laughter. At least he was having a good time, Scout thought, watching the road in either direction through the tank farm. And with all these explosions, who would even try and come after them here? Only a fool, that was who. But watching out was Scout's job, and so she set herself to it, bracing for the next explosion, but watching for any other kind of trouble that might come their way.
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      The explosions were coming at a rate of one every thirty or so seconds, booms that rattled our teeth and buffeted us minimally, probably because Reed was diminishing their force with some barrier of wind ahead of us. I could physically see disturbances rush toward us after every boom, and they all came to an abrupt stop in front of us, as though we had a shield over us.

      My brother's face was taut with concentration. Keeping the five of us aloft and protected from the shockwaves was probably not the easiest thing he'd ever done.

      “Reed, you want me to play tactical lead on this?” I asked. “You look mentally occupied.”

      “Do it,” he grunted. And that was all.

      “Okay,” I said, mind racing. “This is a game of contain and gang-bang.”

      “Ew,” Augustus said.

      “That's a florid description,” Scott said.

      “Accurate, too,” I said. “We need to stop the explosions.” We were high enough and close enough that I could see the refinery. Chemical tanks had been the sources of the big booms. Six or seven of them were burning now, and billowing flame and smoke. “Scott, you contain the plasma thrower.”

      Scott raised an eyebrow. “Uh...I'm a little weak at the moment.”

      I pointed at the tank farm, partially engulfed, as another went boom, sending a deep vibrato through my bones. “The river's right there, and the humidity has got to be high today. You should have a lot to work with, but I need you to stall this guy. Augustus – you too. Dirt shields are effective against plasma.”

      “Yeah, but they get turned to glass,” Augustus said.

      “Which you can also control, as I recall.” I pointed at the tanks. “This needs to stop.”

      “What are you going to be doing?” Scott asked.

      “Reed and I need to corner Flyboy,” I said. “If we don't stop him, they escape the same as last time, and we replay this same scenario somewhere else tomorrow, possibly with much worse results.”

      “I'm not sure how much cornering I'm going to be able to do right now,” Reed said. “At least not until I can drop this shield. It's taking all I have to keep these shockwaves from knocking us out of the sky.”

      “What am I doing?” Jamal asked.

      “Ideally, I'd put you in a containment position against the other Thor,” I said, “but I'm not so sure that's a good idea given we don't know where she is. Maybe you should go with Augustus and Scott.”

      “I'll do whatever,” Jamal said. “But if you go up against Queen Thunderhands, y'all are going to be in a pickle.”

      I shared a look with Reed, who nodded. “You stay with us, then,” I said. “Until we get a solid idea where she is.”

      “What about the succubus?” Augustus asked.

      “I want to say we leave her to last,” I chewed my lip, “but the truth is she's as dangerous as any of the others. Maybe more so, depending. She's vanilla right now, I think, but who knows? Maybe she's got a power she's hiding. Plasma guy wasn't exactly throwing that around last time. Whatever the case, we have our priorities. Stop the chaos, cut off their retreat, then converge and bag the rest.”

      “Texas is generally cool with us knocking off metas if they present a threat,” Reed said, voice straining. “They won't give us any trouble. Not after this shit.” He looked at me with great significance.

      “I can't do much unless we have some cover,” I said, giving him a look of significance right back.

      “Whoa,” Augustus said, “we do not need a massive cloud like last time, okay?”

      Reed nodded. “I'll try and put up...a smokescreen. Maybe a few hundred feet out...perimeter...keep the cameras from catching you.” Then he shook his head wearily. “It's not going to be easy or perfect, though. If there's someone down there with a cell phone recording, they'll get footage of you.”

      “People close to the refinery are hopefully running right now,” I said, then looked at Jamal. “Is it too much to hope for that you could take a quick look at the local cell network and see who's down there?”

      “I ain't that good,” Jamal said. “I can't do it on the fly while we're riding into battle.”

      “I hate to say it,” Scott said, “but times like this I miss J.J. and Abby.”

      “You miss 'em?” Jamal asked. “How do you think I feel, picking up all their slack on the tech side since they got laid off?”

      Another detonation rent the air in front of us, slightly less harsh than the last. “Must have been half-empty,” Scott said.

      “Sienna,” Reed said, concentrating. “I'm getting sub-sonic air movement in one of the buildings below.” He pointed at the warren of piping and metallic structures snaking through the refinery proper, which was situated a few hundred yards from the tank farm that was blowing up. “Someone's flying around in there. Maybe ramming into people at high speed?”

      I nodded, and threw my hand forward. “Set down Augustus and Scott over there, keep Jamal with us.”

      Reed nodded, then closed his eyes. “Hang on, guys. This might get a little...bumpy.”

      “Bumpy?” Augustus asked. “What do you m – ahhhhhhhh!”

      He and Scott shot forward like they'd been accelerated out of a cannon, dropping precipitously toward the earth ahead.

      “Sienna...” Reed said, pulling his hand back as Scott and Augustus made landfall – a little rough, it looked like – just outside the tank farm. “Hold Jamal up under your own power, will you?”

      I sidled sideways lazily through the air, trying to make it look like the wind was carrying me. I looped an arm around his chest, which was easy because he was a thin dude, and once I had him snug, certain there was no skin touching, I said, “We're good.”

      Reed just nodded, and I felt the wind beneath us give out. My own flight powers took up our weight, my arm straining only a little to keep Jamal in my grip as Reed turned his attention elsewhere.

      And where his attention went...was immediately obvious to anyone with functioning eyes.

      Black smoke bled off the fires in the tank farm, whipping around in an unnatural semi-circle. It became like the eye of an ebony hurricane in seconds, shrouding the tank farm from view down to thirty or so feet off the ground.

      “I see people fleeing,” Jamal said, pointing at the ground. “Not seeing any cell phones looking up at us, though. They're hustling for their lives.”

      “That's smart,” I said. “But I don't give a damn. If I get caught flying, I get caught. This is getting too serious for me to worry about covering my own ass.”

      “Then why did I just have to go to the trouble of whipping up this cover?” Reed grumbled. Sweat beads were coursing down his forehead, and his hairline looked to be soaked.

      “Well, I'm not exactly looking to get caught,” I said, then turned my attention to the building he'd pointed out before. “Down there, you say?”

      Reed nodded. “You need me to come with you?”

      “Can you maintain this from down there?” I asked.

      He paused, thinking it over. “Maybe. Probably. I might be a little slower to call out what I feel him doing, though. I'm trying to keep track of too much.”

      “Just do what you can,” I said, and started to ease toward the ground below, aiming toward the edges of the building, looking for an entrance. “That's all I'm asking.”

      “That's all you're asking...for now,” Reed said, but when I looked at him, he smiled. A little pointedly, but a smile.

      It was progress.
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      The landing was not exactly what I'd come to expect from my years of flying. Sure, I was used to mostly airplane flight, with their relatively delicate, occasionally bumpy touchdowns. Reed's forced landing was like he'd forgotten about us ten or fifteen feet from the ground, maybe even just thrown us down like toys he was tired of.

      My shoulder took some of the impact, but I rolled out of it, thumping onto my back. I landed on dirt, thankfully, and tried to use it to absorb some of the landing, then do the same for Scotty, who landed about ten feet to my left.

      I might not have quite gotten to him in time to do as much, because I heard the air rush out of him, and he tried to suck in a breath right as another tank blew up.

      That set my head to ringing real good, and when I opened my eyes, the sky was black around us, smoke bleeding off the tower fires and caught up in whatever vortex Reed was crafting.

      Scott was rolling to his belly, eyes half-closed, when I made it up to a knee. He had a hand on the back of his head, and when he lifted it, there was some blood there. Looked like my soft landing attempt hadn't worked as well with him.

      “What do we do now?” he asked, still cringing, as he sat up.

      “You heard the lady,” I said, offering him a hand up, which he took. “We stop the booms.”

      Scotty nodded, eyes partially closed. “Yeah. Okay.” He was opening and closing his hands.

      “Yo, what are you doing?” I asked.

      “Getting a grip on the channel water,” Scott said. “Bringing it closer for when I need it.”

      “Oh, yeah, good idea,” I said, and started to excavate the earth around me. The roads through the tank farm were all dirt and some gravel – ideal for me to work with. I grabbed a mountain here, a mountain there, readying it so I could pull it to me.

      Another tank went up, only a hundred yards or so away. There was one tank between us, and if I read the ground right–

      “Uh, Scotty?” I grabbed him by the arm, dragged him over to me, and launched us forward on a platform of dirt. “We need to move before–”

      The tank we'd been standing by lit off in a blaze of glory, sending us both hurtling through the air.
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      “Here,” I said, ripping open a door on the side of the building that Reed had indicated. It was shot through with piping that hugged the ceiling, the very walls made of the stuff, like they were running all the liquid in the world through this building. Or at least all the piping, though what the conduits contained – well, I didn't have a clue. Oil was in there somewhere, presumably.

      I'd dropped Jamal to the catwalk; we were on the second story of this building, which seemed to be the refinery proper. I was unclear on how any of this machinery worked, but the building appeared to be made of corrugated metal, which I always took to be a hasty type of construction. Whether that was true or not was open to debate, because as much as I tried to cast a wide net in terms of learning, building procedures was an area with which I had zero experience.

      “I hear something,” Jamal whispered. He moved to take the lead but I held out a hand to stop him. Furrowing his brow, he looked at me. “What?”

      “Maybe let the person who can heal from fatal wounds go in front?” I smirked.

      “Oh. Right.” He made a slight bowing gesture, putting his hand out in front of him. “Lay on, MacDuff.”

      I winced; anything Scottish tended to set my teeth on edge. “Thanks,” I managed to get out through the grinding of my molars.

      The building was a warren, seemingly endless. I listened carefully for noise and heard what Jamal had talked about. Then I froze, listening intently. Reed and Jamal both paused behind me, but the rasping of their breath covered over the subtle sound in the distance.

      Shaking my head, I crept forward, delicately touching my boots on the catwalk to keep them from squeaking and giving away our arrival.

      A grunt in the distance gave me pause again. It sounded like someone was engaging in some form of physical labor. Lifting a piece of machinery? Trying to break open valves?

      My refinery knowledge was zero, so rather than try to conjure a clue out of the empty air I crept on, muffling my footsteps and gesturing for the boys behind me to do the same.

      We came to an intersection, light flooding out on the darkened catwalk from our right. I pointed in that direction, tilting slowly around the corner with my hand pointed like a gun, ice powers swirling at my fingertips. Sure, Texas was okay with me drilling these perps with fire, probably, but Sienna Nealon wasn't supposed to have fire powers any longer, so I really needed to keep this thing quiet if I wanted to maintain that secret.

      The corridor stretched off, dimly lit, and stopped about twenty yards ahead at a door. It wasn't ajar, and the only light was an overhead fixture shedding its luminescence on the grated metal below.

      Keeping my heavy boots quiet on the catwalk was not the easiest thing I'd ever done. A moan caused me to stop, and Jamal to almost run into me.

      “Sorry, sorry,” he whispered meta-low, his hip having found my left butt cheek with a surprising amount of force. I managed to stay upright and shoot him a dirty look, which prompted the apology.

      Reed was glaring at us both from the rear for some reason, but I ignored his crabbiness and started forward again. Whatever the noise was, it seemed to fit with the earlier pattern. Our perps were exerting themselves in there for some reason, probably not good. Probably to do with making this place more flammable.

      When I reached the door, I took up position at the left side of the frame and gestured for Jamal to get behind me and Reed to get across. They both fell into line quickly and quietly. I readied my left hand over the door handle, my right prepared with ice. In addition, I drew on the memory of Eve Kappler, and watched my eyes glow with fairy light in my reflection (in Reed's eyes).

      I stepped out in front of the door and gave it a mighty kick, tearing it off its hinges and flinging it into the room. I followed a second after it, both hands glowing faintly blue and swirling with cold powers as I charged into what appeared to be a control room, consoles lining the wall in front of me.

      Dead bodies lay across the grated floor. I counted five before I stopped to focus on the live bodies in front of me, at the console. My hands were ready with ice as I pointed at them, ready to freeze them up as I caught them both in my sights–

      And stopped short, caught utterly by surprise.

      “What the f–?” Reed started to say.

      “Ohhhh, damn,” Jamal muttered behind me.

      Because we'd found our perps. And they were certainly laboring, all right. With their pants around their ankles, shrouded partly in shadow but looking at us in surprise, wound tightly together, pressed against a console – en flagrante delicto.
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      “Thank you...for the soft landing,” Scott grunted, mouth partially full of dirt.

      I heard him and understood him because I could feel the vibrations of his words through the dirt. We were both packed in it, knocked asunder by the exploding tank. I'd caught us in an impromptu earthwork. It wasn't the softest landing in history, like if I'd had powers involving, say, marshmallows, or feathers. But it was the best I could do with what I had.

      “No problem,” I said, shoving off my dirt bed and back to my knees. I was covered in grains and sweat. “Any chance you can clean me off from this sweat and I'll dust you off, and we'll go into battle looking quasi-respectable?”

      Scotty waved a hand over me, and I felt the sticky perspiration on my skin dissolve. Removing the dirt after that was just a sweep more of my hand.

      I offered him mine, helping him up. “Let's get this guy,” he said, through a trickle of blood at the corner of his mouth. Looked like that wasn't coming off with a wave of his hand.

      “You got a plan?” I asked, hustling into a run. We were sprinting around an already-burning tank, the smoke being piped off, presumably by Reed, since it was joining his visual shield wall at the perimeter of the refinery property.

      “Yeah, we take this guy apart before he blows something else up,” Scott said, and he turned on the jets, sprinting around the corner.

      I followed him, because hell if I was going to get left behind by the rich, blond prettyboy white dude. We made it around the burning tank around the same time, and I was already sweating like a fiend again, because the heat coming off it was no joke. If we made it through this thing, I was going to have my work cut out for me dousing these fires in sand.

      Coming around the tank, we had circled back around to the dirt road that ran straight through the middle of the tank farm. Black scorch marks from the explosions colored the earth around each of them, and my head was still ringing from that last boom.

      But there, ahead, in the middle of the road, was a dude who was dancing, his hands glowing blue.

      “Scott, he's 'bout to throw one–” I said.

      That was all I got out before a wave of water came blowing out of the black cloud beyond. It interposed itself between the dancing guy and the tank he was throwing at, and that ball of glowing blue plasma hit the water and sizzled, a hiss of steam so loud I could hear it over the furious ringing in my ears.

      Dancing guy stopped dancing, and for a full second, he was just staring dumbly at the water wall he'd just thrown the plasma into.

      Then he turned, whipping his head around, looking for the source of his troubles and voila – there we were.

      He puffed up another ball of plasma. It was big and blue and glowing and about the size of a beach ball. Scotty and I were still coming at him, and he threw it right at us.

      I flung a hand up, ripping the earth up as Scotty broke to the right. The water wall was moving, sliding toward him as I brought an earthwork up between us and the plasma–

      The plasma ball struck my impromptu shield and made another evil hiss. The smell of ozone was strong and sudden, replacing the oily smoke smell that had dominated the area.

      “Scott, watch out!” I shouted, running up behind my earthwork. I peered out, and my fears were confirmed.

      Dancing guy was arming up, another plasma ball at the ready, this one a little bigger than the last.

      He flung it at Scott, and I heard it hit, the sizzle and the hiss of the water changing states of matter. Steam rushed in every direction, and from where I stood, I could even see it hissing out on Scott's side of the barrier.

      Then I heard something terrible.

      Scott Byerly was screaming in agony.
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        Sienna

      

      

      

      Well, this was embarrassing.

      Both our perps were right there, one on top of the other on the console, conjoined almost as I charged in, but rapidly separating now. The male was handsome, almost regal, and hurriedly pulling his pants up. Not before I saw dick, unfortunately.

      The female moved behind him, pure dark-haired punk rock, her eyes glinting with defiance and possibly a little lightning. She, too, was hurriedly getting her trousers up from below her knees and glaring. Her blouse was halfway unbuttoned and she was hanging out of her bra.

      I didn't say anything, because I couldn't seem to make my mouth work. To my knowledge, this was the first time I'd ever walked in on anyone in the act, and something about it short-circuited my brain. My cheeks burned like hot coals, and my brain was failing to supply my mouth anything to say. “Uh – uh – uh–” I stammered.

      “Sienna,” Jamal muttered in rising alarm.

      “Your – uhm,” I managed to get out, but that was about it. “Your...fly is down,” I finished lamely, as our male perp had finished buckling his belt but left the barn door wide open. Really wide open. A horse head was still just about hanging out.

      “Oh,” he said, glancing, then hurriedly yanking it up. His eyes met mine, and he smiled with a confidence that made me slightly sick. “Thank you,” he said with utter sincerity, completely composed.

      “Ain'tcha gonna say nothing 'bout my tits?” Punk Rock Chick asked, adjusting herself back into her bra in full view of God and everybody. She had a rough accent, though I couldn't place it, geographically.

      “They're...certainly present,” I said, because that was what came to mind and I'm not good at filtering. “And very purple. Are you getting enough oxygen, or are you just that pale?”

      Punk Rock Chick glared at me. Lightning was dancing in her eyes. I felt Jamal move up to my shoulder, ready to intercede if she let loose.

      “You're under arrest,” Reed said for me. Because I'd honestly forgotten that's what we were here to do, in all the hubbub and nudity.

      “Yes!” I said, pointing my fingers. “That! That is what I meant to say, not all that...fly is down and muttering, stammering...stuff. Nobody move!” I kept a finger pointed at each of them. “Or else.”

      “Or else what?” Punk Rock asked, eyes lighting up.

      “I'm glad you asked,” I said, and I let her have it.

      My ice blast caught her squarely in the chest, and if I'd been Elsa, her heart would have been frozen instantly. Instead it spread from the center of her black, unbuttoned blouse and crawled over both cloth and skin, forming an inch-thick layer of ice around her and locking her upper arms in place.

      Lightning danced from her fingertips and grounded on the catwalk decking beneath us. From there it coruscated into machinery, making a hissing sound.

      “Hey, what the hell?” she asked as the ice blast drove her back and she hit the console. She lost her balance and fell over, parking her ass back where it had been a moment before, only this time with her pants on.

      “Shhh,” I said, and blasted her hands with ice, covering them over and joining it with the encasement of her arms. Now she was sealed together tight. The flash beneath the surface of the ice suggested she was trying to use her powers and not finding any luck.

      “It's okay, Francine,” the guy said, his own hands up. He offered her a reassuring smile. “We seem to have come to an end.”

      “It's an end,” I agreed, “doesn't have to be yours.”

      “Dude, we already saw his end,” Jamal said. “Pumping like a fiend.”

      “Not helpful,” I said, feeling a little like someone had tapped me in the spine with a hammer. Even the reference to that earlier awkwardness gave me pause.

      “I'm sorry you had to see that,” the man said, hands still up. “We thought we were alone.”

      “Alone,” Reed said, looking around the room, “with only corpses for company. So hot.”

      “We're excited by our cause,” the man said. “Not by what we have to do to achieve it.” He waved those hands in front of us, as if to emphasize he was helpless or something. “Surely you must realize what jeopardy the planet is in right now. This is a crucial moment. We only have a matter of years to–”

      “Please stop,” I said, shaking my head. “Those are politicians' words coming out of your mouth.”

      He cocked his head at me, the picture of utter sincerity and concern. “Do you not think our world is worth saving?”

      “I did, until I saw your naked ass gyrating on Punk Rock Chick,” I said, trying to dismiss him so I could get on about the important business of arresting his ass. Ugh. I thought of his ass again, and flinched involuntarily. Not because it was terrible – it was decent, as asses went – but because the thought brought the color back to my cheeks again.

      “We're filling the air with carbon,” Punk Rock Chick declared defiantly, “and it's going to bake us all alive!”

      “Maybe,” I said, “but if so, you're in a great position for it, being covered in ice and all. Here – let me help you more.” And I blasted a little more “on the rocks,” at her, this time to her mouth to shut her up. When it hit home, her mouth was filled with a giant block of ice, and she grunted at me around it.

      “Oh,” I said, as an afterthought, “and uh...sorry about the brain freeze.”

      She looked at me with wild, angry eyes, started to say something, then moaned, this time in pain. “Awwwwwwww,” was all she got out as she bowed her head in obvious pain.

      “No need for that with me,” said Mr. Composure, his smile not even dimming. “I'll come quietly.” He started to place his hands behind his head. “I'd like to avoid the pain of a brain freeze, because that looks really just...terrible.”

      “Good call,” I said. “Lace your fingers together behind your head, and get down on your knees.” I muttered to Reed and Jamal, “Anyone got metacuffs?”

      “No,” Reed said, sounding strangled.

      “Shit, guess it's frozen hands for you, too, bub,” I said, and felt my hair stir.

      “Uh, guys?” Jamal was perking up next to me. “There's something–”

      The console screens in front of us exploded as one, and I realized my error about a second later.

      Ice was water, just in a different state of matter.

      Water conducted electricity.

      My blasts hadn't kept Punk Rocker from exercising her powers at all; they'd just made it harder for her to focus them without her hands.

      So instead she'd directed them out from her back, or ass cheeks – right into the consoles.

      Kaboom.

      I caught a face full of glass that stung like crazy, and a piece of metal impacted against my rib seconds later, followed by another that shredded into my wrist.

      But those were nothing compared to the next hit.

      Mr. Composure slammed into me at high velocity a moment later, unleashing his flight powers and slamming an elbow straight to my jaw before ping-ponging off of me and sending Jamal into the far wall.

      I came down on the catwalk with a thud, my consciousness already fading as something else blew up somewhere in the complex. Maybe it was close, maybe it was far; I couldn't tell. I was already passing out from the pain.

      “Go, go, go!” were the last words I heard, and I couldn't even tell who spoke them, before I passed out.
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        Scout

      

      

      

      The hiss of the steam followed AJ's brutal blast against the earthwork. Scout had watched the battle unfold, as blindsided by it as he was, unable to even issue a warning in time. She was on the far side of the fight, the opposite direction of where these guys had come from.

      They'd made their impression in the fight, too. AJ had responded quickly, nailing that earthwork. It was still steaming, but Scout could already see a circle of white-hot glass forged from the heat and the dirt's marriage.

      When AJ hurled his next blast at the curtain of water that was providing a shield for the blond man – what was his name? Scott? That was it. Sienna Nealon's ex. When the blast hit that, the screams that followed were like whispers in Scout's ear.

      Unsure of what to do, but hoping AJ got the best of it, Scout just kept low, kept watch, looking for a way to help. So far she didn't see anything, especially not against an earth-moving meta and a water powered one. But she kept looking, because if there was a way for her to help AJ against them...

      ...Well, she'd take it, regardless of what it entailed. She'd even kill them if she had to. For the cause.
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        Augustus

      

      

      

      Scott Byerly was screaming.

      I'd been paired with Scotty on a few missions. Worked with him legitimately for years.

      Things I knew about the man?

      His family was richer than shit.

      His old man was a real hardass, and the two of them butted heads all the time.

      He had a way with the ladies, but since Sienna he'd been shy about using all his masculine wiles. This didn't hurt him in that department, surprisingly. Women still flocked after his ass.

      Also, in spite of him being a rich boy, he was tough as nails, and so the fact that he was screaming...

      Well, it sent a little shiver through me, because I knew for Scotty to be screaming, it had to be bad.

      I couldn't see him through the cloud of steam, but the fact there was steam – a whole lot of steam – told me, in general, what had happened.

      Scotty got burned. Either by the plasma or the superheated water. Or both. And if he was screaming...

      I hid behind my mound of earth. The bad guy was just beyond it, twenty, thirty steps. He laughed, toneless and loud. I could feel his footsteps against the earth.

      He was pointed toward Scotty.

      I didn't need to look to know that he was going to focus on Scott.

      Water flooded around my barricade, drenching the earth, all attempt to hold it cohesive done.

      Scotty had lost his shield. Couldn't keep it together anymore.

      Which meant the next plasma attack...would be coming at him with nothing to protect him.

      I thought fast. Earth was my weapon. I could snag the dude's feet, yank 'em from beneath him, maybe. It'd take a second or five, but I could bring him down. Hug him to the ground. Suffocate the fight out of him.

      But I didn't have seconds.

      The mound in front of me bore a circle of perfect glass where the last plasma blast had hit. Glass was just superheated sand, still in the spectrum of my powers...

      And it was just sitting there, three feet in diameter, a perfect circle of glass...

      Totally in my control.

      I flexed my hand and reached out; I could still feel his feet against the soil.

      Grabbing the circle of glass with my mind and my powers, I heaved it with everything I had toward the imprint of those feet against the earth–

      The sound wasn't what I expected. Wet and rich, like a butcher knife hitting a thick cut of meat.

      Something thumped to the ground heavily, and I felt it more than heard it, the impact on the earth.

      I swarmed it with sand; something else hit next to it. I covered them both over in a layer as fast as I could as I came around my barricade and sprinted toward Scotty, trying to conjure another shield to follow me as I did so.

      Just in case.

      The steam was scalding, and I turned my dirt against it, throwing a cloud into the air. It absorbed the moisture, clumped, fell to the earth, and I summoned more.

      The cloud faded, splattering to the ground like a rain of mud. I looked at the figure I'd buried in the dirt. Part of it was squirming.

      I'd cut our plasma throwing dude in half somewhere above the waist. His upper body was what was still squirming. His lower...not so much. He was probably screaming, but I couldn't hear it. A flash of plasma flew off into the sky, and I could feel the heat from it as I skidded to the ground next to Scotty's writhing, moaning form, throwing up a dirt block as I did so.

      “Hey, bro, hey,” I said hurriedly, grabbing my friend by the shoulders and giving him a once-over. His normally tanned face was covered in red, seething welts. Second degree burns, easy. On his neck down to his collarbone it was worse, third degree with the blackened flesh, charred and scorched from the transmission of heat through his shield. “Just hang on, Scotty. We're going to get you right as rain, man.”

      “I'm not...rain man,” Scotty managed to get out through gritted teeth.

      I chuckled, peeling his shirt down. It was burned into his skin, so I stopped. “I know brother, I know.” Another plasma burst streaked by overhead, and I felt the heat as it went above my ten-foot barricade of dirt. “But you're going to be all right, you hear me? This is healable, my friend. A little time-out and you're going to be just fine.”

      His eyes were squinted shut tightly. “Oh...okay.” He was clearly in agony. Checking lower, it looked to me like the plasma had flash-evaporated the water and it had blown back on him. Below the belt he seemed more or less okay, his jeans slightly singed but lacking the melted look of his shirt and the blistered appearance of his face. It had caught him right in the middle of the body, like a steam pipe exploding and rushing out on his chest.

      “I'm going to have to deal with this clown first,” I said, clenching my fist. His body parts were partially buried, but I really needed to take it all the way before he launched another plasma burst. “Be right with you, br–”

      Something smashed into the side of my head, lost in the crackling flames of the tanks burning in the background around us. I didn't hear footsteps, didn't hear anything thrown, just felt the solid contact of something hit me hard, hit me fast, and knock me face first into the dirt, as darkness consumed me.
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        Reed

      

      

      

      Sienna went down as Flyboy smashed into her, colliding at over a hundred miles an hour, up from the zero he'd been at ten feet before. To add insult – and more injury – atop the injury he was already perpetrating, his elbow flew up, nailing her under the chin in a meta powered uppercut.

      My sister was a badass and tough as hell, but she was still human in her capacity to accept traumatic brain injury. Her jaw broke cleanly, her eyes fluttered, and she flew into the wall, legs and arms trailing. She landed in a heap by the door, cleanly out.

      “You sonofabitch!” I shouted, tearing the roof off the place and throwing Flyboy into the air, taking his boost of an attack on Sienna and turning it into a proper launch. He went up, up, and up some more, and I tore off after him through the wreckage of the refinery ceiling, which I was preparing to redirect to turn him into a pureed douchebag.

      Flyboy shot me the winning smile of a man who'd been caught with his dick in the cookie jar but just didn't care. “Oh, I'm sorry – was that resisting arrest? I didn't mean to.” He had control of himself and he was fighting the winds I was directing against him. They were buffeting his hair but not moving him so much as an inch. “Well...maybe I meant to a little.”

      “Resist this,” I said, sending a four-foot section of corrugated metal roofing at him at three hundred miles an hour. I had left off trying to keep the smoke in a circle around the refinery and was devoting all my focus to turning the air around us into a blender with which I could chop this son of a whore into fine pieces that wouldn't smile irritatingly at me.

      Huh. So this was how Sienna feels all the time. Got it. Everything makes sense now.

      Flyboy dodged the piece of roofing, flipping laterally so he avoided the hard edge. He seemed to vault off it with both feet, though I knew he had a lot more strength available in his powers than from using his legs like that. He twirled like a piece of paper caught in a vortex, dodging a ten-foot length of steel support that had held the roof up until I'd ripped it all to shreds. Brandishing it like a knight with his lance, he smirked at me, pointed it–

      Then he shot at me, girder out, ready to impale me, a sonic boom echoed through my bones informing me – just a little too late – that he'd breached the speed of sound.
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        Scout

      

      

      

      She clobbered the earth mover guy across the head with a length of metal that Scout had found on the ground, probably from one of the tank explosions. It clipped him solidly, sent him to the dirt face first, a trailing length of blood running out of the side of his head.

      That was enough, she deemed, breathing hard, standing over him with the metal club, ready to deliver another if need be. He didn't move, though, didn't stir, just lay there with his face in the dirt next to the other guy, the white guy who was scorched all to hell, and after he moaned in pain, Scout left them both behind and ran for where AJ had fallen.

      She'd seen him take the hit, and her legs shook as she ran to him. Not from the exertion, but from the knowledge of what she'd find. That glassy circle had struck him right around the belly button and shorn him cleanly in two; his legs had fallen one way and his upper body had seemed to somersault before it thumped to the earth.

      He was still firing off plasma blasts, which gave Scout a thrill of hope. She'd found a weapon as quickly as she could and stole up on these so-called heroes – who weren't doing anything to actually save the world – clobbering the black one as he talked about snuffing out AJ.

      But AJ was looking pretty snuffed; he was buried under the dirt, barely struggling when she got to him. She pushed her hands into the thick earth, uncovering his face with frantic motions, shouting, “AJ! AJ!” as she did so.

      She uncovered his eyes, brushing them frantically, still shouting his name. He was squirming, jerking, and he took a deep, gasping breath the moment she got his nose and mouth from beneath the earthen coverage. He panted like a dog, desperate, hungry for air as she got a grip on him beneath the shoulders and pulled him free from the earth's grip.

      He was sweaty and gritty, the grains of sand covering his shirt. Scout grasped him cleanly beneath the armpits, beneath the cloth, hauling him up into her lap, putting his head on her. “AJ,” she whispered now, cradling his upper body, the ruined end dangling into the dirt and wetting it with dark liquid. She looked away because it threatened to make her retch.

      AJ gasped, moaning in pain. “I...ohhhh...Scou...Scout...” His breaths were coming in desperate gasps. “He...look what he...he did, Scou...t...”

      “I know,” she said. Tears were slicking her cheeks. “I know.”

      AJ's eyes flitted in pain, and his breathing did not slow. “You...you...” He raised a hand, thrust it at her. It found her shoulder, rubbing dirt and grit there, his clawlike grip holding her tight.

      Scout's mouth was dry. “What? What is it, AJ?”

      “I...not going to make it, Scout,” he said, and he coughed, blood running down his dirt covered chin.

      She looked him over again, tried to put on a brave face. “No. You – you can–”

      He shook his head, forcefully. Painfully, it looked like, as though every movement was agony. Because it probably was. He'd been cut in half, after all. “Doesn't...doesn't matter, right? Doesn't–”

      “Of course it matters,” she breathed, trying to brush the dirt off his chin, clean the blood off of it. “Of course you matter, AJ. We...” Delicate, wet drops fell from her down to his cheek. “We were going to do this together.”

      His hand tightened on her shoulder, dragging its way slowly over to rest on the side of her exposed neck. AJ looked into her eyes, and his breathing started to slow as he forced every word out as the end started to creep up on him. “We...still...can. If...you...” And he left his hand there, grainy, dirt-covered palm against her bare neck.

      Scout stared at him, feeling her heart beat faster. His hand was warm, and smelled faintly of gunpowder. “AJ...no...”

      He dug his dirty fingernails into her. “Please...Scout...” He looked pure fire into her eyes. “For...the cause.”

      The words hit her harder than any punch, harder than she'd just clubbed that superhero. Her breath left her, left her with only three words. “For the cause,” she said.

      There was a tingle in her neck where his hand rested, and she put hers on either side of his face. AJ's smile turned into a pained grin, and he coughed more blood up onto his chin. It was almost black, mixed with the dirt that had entombed him.

      He gasped, then spasmed in her grip.

      Fire seemed to catch at Scout's fingertips, flowing from where her skin contacted AJ's cheeks. She threw her head back, looking up through the black smoke swirling above them and to the clear circle of blue sky beyond. There were lights dancing in her vision and her body tingled all over in the most...delicious way.

      “I feel you...I feel you...” she gasped, her muscles tensing all through her body as she rocked back, barely able to stay upright through the euphoric sensation playing down her every nerve. “...AJ...”

      AJ's reply was a long, staggering groan; not entirely pain, but not bereft of joy, either. His last breaths came so quickly and yet so slowly Scout thought this moment might last forever. She was so warm, so warm...

      He jerked one last time and it was done. Scout's head swam like she'd taken a dive into the deepest pool of joy. She fell back against the fresh earth and smelled it mixing with the smoke that coated her tongue. Lights danced at the edges of her vision and she tingled in all the best ways, ways she hadn't even felt with Isaac...

      A deep breath seemed to bring her back to wakefulness, but the joy did not leave her. Scout's head felt...so full, in the most delightful way.

      ...Scout...? AJ's voice tinkled like it was run across crystal glass in the depths of her mind.

      “I feel you,” she said, the words seeping out past a lazy smile as she felt the sun kiss her skin. Her fingers were warm, the tingles spreading to her palms and up her hands and wrists. “I feel you, AJ...”

      I'm here, Scout.

      “I know. I feel you, baby.” Why had she said that? In that way? It didn't sound like her, she realized, dimly.

      Scout sat up. Dirt trickled off the back of her neck and her hair in a small shower down the back of her shirt. She blinked.

      AJ was dead, his eyes staring up into the endless blue.

      But I'm right here, Scout...

      “I know, baby,” she said, and again distantly, wondered where that had come from. Didn't AJ say 'baby' all the time? “And I'm so glad you are.”

      That shitstain that killed me? He's right over there, you know.

      “Oh, I know,” Scout said, and turned her head to look at him.

      He was there still. Face down in the dirt, not even twitching.

      Let's kill him together, Scout.

      Two so-called heroes, just lying there. Helpless. A malicious smile twisted Scout's lips. “Yeah. Let's.”
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        Jamal

      

      

      

      I came out of it slowly, that hard knock against the wall of the building taking me out of the game for a few seconds. My head was ringing and I opened my eyes to some strange mix of shadowed darkness, cloudy skies mingled with sun and the ever-present smell of smoke.

      The Vaquero refinery control room looked like it had been hit by a tornado. Which it probably had; the rush of wind clued me in that Reed was somewhere above, doing his thing. Sienna lay against a wall, unconscious, a dozen feet or so from me, and I took her fallen form in as I raised my head and fought to keep my eyes open.

      Someone else moved in the wreckage, though, and that caught my attention before I was really ready to give attention.

      It was the lightning lady, and she looked like she was just about thawed out. Her shirt was still hanging open but now also dripping, and I tried to keep my eyeline north of her bra line because my head needed to be all in on this dangerous game.

      Her eyes flared lightning and it rolled over her body and out through her hands and feet, crawling across the metal catwalk floor. She glanced at the sky, then at me, sticking out a hand.

      Lightning flashed toward me and I caught it in my hand. “Oh, we doing this again?” I asked casually, letting it roll off me.

      The lightning lady stood there, staring at me, dripping. (Eyes up, Jamal, focus, she was literally just with another dude).

      Then she looked at Sienna, and her scowl turned into a smile.

      “Shit!” I flung myself forward, catching the bolt as she flung it. It burned a solid hole in the clothing over my belly, and I sent it right back at her arm, burning the sleeve off her blouse at the shoulder. “We just gonna play strip poker here?”

      She cocked her head at me, and her smile got a touch more malicious. “No. I don't think we need to. I want to play for bigger stakes, anyway.” And she unleashed on the catwalk, electricity crawling across the metal.

      “What do you think you're gonna do with tha...?” I started to ask, but faded halfway through. The room was vibrating with electricity; all the consoles had been destroyed, but there was more wattage bouncing around in here than inside an active transfer line.

      Because then I remembered.

      I wasn't alone in here.

      I whirled around to find Sienna sparking and jerking, the electricity running over her body as if someone had placed paddles on her and was shocking her to death. Smoke was already rolling out from behind her collar, and her eyes were rolling back in her head.

      If I didn't do something fast...she was going to die right here.
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        Scout

      

      

      

      Every step was like a new sensation. There was power coursing through Scout's hands, and her whole body hummed with a desire to use it.

      Let's burn them in half, AJ's voice cackled in her head. Do to them what they did to me.

      “I kinda love that idea,” Scout said, malice bubbling inside her. Her earlier reticence seemed to be gone. Why had she been hiding while AJ was having all the fun blowing things up? This was turning into a good time. Two of Sienna Nealon's besties were laid out on the ground, one unconscious, the other burned beyond the capacity to move, and she had just inherited a power that would let her deliver a coup de grace on them.

      Scout's hands flared to life, glowing impossibly bright blue. The air shimmered around them, and she could feel the heat. Feel it, but it didn't matter to her.

      You could put your hands right up to your face and it'd just turn your skin into plasma, AJ said. Burn your clothes off, make a blue, spectral goddess.

      “Like a female Dr. Manhattan,” Scout whispered.

      Uh...yea? I guess? Not really sure who that is, AJ said.

      “Don't worry about it,” Scout breathed. She put her hands together and felt the warm glow within them. Pulling them slowly apart, operating from instinct or some memory of AJ's, she funneled plasma, pure power and heat, between her hands, sculpting it into a ball of killing strength. She brought them farther and farther apart, making the ball the size of her head.

      Once it was made, she readied to throw it like a baseball. Lined up the shot; she could get both of these guys with one throw.

      Someone made a noise, and Scout wasn't sure who it was. Just a grunt. Didn't sound like the whining of the burned guy.

      Whatever. It was almost done. All she had to do was throw the ball and–

      A subtle vibration made her jerk in surprise. She looked down; something was moving at her feet.

      Dirt slammed into Scout's chin like a clenched fist, launching her into the air. Her body went limp for a moment in flight, then she landed hard and fast and heard something break.

      Scout! AJ's voice was loud and panicked and right in her ear. No, in her head. Wake up!

      But she didn't want to wake up. She tasted dirt, grainy and bitter on her tongue. Slitting one eye to look, she could see the burning tanks in the distance, and one that still looked whole, standing off to the side.

      And there, past her skinny, stretched-out legs, was the black guy again, up on his hands and knees, glaring at her across the fifty feet or so that now separated them.

      Kill him! Kill him fast! AJ screamed in her head.

      “Don't think...I can hit him...from here,” Scout murmured. Blood trickled out of lips and nose.

      Do something!

      Scout blinked, turning her head. She focused hazily on that tank that stood almost between them.

      Yes. Yes, do that.

      “I...I think I can...” Scout murmured, raising a hand.

      You can. I'll show you how.

      Plasma burned in the middle of her palm, a lesser heat, pleasurable like when she'd taken in AJ's soul. It fired off, particles racing across the gap between her and the tank, fizzling against the side. It glowed there for a second, like it had stuck in the paint, and then–

      WHUMP.

      The tank exploded, and Scout went flying again, hurled through the air, tumbling as if a giant had flicked her across the whole damned world.
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        Reed

      

      

      

      Flyboy rocketed at me with a girder like a knight charging across the field of a medieval tourney. The vibrato was strong, the shockwave through the air that told me he'd gone supersonic, ready to impale me to death with his weapon of choice–

      I cut the tornado holding me aloft, reversed it, pushing myself down and sideways–

      He caught me in the ribcage and the pain was nuclear, like someone had stuck a bomb between my ribs and set it off.

      Flyboy grinned. “No ole.”

      With a hurled hand, I threw my fingers at him and he flew away, flung by my motion.

      I looked down; the girder clattered from my side to the ground below.

      Lightheaded, I felt myself go woozy.

      Needed to get away...from him...needed to get away before...

      I fell.

      Then...darkness.
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      I half woke to pain crashing through my central nervous system the like of which I could seldom recall feeling before. My every nerve felt as though someone had flayed my skin off, dragged the little fibrous bundles from my body, and was keying them in much the same way one would run a key along the surface of a car.

      It hurt, man. It hurt to an agonizing degree. My lungs were locked; my heart seemed to flop wildly in my chest.

      Blue flashes danced in front of my half-opened eyes. My muscles gave no sign of responding to my brain, which was fine because my skull was on fire, the gray matter inside being slammed repeatedly by a burning whack-a-mole mallet. I opened my mouth to scream but nothing came out but more blue flashes, and the only sound I heard was the rushing of blood and the clattering of my bones wrenching against steel as my muscles danced me across metal grates.

      “Sienna!” someone shouted. I was wet all over, stinging sweat dancing along with the pain, my body jerking along with the blue flashes that ran over my body. “You have to wake up!”

      I didn't realize I was asleep, being in nearly the most agonizing pain I'd ever been in. My eyes were locked back, my teeth clenching together, and on a particularly violent spasm, I caught a glimpse of my tormentor.

      Punk Rock Chick. She was a giant shadow, her face lit blue by malice and electricity. She was the one hurting me, and all I wanted in my limited, lizard brain was for the pain to stop.

      She was the cause of my pain. Therefore I needed her to stop.

      Die.

      I needed her to die.

      I jerked under the influence of the blue flashing, so hard that my feet flipped into view. My boots were seared, burned, and I could see little spots of skin through the charred leather. Skin so black it might have been put in an oven and crisped for hours, but still–

      Something clicked in my brain beneath the screaming, hammering pain.

      Burned.

      Fire.

      My feet spasmed into my field of view again, shadowing Punk Rock Chick's face and body.

      Fire.

      Flame.

      Gavrikov, Brianna whispered in a voice racked with pain.

      Gavrikov.

      My left foot leapt into view again, and my boot burned off like carbon paper catching a flame. As it fell again, I felt something release as my toes clenched–

      A scream sounded, loud and agonized, as the pain seemed to dissipate. It didn't disappear, but neither was it at full force and effect, fiery nails being hammered into my every nerve.

      I heaved to a stop, my muscles all contracted and locked, my breathing wheezy and slowed.

      W...Wolfe, Brianna whispered. She sounded just about as knackered as I was.

      “Wolfe,” I agreed, thinking of the hairy, serial-killing beast.

      The pain receded another touch, and I lifted a hand in front of my face. Blackened spots on my skin puckered and turned pink, healing from the electricity that had danced angrily across them only moments before.

      “Sienna!” Jamal's voice intruded on my moment of healing. His face surged into my view, and I felt his hand against my shoulder. “Are you okay?”

      “Am I...?” I smacked dry, cracked lips together as the pink welts disappeared from my hand, replaced by new, pale flesh. Lifting my head and looking down at myself, I found my clothing crisscrossed with burn spots, white skin visible beneath. “Ow.” I reached under my shirt and ripped out my bra. It flaked apart as it came out, the underwire snapping under the force of my pull. As I tossed it out, I realized it had conducted the electricity across my torso, setting the material on fire. “God, you men just have it better in every way, don't you?”

      “We don't get to carry boobs around all the time, so that's a downside,” he said. My returned glare must have been fearsome, because instead of pressing that, he went back to his previous question. “Are you all right?”

      “Ish,” I said, sitting up and feeling a little like Frankenstein's monster lurching to life. Punk Rock Chick was whimpering softly ahead, clutching her knee–

      No.

      Clutching the stump below her knee, where her leg suddenly ended in a charred, steaming bit of flesh.

      “Yeah, you launched a fireball at her,” Jamal said, following my gaze. “Cut her off at the knee.”

      “Whoops,” I said, and caught a puzzled look from him. “I was aiming for her chest.”

      “Let me go subdue her,” Jamal said.

      “Uh uh,” I said, summoning to mind Eve Kappler again. I readied my fairy light bindings, preparing to stick her to a wall this time, or better still, the ground, where all the electricity in the world wouldn't do her a damned bit of good. “I'ma–”

      With a flash, Mr. Composure appeared, as though he were a speedster popping in for just a second. He had snaked an arm under Punk Rock's rib cage, flashed me a smile, and said, “Arrivederci.”

      Then, with another flash, and before I could spin his ass to the wall with light bands...

      ...He was gone.
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      I wanted to bury my face in the dirt, but I really couldn't.

      That succubus had blindsided me, knocked me into senselessness (my momma would argue I've been senseless all along), then tried to burn Scotty and me to death with her newly stolen plasma powers.

      I was insensate, but in spite of what Momma and Jamal might have thought, I wasn't senseless.

      Hammering that girl with a rock uppercut was a desperation move, but it worked. She got jacked so hard in the jaw that she went flying. I caught her landing through blurry eyes, and she looked damned near out of it.

      The boom of the nearby tank still had my head rattling, but I lifted up, preparing to deliver a coup de grace of my own. If I could just drive enough sand up into her sinus cavity, I could finish this murderous chick off before she hurt anyone else.

      That'd put the score at Augustus 2, Bad Guys 0 – so far as I knew.

      With a wavering hand, I reached out. Grains of sand began to snake over her. I could feel her outline through them, dirt crawling up the sides of her face and–

      Something flashed into existence beside her.

      It was a man. A blurry, smiling man.

      I stared as he scooped her up into his arms, then rocketed into the sky with a sonic boom that rattled my teeth.

      The grains of sand went with her, and I could feel them for a few minutes as they climbed, ever higher, into the sky.

      But eventually, they receded from my senses, and I was left there, lying next to a moaning Scotty, trying to get my head back together enough to stand.
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      “His breathing is steady,” the EMT said, standing next to the gurney with my brother on it. “Pulse is a little elevated, blood pressure a little low.” He was checking Reed out, making sure things were copacetic, as I waited, on tenterhooks, so close behind him I was just about giving him a prostate exam by accident.

      “He's going to be okay,” Jamal breathed, letting it out on my shoulder. He sounded a little rough, but then, he'd been through a little bit today.

      I stared at Reed's unconscious form. “He just keeps taking these hits for the team.” I brushed a hand against the front of his shirt. He had a terrible gash in his side. They'd found a bloody girder next to him, and it didn't take much imagination to put two and two together. The EMT gave me a nod and started to roll him away to the ambulance. I didn't have the heart to stop them, because after the last two hits he'd taken, I was starting to worry he really did need medical attention.

      “How's your brother?” I asked, turning to look.

      The Vaquero refinery was another ecological disaster area, but it had the virtue of still standing in spite of the best efforts of the Frenetic Four. Which was as good a name as I felt they deserved. Firefighters were working on the exploded tanks in the outlying part of the complex, and EMTs had already discovered Augustus and Scott, both wounded in their own ways, but alive. They'd been moved to us, but they were both conscious and speaking...

      ...Unlike Reed.

      “He got clobbered in the head,” Jamal said, nodding to a distant ambulance. I could see Augustus standing over there, a crusty scar across the top of his head. “Probably took worse hits during his high school football career.”

      “This little war of ours is not going so well,” I said softly.

      “I don't know about that,” Jamal said. “Augustus says he got the plasma dude. Don't know if you noticed, but their AK got left behind in the control room in all the hubbub. Lady Lightning lost a leg–”

      I laughed. “I've been calling her 'Punk Rock Chick' in my head.”

      He paused to consider. “Not bad. She rides the borderline between 'punk' and 'goth,' but I think the tattered jeans and doing that flying guy on the electrical console puts her pretty soundly in the 'punk' category.”

      “Yeah,” I said, tensing up again.

      Jamal looked at me with great amusement. “You kinda froze back there.” When I didn't respond, he apparently felt the need to go on. “You know, during the villains' nude scene? We had 'em dead to rights, and–”

      “That was not a mere nude scene, Jamal,” I said. “That was a full-on sex scene.” I clenched my fists, then unclenched them. “And yes,” I said, in a much smaller voice, “I froze.”

      “What's up with that?” Jamal asked. He didn't put a hand on my shoulder, fortunately, or I would have probably jumped ten feet, I was so wired. “I thought you've seen...like, everything, at this point.”

      “No,” I said. “And I definitely have not ever walked in on two villains...in the middle of it.” I ignored his soft chortling at my discomfiture. “I don't know, it short circuited my brain.”

      Jamal blinked. “'Short circuited'...it was just two people having at it. Come on, this is a thing that happens every day.”

      “Not live and in front of me,” I snapped. “I don't know; I got caught between the polite social convention of being embarrassed for them and needing to arrest them.” I could feel my cheeks burning, so I covered my face again. “I know I seem super jaded, and I've definitely seen a lot, but that was new. And I froze.” I shook my head. “Won't happen again.”

      “Well, I mean, what's the likelihood of you walking in on villains in the middle of the act in the future?”

      “If I live a full life? Probably pretty good,” I said resignedly, turning my attention back to the ambulance. “The truth is...I couldn't even tell you what it is that made me freeze.”

      “I could probably tell you,” Jamal said. “You're kind of a prude.” He must have caught a devil glare from me. “In the best possible way.”

      “There are literally photos of my ass on the internet.”

      “Not because you posed for a shoot,” Jamal said, chuckling under his breath. “Because you got naked in the course of saving lives and stopping bad guys. It ain't like you're some Instaphoto e-thot.” He must have mistaken my stare for curiosity, because he said, “'Thot' means–”

      “'That ho over there,'” I finished for him. “I know the internet. Maybe not as well as you do, but it's where I live during my considerable off time.”

      He chuckled again. “I guess so. Anyway, it's not like you're that.”

      “Glad we got that straight,” I said, shaking off our conversation like the layer of ash that seemed to be accumulating on me from the fires raging all around. Someone had offered me a HAZMAT suit and a mask. As if lung cancer was a real risk for a meta. I started across the field toward Scott and Augustus. Jamal trailed behind me, keeping his thoughts about my prudishness or whatever else to himself.

      When I reached Scott, I felt really bad for him. I hadn't seen him up close, but his chest and neck were blistered, round spots of bubbled skin covering his upper torso. He was sitting on the stretcher as I approached, and looked at me through half-closed eyes.

      “Hey,” I said gently, afraid to touch him lest I hurt the poor guy. “How are you feeling?” I ran the back of my hand over my brow and it came back ashy.

      Scott stared at me through half-closed eyes. “Not much worse than you look – Sienna, have you seen yourself?”

      I self-consciously stroked my hair, which was bushy and wild in a manner even beyond its usual untamable spirit. “I might have taken some stray voltage.”

      “Your face is covered in ash, too,” he said, shaking his head and looking away, like the spectacle of me was just too much for his sensibilities at the moment.

      “I'll give it a wash when I get to a hotel.”

      “And there are holes in your clothes. Epic numbers of them.”

      “Thanks. I–”

      “Also, you're not wearing a bra, and it's obvious because of the holes.”

      I looked down; the closest hole in my shirt to any boobage was on the far right side. I was covered better than any sunbather at the beach, and I wasn't even nipping out. Not in this sweltering heat. “Whatever, man. The underwire conducted electricity and set the cloth on fire.”

      He stared at me. “Why do these things always happen to you?”

      “Hazard of the game, my friend,” I said.

      He shook his head. “We go on missions all the time. Usually we get dumb criminals who go down easy when you're not around. But put you on a mission and suddenly it's supervillains all the way down.”

      “Hey, I'm not the one who stumbled into the case of the real estate developer that hired an invisible man to do his dirty work because he wanted to blow up LA.”

      “That...that's true,” Scott said, cracking a smile. It vanished in short order, though. “It is good to have you back. Would have been a lot tougher tackling this one without you.”

      “So far all I've done is chase a skinny succubus and take the leg off a punk rocker,” I said. “Oh, and watch extremely amateur live-action porn.”

      Scott's eyebrows arched up. “...Huh?”

      “Never mind.” I patted him on the shoulder. “How long do you think it'll take you to recover from this?”

      He winced. “A day. Maybe a little more.” He shifted on the gurney. “They want to take me to the hospital. Fluids and quiet rest might help speed things along.”

      “You should go,” I said. “I had them take Reed.”

      He nodded slowly. “You going to be okay? Without us, I mean?”

      “If anything major happens,” I said, giving him a wink, “we'll be sure to break you out before we go charging off.”

      “That's probably about the best compliment I've gotten in a while,” he said as an EMT started to wheel him away. I watched him go sadly, wondering how many more hard hits my friends would take before we put these villains down for good.
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      “We don't have any camera footage to go on,” Gabriel said, pacing in front of the screens of the Texas DPS HQ. The video was tuned to footage of the Vaquero disaster, and Augustus, Jamal, and I were all scattered around the table; the two of them were seated in chairs, I was sitting on the table itself. I kept getting stray looks from Augustus, who would then quickly look away, and it took me a few minutes to realize it was because there were holes in the cloth in the back of my pants. So three or four quarter-sized portions of my ass cheeks were resting directly on the table.

      He didn't say anything, I didn't say anything. Maybe it went back to me being a prude and everyone knowing it and being too polite to say, but I quickly borrowed a Texas DPS jacket and tied it around my waist.

      “I might be able to scrounge you up something,” Jamal said, working his laptop furiously. “It'll be low resolution, probably, and at a distance, but there had to be a camera somewhere that caught them.”

      “Vaquero's security monitors were offline,” Gabriel said. He was cradling his cowboy hat in front of his chest like a shield, or a baby. “Might have been something to do with the electrical surge in the control room later, or it could just be damage from the attack in general. Techs are working on trying to access backups, but so far, they say it doesn't look good. Unless you consider fried 'good.'”

      “If it's chicken, yes,” I said, arms folded across my chest. “If it's computer systems...not so much.”

      “This kinda leaves us at zero for finding these folks, though,” Augustus said, tapping a finger slowly on the table.

      “It was a decisive battle, at least,” I said. “We have the corpse of the guy you sliced in half to work with.” I looked to Gabriel. “Any luck with that?”

      “We're running prints. Should be back shortly, if he's got priors or is in the system. DNA and dental records are going in, too, but they'll take longer.”

      “If we can ID him, maybe we can track him back to his friends,” I said. “Besides...in the war of attrition, you clobbered the crap out of one of them, killed another, and I claimed a leg. Next time I see Punk Rock Chick, she better be hobbling on a wooden peg or I'm going to feel like I failed in my competition with you. You really outdid yourself.”

      “About that.” Augustus pursed his lips. “I'm pretty positive that succubus absorbed the plasma dude before he died.”

      I stared at him. “How positive?”

      “She blew up that last tank with plasma powers shot from her own hand,” Augustus said. “And had lined up to kill me and Scotty with them before I punted her ass.”

      “Ugh.” I cringed. “An unleashed succubus. Is there anything worse?”

      “An unleashed succubus with an attitude?” Jamal said, hand against the side of his computer with electricity flashing between them. He wasn't even bothering to type. “And clothing that's so tattered it looks like it's been through three wars?”

      “I don't have a change of clothes and it's really difficult to find something in my size,” I huffed. “Stupid women's clothing with their weird and incoherent sizing model. Why can't a 12 just be a 12, like it is for guys?” I cut myself off from what would have become a much longer rant. “Gabe, did anyone see which direction our bad guy flew off in?”

      Gabriel shrugged. “He went up through the smoke and vanished, so...no. Radar didn't pick him up, either.”

      “Damn,” I muttered, staring at the screens, the realization slamming down on me hard. “We've got nothing.”
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      “How are you feeling?” Scout asked, cringing at the sight of Francine's wound. It was scorched black, cauterized. But bone was already starting to protrude from the wound, as though it were regrowing what was lost.

      Francine looked at her with pure spite and anger, teeth gritted tightly together. “How do you think it feels?”

      “Let's just give Francine a little space,” Isaac said, draping a hand over Scout's shoulder. “She's got a tough night ahead of her. Probably a tough day tomorrow, too.” He favored her with his best sympathetic smile, and Scout watched, mesmerized. “You want us to leave you be?”

      “No!” Francine was leaned against a tree, and she pounded the nearest root hard enough that bark chipped off. “I want this to be over.”

      “I understand,” Isaac said. They were about a hundred miles outside Houston, having grabbed a fence post and traveled swiftly across stormy skies in the northeast. Isaac had said it would give them cover. But now a peal of thunder cracked in the distance, and moisture filled the air, and Scout wasn't so sure. “It's got to be incredibly painful.”

      “I don't even know how she took my leg off,” Francine said between gasps. “I didn't see. Was it ice? That light stuff she threw?” She shook her head, big beads of perspiration dripping down her face, her mascara already smeared.

      Isaac just shook his head. “Doesn't matter. It'll grow back, but it's going to hurt. Pain is a sacrifice we make for the cause.” He paused. “Losing AJ, though. And the AK...” He shook his head. “That's going to have more permanent consequences.”

      Right here, man, AJ said.

      “He's still here,” Scout said.

      Isaac glanced at her. “Oh, of course. I didn't meant it like...” He smiled tightly. “I just meant that things are easier with more people. More eyes to watch our backs, you know? Like you were doing for AJ.”

      “How...did they get there that fast?” Francine asked, seemingly out of nowhere. She thumped her hand against the tree root again, loudly, and the knock reverberated through the wooded area. “We left them in North Dakota without a clue!”

      “Only thing I can figure is that someone saw us flying south and tipped them off,” Isaac said, stroking his chin. “The good news...is that we mostly accomplished our mission.” Now he smiled unreservedly. “We just shut down the Houston Ship Channel, probably for months, and took a huge refinery out of commission, too. Not bad for a day's work.”

      Francine just moaned, and a little spark flashed in her eyes. “What...what do we do next?”

      Isaac seemed buried in thought. “Well, the original plan had some flexibility here. Lots of refineries up and down the Gulf Coast that are just ripe for the picking.”

      Whoa, man, AJ said. Those suckers are going to be under heavy guard now.

      “AJ says they're going to increase the guard at the refineries,” Scout said.

      Isaac blinked, as if surprised to hear from AJ from beyond the grave. “That's true. But if we want to keep up our mission–”

      This isn't supposed to be a suicide mission, AJ said. There are other ways to help the cause.

      “We should do something different,” Scout said. “Change it up.”

      Francine stared at her, breathing hard. “What...what do you mean?”

      “Scout,” Isaac said, “we have a plan–”

      To hell with the plan, AJ said. Your plan just got me killed!

      But she took a more moderate tack. “We're at war with fossil fuel companies, right?” Scout began to pace, feeling a twitch of nervous energy. “They're hardly the only offenders that are causing climate change.”

      “True,” Francine said.

      “I think we should stay on target here,” Isaac said. “We want to do maximum good–”

      You should hit the consumers of the fossil fuels, AJ said. There are auto manufacturing plants all through the South.

      “There are auto plants we could hit,” Scout said, stopping her pacing, standing ramrod straight. She turned, slowly, to find Francine staring at her. “They use the gasoline. They put the carbon in the air. Imagine if we could take a plant out, take ten thousand, twenty thousand cars off the road in the next year?”

      “I dig it,” Francine said.

      Isaac hesitated. “Well...maybe.”

      “It'd do good,” Scout said, feeling her breath coming in a rush, excitement infusing her. “This is what we're about. Plus it'd throw everyone off, right? Keep them guessing. It'd let us leave the Gulf Coast, make them think we forgot about all this. We hit a couple random targets – an auto plant, some big polluting factory – they think we've broadened our war. It throws them off guard.”

      Oh, yeah, AJ crowed, and then we come back and stick it to them right where it hurts!

      “Then we double back and destroy three or four refineries when their guard is down,” Scout said, a grin slipping across her face. “We keep moving, constantly. Never let them guess where we're going next.” She smiled at Francine, who returned it tightly through her pain. “In and out. That way we don't have a repeat of our confrontations in North Dakota and Houston. We stay ahead of them – and we don't lose anyone else.”

      “I like not losing anyone else,” Francine said. “Also...would like to keep my limbs in the future.” Wrinkles creased her forehead as she cringed in pain. “This plan is good. I'm with her, Isaac.”

      “We could...yeah, we could do something like that,” Isaac said, but he sounded...off. He nodded, though. “I'll, uh...I'll look for an auto plant. Maybe in Arkansas or Alabama or even Georgia. Something not too far away. Then...yeah, maybe a high polluting factory, then...back on target. I'll figure out something.” He pointed to Francine. “You, though...if we stay here for you to heal, are you going to be able to keep quiet?”

      Francine looked at her shoulder, then reached down and ripped her shirt sleeve off, turning it into a partial tank top and revealing a plain, bare arm. Her tattoo sleeves had disappeared, the metahuman healing having pushed the ink out of her body in a matter of days. Perfect pale skin waited there, exposed, and a little bloody from a dried-up wound.

      Scout inched closer to her. “What happened there?” She pointed at the scabbed-over cut.

      “When Nealon...had me iced over...” Francine grabbed a stick off the ground and wrapped the shirt sleeve around it, “...I filled the control console behind me with enough voltage to explode. Caught a few pieces.” She leaned forward, and Scout saw holes in the back of her T-shirt with more scabbing. “Didn't hurt too bad, fortunately.”

      “Need me to do anything for you?” Scout asked, leaning over.

      Francine looked up at her. “Not right now. Maybe later.” She looked sideways at Isaac. “We should...at some point we should talk about...” She seemed to lose her nerve. “Never mind.”

      Scout just frowned. “Okay. Well, you rest.” She patted Francine delicately on the shoulder.

      “That goes for you, too,” Isaac said. He was seated cross-legged on the floor of the wooded area, like a modern man thrust back through time or something. He did not look up from his phone, though. “Also, we should wear masks from now on. We've been playing Russian roulette with surveillance cameras.” Now he looked up. “This'll slow them in tracking us.”

      “Are they going to be able to figure out anything from AJ's body?” Scout asked.

      “Fingerprints, maybe,” Isaac said, looking back at his phone. “None of us are in his 'known associates' file – assuming he's been arrested.”

      No, AJ said. I've never even been arrested. You haven't done time, have you, Scout?

      “No,” she whispered, hoping Isaac wouldn't hear her. If he did, he ignored it.

      “Get some sleep,” Isaac said, glancing up. “I'll find us targets and take care of Francine.”

      “I'll take care of myself,” Francine mumbled. Scout looked over at her; she'd wrapped that stick in her t-shirt sleeve and now it was in her mouth like a bit, her teeth wrapped around it. “Get some rest.”

      “Okay,” Scout said, and wandered away. The forest floor was dark already from the clouds overhead. She didn't want to get too far from the others, but...

      Go there, AJ said. See? Where those low hanging branches are?

      Scout meandered that way. Fresh greenery filled her nose, and she sat down beneath the low branches, back against a rough tree trunk. She could feel the ridges through her hair, and through her shirt. Adjusting herself a few times, she wondered if she'd ever get comfortable.

      “I don't think I can sleep like this, AJ,” she whispered.

      You'll get there, babes. You're tired enough. Just chill. Close your eyes. It'll happen.

      “I don't know,” she said, but she did close her eyes, and soon enough, she was out.
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      “I am, as the Brits would say, 'bloody knackered,'” I said as we rolled along in the back of a Texas DPS SUV. They were putting us up in a local hotel right next to the hospital where Scott and Reed were staying. They had local cops on duty watching our people, and they were going to station a couple officers with us, too, outside our rooms in case our bad guys decided to make things personal.

      “Hey, I took a picture of you before everything went crazy,” Jamal said, waving his hand at me – and my hair. “Augustus told me about your social media plans. Want me to send it to you?”

      “Sure,” I said, “though I probably won't be able to receive it until I get a new phone–”

      A beep and buzz from my pocket surprised me. I fished out my phone, which had at least four black spots suggesting it had absorbed voltage with me, to find–

      The damned screen was lit. And I had thirty plus notifications.

      “Sonofa,” I said, opening it up. The newest was a photo from Jamal. It was me, my hair much tamer and less fried, looking very seriously at a map of Texas. He'd taken it at DPS, before the incident at the Ship Channel and the refinery. I shook my phone delicately, and it didn't make any noise of components jangling, or burst into flames. “Well done, Cassidy.”

      “She's a smart one,” Jamal said. “Probably knew what kind of stuff you tend to run into in the course of your duties.”

      “And she didn't wiretap me?” I shook it again, as if that would reveal any spying or maybe cause it to fritz out.

      “Not that I could find, and I gave it a pretty deep crawl,” Jamal said. “Looked to me like she just built you a deluxe model. I mean, the screen isn't even cracked yet.”

      I looked at the screen, at what I'd assumed was a crack. With a wipe of my finger, the line smudged and disappeared. “Hm.”

      “I'm sure you'll burn it to death or something soon,” Augustus added, so helpfully. He was holding a cold compress to that nasty cut on his head. He looked over, then down at the phone. “Damn, girl. Don't you ever check your messages?”

      “Oh, right,” I said, turning back to my notifications. I had four voicemails. Three from Lethe, one from a Washington DC number. I picked that one first, and the voicemail auto-transcribed the message before I had even fully finished clicking it. “The case just went federal,” I said, reading it. “FBI is officially taking the fore. Texas DPS is being asked to relinquish or take second seat, which I'm sure they will. I've got a contact number for the FBI agent quarterbacking it from DC–”

      “Old friend of yours?” Jamal asked.

      “I don't really have any friends left in the FBI that I know of,” I said, thinking about it. “Two of the members of my unit died in the line of duty, I arrested the other and she's awaiting arraignment in DC. My old boss would probably deny knowing me at this point, so...” I shook my head.

      “Things are heating up,” Augustus opined.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Can one of you get ahold of Olivia and Angel in New York? I'd like to get them on standby in case the next hit lands up that way. Then touch base with Kat and Eilish, see if they're in NoDak yet and tell them to stick by the phone, too.” I chewed over some thoughts about that, but decided leaving them all where they were was probably safest. It was entirely possible our villains would decide to hit New York or New Jersey or somewhere on the Eastern Seaboard next, in which case dragging Olivia and Angel down to Texas would actually set back our efforts to confront them.

      “I see you're taking charge with your brother out,” Augustus said snidely. But he already had his phone in hand, dialing up a contact that read Angel.

      “Aren't you used to me wearing my bossypants by now?” I asked, giving him shit right back. He cracked a smile, then Angel answered and he started talking to her.

      I clicked the next voicemail, then the next – both boilerplate WHERE R U?!? style inquiries from my grandmother. I texted her the name and address of our hotel, added the hospital bit so she could be sure she came to the right one, then deleted all the voicemails. I had a feeling if things continued apace, that sucker would fill up soon, and I'd need the space.
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      The knock at my door was loud and commanding, filled with impatience and irritation. I could tell all this not just from the resonant noises of knuckles on steel, but because it continued, loudly, long after the first few thumps, as I tossed aside the wash cloth with which I'd been scrubbing my face and yelled, “Keep your damned pants on, I'm coming!”

      I threw open the door after only a glance through the peephole. To my utter lack of surprise, it was–

      “Finally,” Lethe sighed, strolling in like she owned the place. She had a bag on each shoulder and shoved one of them into my breadbox, causing me to grunt in surprise at the sudden, unexpected violence of the maneuver. She looked around the room twice, then tossed her own bag on the bed by the window.

      “I answered the door as quick as I could,” I said, looking at the bag she'd thrust at me. “Hey, is this...?”

      “I picked it up from your friend's house before I got on my first plane,” Lethe said, almost growling. “Figured you might need some clothes that fit you.” She stared at my face and hair. “Did you stick a power cord up your ass?”

      “Fought a damned Thor,” I said, mussing my fingers through my hair which was, indeed, more full-bodied and frizzed than usual. As much as I complained about it under normal conditions, it had really gone to the next level here. “And I forgot to channel my nominal, weak tea immunity to it, so I kinda took the brunt.”

      “Explains why your heart rhythm is slightly off,” she said, keeping her distance, like I'd zap her with residual juice if she got close. “Don't worry. It'll stabilize overnight.”

      “Good to know.” I tossed my bag onto the bed nearest the bathroom and started rifling through it. “And I wasn't worried.”

      “About anything, it seems,” she said. “Since you damned sure didn't seem to be concerned about me catching up with you.”

      I froze, then turned to her, a weathered T-shirt in my hand. “I'm sorry. I didn't realize you were going to fly to an airport across the state from where I actually was in North Dakota. I was preoccupied with the job. My bad, okay? And I told you about Texas almost as soon as I knew.”

      Lethe's eyes narrowed. “Count yourself lucky it's the modern age, my dear, complete with modern sensibilities about violence and child-rearing, because this is the sort of shit that Hades happily killed his own offspring for.”

      “Lemme say this in a way you'll understand – mea culpa, all right?” I threw my hands up in surrender. “I screwed up. I didn't act with consideration toward you, and you ended up driving and flying across the damned country because of it. My fault. I got my head stuck in a case and...” I shrugged. “Sorry. It's a personality flaw of mine. I'm not working on it, though, so please don't expect different results in the future. Off the clock, I'm very considerate of the people around me. On the job...” I shrugged broadly. “All other, more personal considerations get...unconsidered.”

      She looked like she was about to pop a vein in her head, standing with her arms crossed, fury just dripping off of her, but with a sigh the tension lifted off her by at least seventy-five percent. “I guess I can understand that.”

      “Yeah, just imagine it's like your olden days of charging into battle on a horse or whatever,” I said, turning back to my bag.

      “My horse had wings,” Lethe muttered under her breath, “and I wish she was still around, because flying commercial is, as you weirdos say, 'ass.'”

      I paused in my rummage. “Wait, your horse had wings?”

      She handwaved that away, like I'd just forget she'd admitted to owning a Pegasus in her Valkyrie days. “Tell me what we're up against here.”

      “Pure joy,” I said. “We had a plasma burner, now dead–”

      “Good work. Those are tough.”

      “That was Augustus, actually, and don't celebrate yet. The succubus absorbed plasma guy before he died.”

      “So she's unleashed?” Lethe asked, eyes widening a little.

      “She has used the plasma power,” I said, “so yes. She's unleashed.”

      “I hate unleashed succubi so much,” Lethe said, adding swear words in additional languages, some of which I knew, some I didn't.

      “Tell me about it,” I agreed, plopping onto the bed, ass-first.

      My grandmother settled into silence for a moment. “Except us, of course.”

      “Of course. Because we're awesome.”

      “Exactly.” She had a glint in her eyes.

      “So...” I sighed. “Any chance this chick is related to us?”

      She shrugged. “Maybe.”

      “...Maybe?”

      “I don't exactly keep a genealogy on hand,” Lethe said. “When you have as many kids as my siblings have, it gets hard to keep track. The family tree isn't exactly a shrub.”

      “What about direct relations?” I asked, doing a little fishing.

      “Describe her for me.” Lethe folded her arms in front of her, and I got the feeling there was a little stonewalling going on. A hint of defiance was my clue.

      “Dark hair, brown eyes,” I said. “Skinny as–”

      “Not one of ours.”

      I froze. “Wait. Did you say that because...?”

      She slapped her own ass, which...I mean, it wasn't huge, but wasn't the near-nothing that Skinny Succubus was carrying around. “We're not a small-hipped family, my dear. We have at least a little 'junk in the trunk.'”

      “Nice,” I said, feeling along my own hip a little self-consciously.

      “I don't think we have many...direct relations...left,” Lethe said, easing a little closer to me. She'd switched quickly between standoffish and oddly comforting, and it was nearly seamless. “Between your mom and Charlie and the general loathing held for succubi and incubi by most metas pre-Sovereign...” She stared off into the distance. “...Well, there just weren't that many of us to begin with before the extinction.”

      “The fact that these four powered people came together can't be coincidence,” I said. “They either met up because of their powers, like it was the common thread that brought them together, or else–”

      “They got them after they joined up and found their common purpose,” she said. “Which is, I have to assume, related to environmentalism in some way?”

      “Seems so,” I said. “Based on their choice of targets, the things they've said about carbon.”

      “Carbon?” Lethe made a face. “The element?”

      “How detached are you from the world?” I asked. “Climate change. Their cause is climate change.”

      She was still making the face. “Do they actually believe that Malthusian bullshit?”

      “Uhhhh...I assume so?” I felt a little like she'd just struck me in the head. “I take it by your tone that you don't?”

      She snorted. “'Climate change.' That's what they call it now. I remember when it was just global warming, which was, I think, around the year 2000, maybe a little before – it gets muddled for me because they were also predicting the complete extinction of the rainforests around that time, which...still waiting on that, because, me? I hate rainforests. Oxygen is so overrated.”

      I couldn't keep the creeping frown off my face. “You seem to feel strongly about this.”

      “I was kidding about the oxygen thing,” she snapped, “but not about the rainforest alarmism. Before global warming they were predicting a new ice age, did you know that?” She paced over to the window and pushed open the curtains. “It's all part of the same piece, though – the world is always coming to an end. Forgive me if I don't rush out and panic this second.”

      “There's...I mean, there's real evidence that this is happening,” I said. “Admittedly, not as fast as some of the doomsayers predict, but temperatures are warming.”

      “Maybe they are.” Lethe shrugged broadly. “I'm not saying it isn't. I just have a jaded eye toward it because the people bleating loudest about it aren't the scientists, whose interest is in both the science and the solutions that might fix it.” Her eyes gleamed. “The people screaming about it are politicians and elites who have 'solutions' that align perfectly with what they want to do anyway, that involve transferring power to them, that don't actually fix the things they say are going wrong. These are the people who ride around in private planes and live in houses that give off more carbon in a day than the average person does in a week.”

      I fanned my face, which suddenly felt hot. “Ouch. Well.”

      “Yeah, I have strong feelings,” she said. “I'm cynical. And old. Don't let it get to you.”

      “That's just...wow,” I said. “Sorry...I don't feel the same.”

      “I don't care and you don't have to,” she said. “To be brutally honest, I'd think you were an idiot if you believed all the same things as your grandmother. Or that you were brainwashed.” She waved a hand at me. “Anyway, we don't have to argue about this. Like I said, I don't necessarily disagree with your premise. I'm just...wary of those who never waste putting a crisis to work for their own benefit, and pissed off from days of traveling.” She sagged onto the bed. “What's your plan?”

      I chewed my lip. “I don't know. I'd like to try and understand these villains better. I feel like if I did, maybe I could predict their next move.”

      “What's your sense for that? Absent trying to get into their crazy heads?”

      “Well...” I cocked my head, thinking about that. “I...could get inside their heads, couldn't I?” I thought about Skinny Succubus. “I could visit that succubus's dreams, couldn't I?”

      “If you think that's the best idea,” Lethe said. She didn't seem certain.

      “The guy that's left is the leader, I think. The Thor – Punk Rock Chick – she lost a foot. She's bound to be in pain.” I chewed my lip. “Yeah. Yeah, I think the succubus is the right one to make contact with. She feels...I don't know. Sort of on the edge. She ran at our first encounter. Maybe...maybe she's not as all in on this as I thought. Or maybe...” I felt a new determination slip into me. “...Maybe I can flip her.”
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      “Hey, weirdo,” I said, figuring I'd open up my dreamwalk with Skinny Succubus on the right note – confrontation.

      Skinny Succubus was standing in the middle of a field of infinite darkness, blinking in surprise as she looked around. I'd chosen the setting with an eye toward ominousness. There was no light source whatsoever, and that left her stuck with me in a place she hadn't traveled to, and where she couldn't even see the person speaking to her.

      I imagined it would have a chilling effect on her – for however long it lasted.

      “Where are you...?” she whispered. I could see her perfectly, but she peered into the darkness that surrounded her.

      “Everywhere,” I said, my voice shaking the dream.

      Her eyes went wide, panicked. She looked around frantically. Seeing me was an element of control for her, and she was desperately seeking it.

      “What's your name?” I asked, in that same voice. I made it shake her right down to the bone.

      I'd always used dreamwalking as a chance to talk to my friends in circumstances where I couldn't actually talk to them. Occasionally, I'd confronted a villain this way. Like Jaime Chapman, though with him I'd added the twist of catfishing him.

      But with the knowledge that Lethe had just added to my repertoire, I was about to pull out some serious stops and make this dreamwalk one that she was unlikely to forget, ever. Unless I ripped the memory out of her head.

      “Scout,” she whispered. It was low, breathy, terrified.

      I heard it anyway. Right now I could hear everything in this constructed world of dreams. Well, dream for me, nightmare for her.

      “That's easier than saying 'Skinny Succubus' but harder than 'SS.'”

      She blinked, face creased with fear. “I...I...”

      A shadowed outline of someone appeared next to her, casting light into the darkness.

      I looked away; my form was illuminated, and Scout was now looking right at me.

      “Shit,” I muttered. Under my breath.

      “I heard that,” Scout said. She was looking right at me; her fear had subsided, and now she was peering at me with distinct...interest.

      “She ain't so scary now, is she?” The figure next to her was a man, slightly ghostly as he shed his light. It didn't take a rocket scientist to work out who he was – plasma guy, the one Augustus had cut down to size.

      “Listen, hobbit,” I said, pointing at him, “By which I mean you are literally half a man now – this is an A – B conversation, so why don't you C yourself out?”

      I caught a flash of a grin. “I'm not going anywhere without my lady here.”

      “Oh, were you two...together?” I pointed between the two of them. “In life, I mean?”

      Scout exchanged an uncertain look. “No, I mean...”

      “Oh, whew, I was gonna say,” I pretended to be greatly relieved. “I figured after catching the other two boinking in the control room that maybe you guys were just acting out one big couples' therapy session. But I see it now – your flying guy and the lightning Punk Rock Chick are the couple, you two are the third and fourth wheel.”

      Scout's eyebrows looked as though they might creep up into her hairline. “You...you didn't...” The lines of her face snapped into anger. “You're lying!”

      “About what?” I could sense the pain, and I moved to press it harder to her. “Catching your friends going at it like a pair of teens on lover's lane? I wish I hadn't seen it. I can't un-see it. But unfortunately, it's in here.” An idea occurred to me. “You know what? Since I have to live with that imagery in my head, how about I share the pain?”

      The darkness around us disappeared, replaced by the control room as it had appeared when I'd burst in with Jamal and Reed. I spared no embarrassing detail, dumping my memory, bright and clear, into the middle of the dreamwalk.

      Every little sight.

      Every noise.

      Every smell.

      Scout and the ghostly guy watched the short replay, and I stopped it after our two players got their pants up. I didn't add any fluff, but I did omit the audio of my stuttering and freezing.

      “Whew,” I said, when it had played out. “Gotta admit. That was one of the more awkward situations I've ever stepped into in my life.” I made a show of wiping my brow.

      Scout's face was ashen. Even in the dreamwalk, where she had no blood, it looked like it had all drained from her face.

      “You don't believe her, do you?” AJ put a hand on Scout's shoulder and gave her a solid shake.

      That seemed to jar Scout out of it. A wave of emotion swept over her face in sequence – disbelief was replaced by anger, anger was snuffed into smoldering rage, and then something akin to pain congealed with desire to hurt me back manifested in the form of a twisted smirk. “You know,” she said, rage just threatening to burn out of every syllable, “I thought you'd be tougher.”

      “And I thought you'd have some meat on your bones, skinny Minnie,” I fired back. “Also, I'm plenty tough.”

      “You haven't stopped us at all,” she said, and now I could see she was trying to turn the tables on me. I'd inflicted psychological pain on her – fear, uncertainty, and finally, actual emotional agony. Credit to the girl was due; she'd left fear behind and now she was aiming to hit back in the only way she thought she had available. “We've struck a blow against the oil and gas industry that's caused billions in damage.” She gave me a crooked grin. “What are you going to do when we switch tracks and you have no idea where we're going next?”

      “Track you down,” I said coolly. It wasn't my first interrogation, and certainly not the first where the subject decided they'd flip things around on me. “Bring you to heel. Throw you in the Cube. Or end up killing you and your friends. It's at least a little up to you.”

      She barely reacted to the threat of the Cube, but the mention of killing her friends got her face to jump a little. “Our world's coming to an end. I'm trying to save it, and you – you supposed hero – you're trying to stop me. You're picking corporations that are destroying the world over the people trying to do good.”

      “Life's a little more 'shades of gray' than that, kiddo,” I said, because condescension was a tonic guaranteed to light her ass up, and sure enough, I could see the fire burning in her eyes. “You can blame the oil and gas industry for that if you want, and paint them as evil, but they're really just people doing a job, and that job does a surprising amount of good, not that you'd ever reflect on how many lives are saved per year by electricity and heat provided by them. Hint: it's a lot.”

      “I don't care,” she said, now shaking with rage. “They are killing the planet.” Her eyes burned. “You...are killing the planet.”

      “Wow, I just got casually shuffled into the category of evildoer because I didn't immediately fold myself into an origami shape trying to agree with you,” I said. The dream around me was starting to change, taking on characteristics I wasn't putting into it – trees were forming out of the darkness that had swept back in once I'd finished showing Scout the vision of her friends boinking. “There's really just 'good' and 'evil' for you on this, isn't there? Anyone who disagrees with you is pure darkness, anyone who's on your side is composed of absolute light?”

      “There's right and there's wrong,” she said, and her skin began to glow with the light of plasma. The shadow of the guy next to her was grinning. “I'm trying to save the planet and you're trying to stop me. Guess which of us is which?”

      “I'm going to say the one of us that's not so high on her own certainty she can't see that she's literally killing people to do zero good in the long term and is absolutely damaging the environment in the short term,” I said, but I knew this battle of words and ideas was lost.

      Scout exploded into a blast of burning plasma that burned its way through the dreamwalk, and I screamed as it seared my every nerve, vaulting me into the next stage of things:

      The battle.
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      “Okay, you snotty little bitch,” I said, trying to shake off the pain she'd just caused me. My skin and nerves burned like that lightning chick had come back and resumed baking each one individually with her powers, though I knew it was all in my head. “You want to play this the hard way?” My eyes blazed with fire as I summoned forth the memory of Gavrikov. A distantly faint shadow appeared beside me, the last remnants of Aleksandr that remained in my head. It said nothing, unlike her plasma guy, because his spirit or soul was long gone.

      But he stood by me as I lit up, preparing to pour a little dream pain on this skinny hussy.

      I lit off like a nuclear bomb, bringing light to every corner of the dreamwalk. Scout's screams and agony were loud. I could hear her pain across the entirety of the dreamscape, and...

      It felt goooooood.

      “You–” She opened her mouth, looking up at me with spiteful hate as my attack faded.

      I opened my mouth in reprisal, and I stared down in loathing at my fellow millennial. Another person popped into my mind: Brance Venable, the country music singing villain with the vocal powers that I'd chased around Nashville as he left people with bleeding ears everywhere.

      My scream reverberated through the dreamwalk, seemingly shaking the very fabric of reality itself. Scout screamed, too, but it was drowned out in mine, blood spraying out of her ears in a representation of her distress as I attacked her in a way she definitely didn't expect.

      “Get it together!” her male shadow screamed over the painful ruckus I was causing.

      Scout's eyes flashed, and she did just that.

      She came at me with a blast of plasma channeled through both hands. It wasn't real plasma, but it felt real as it hit me as though directed through a hose ten inches from my face.

      My physical representation in the dreamwalk burned alive, scorched down to bone and blackened.

      I felt it, every bit, and my scream went from Brance's pain-soaking screams to agonized, to weeping, before I crumbled to my knees.

      “Hit her where it hurts,” Brianna Glover said, right into my ear. I looked over; she was next to me, a hand on my elbow, trying to help me to my feet. A spectral outline, she was still more substantial than Gavrikov, and I could see the clarity of her features. She arched her eyebrows.

      “Oh,” I said, getting it. Scout seemed to be recharging for the next attack.

      I didn't give her a chance to execute it.

      I unleashed something on her I hadn't used in a while: The warmind. A dark psychological projection that prevailed on the deepest fears in the mind, taken from one of the more loathsome souls I'd ever made contact with – Bjorn Odinson.

      But I added a little twist.

      The warmind shoved itself into the brain, a psychic invasion that ripped into the consciousness with the force of invisible fingers shoving themselves through your ear canals and nasal passages into the skull. Visions of ravens dominated the attacked, distracting them, giving them one hell of a headache.

      To this, I summoned forth the power of the ghost of Gerry Harmon and added a little twist.

      “AHHHHHHHHHHHHH!” Scout shrieked, rattling my bones.

      I'd dropped in that vision of her pals boffing in the control room to the raven/pain cocktail, and rammed it home repeatedly into her fragile psyche.

      “Press the attack,” Brianna said. “Don't let up on her.”

      God, I loved how aggressively vicious this girl was, but without the psychological baggage of being a serial killer. “Right you are.”

      I tried something a little different; this world was my oyster, and I decided to really use that to my advantage. It being entirely of my creation, I could decide to do something completely different on the fly.

      Which I did now.

      The world around us became a lavascape, volcanoes flaring all around us. Scout's footing disappeared and she fell into a floe, the burning heat adding to her already agonizing discomfort from my psychic attack. She screamed, she cried, she ignored the pleading advice of her ghost soul:

      “Scout! Come on, Scout! You can – come on! You can–”

      She was weeping, she was shaking, she was gripped in my attack and the pain inflicted by the battlefield itself, and suddenly–

      She was gone.

      A moment later I jarred awake to find my grandmother sitting on the bed opposite me, watching with unconcealed worry. She let out a long, slow breath and her shoulders sagged the moment she saw me sit up, and I knew she'd been watching me writhe in agony, barely able to keep herself from waking me up the whole time.
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      “Hey! Scout!” The fierce shaking at her shoulder jarred her awake, and Scout nearly took the head off Isaac when she snapped out of the nightmare.

      “Whoa, hey,” Isaac said, catching her fist as she threw it. Smoke was wafting off of it, but she wasn't burning plasma – yet. “Hey,” he said again, eyes rimmed with concern. “It was just a nightmare. You're okay.”

      Scout felt the knife twist in her soul, acid burn in the back of her throat. “No.” She shook her head. “No, it wasn't 'just a nightmare.'” She looked him in the eye. “Sienna Nealon just tried to attack me in my dreams.”

      Isaac's face drained of all color in a second. “Damn.” At least he believed her. For a split second before he'd reacted, she worried he wouldn't. “Are...” He brushed her hand. “Are you all right?”

      “Yeah,” Scout said, nodding, her breathing ragged. “Yeah, I am.” Something about the experience hardened her resolve, though. Anger flared in the back of her mind.

      “You're right,” Isaac said. “We do need to hit something different. I found a car factory that I think is a good target. We'll hit it, throw everyone off our trail.” He brushed some stray hairs out of her face. “But, uh...I don't know what to do about...this. You think she'll come after you this way again?”

      Scout pressed her lips together hard. “I don't care,” she decided. “I know we're right and she's wrong. She can come after me all she likes in our dreams, it's not going to change a thing in the real world.” That loathing seemed to grow, her anger coalescing within her until it was almost a physical force. “We're going to keep going until we finish this thing, and if she wants to stop us...” She looked up, and grinned with the absolute certainty that she'd keep five steps ahead of this bitch, “...she better get ready to run her ass ragged.”
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      “I take it you didn't get a clue?” Lethe asked, offering me a glass of water.

      I accepted it, drained it in one drink, and took a long breath before answering. “No. Nothing useful, at least.”

      “That was pointless, then,” she said, shaking her head. “And you might have just given your enemy a tool to use against you – or against your friends.”

      “I did finally beat her ass in the dreamwalk,” I said. “Once I got the hang of things. But she's strong. Or at least, with the help of her lone soul, she's got some oomph.”

      “Souls have a compounding effect when they're added to your consciousness,” Lethe said, always the patient lecturer. “You probably know this, but if you've got a couple solid souls in your corner, you can absorb just about any meta, no matter how willful or ornery, and bend their power to your use.”

      “Because forcing a soul to do your will really is a matter of, well...will,” I said. “I understood that at a gut level. Absorbing someone like Brianna...”

      “She adds her will to your own,” Lethe said.

      So be nice to me, Brianna said, and I glimpsed a Cheshire-cat like grin out of the darkness in my head.

      Am I not nice to you? I asked back.

      Well, the killing me wasn't very nice, but since then you've been fairly hospitable. When the Olympics roll around this summer, though, I'm going to need you to carve out some time to watch the shooting events.

      “Done and done,” I said, and when I caught a look of WTF from Lethe I said, “Just keeping my lone soul happy with a little bargaining.”

      “Good call,” Lethe said.

      “Here's a question,” I said. “The remains of the souls that have...moved on. I can use their powers...”

      “I've always called them 'shadows,'” she said.

      “Artful description.”

      “I got it from Dad,” she said. “He always fancied himself a bit of a poet.”

      “It's not that poetic,” I said. “I called them shadows, too.” I frowned. “Wait...I might have gotten that from Charlie.”

      Lethe shuddered. “The patchwork quilt of mentorship experiences that makes up your life before Revelen makes me ill.”

      “Hey, she's your daughter, and I'm guessing craziness is more endemic to the Hades side of the family than the Nealon branch.”

      “How would you know?” My grandmother had a glint in her eyes, one that suggested something I didn't want to contemplate right now.

      “Point is, the others are gone, right?” I asked. “Wolfe, Gavrikov...they are gone? Like, gone gone?”

      “Very definitely,” she said. “There's only one soul, or consciousness, as it were. What you have left are just the stray pieces of imprint that remain after a long...imprinting, I guess. Stains of a soul drained from yours by Rose.”

      “But I can still use powers from people I barely absorbed,” I said, setting my water glass on the nightstand between us and shooting a tiny jolt of electricity at it. It played across the glass surface for a second, then died. I tuned into Brance's power, let loose–

      The glass shattered in a violent spray. The picture frames above both beds cracked, and the mirror shattered.

      “Sorry,” I said, cringing in purest contrition.

      Lethe sat across from me, eyes closed, pieces of glass sticking in her hair. When she opened them, she took note of the glass, brushed it carefully with her hand so it fell on the floor and said, “You're cleaning that up.”

      “Sorry,” I said. “I picked that up in Nashville last year.”

      “Music City? Fitting.”

      “But you don't have any of those?”

      “Maybe,” she said, drifting into pensive territory. “I've absorbed a lot of souls over my time, Sienna, and all of them are...digested, I guess you could say. I can't hear any of their voices anymore. Which is good for me, in a way, because you know I hate people, but bad in another – it's harder to pick them out individually so I could use their power.”

      I thought back to Edinburgh, where I'd faced Rose's catspaw, Frankie, and his devastating red energy powers that seemed like they could split the earth. “I absorbed this one guy,” I said, getting up and heading for the window, where I ripped the curtains aside to check and make sure the parking lot was good and clear. “Back in Scotland, right before Rose took my powers.”

      Thrusting out my hand over the empty hotel parking lot and the vacant beyond, I concentrated on my vague memory of Frankie. Truth be told, I could barely remember him, though whether that was a function of him being a part of my soul collection for all of twelve seconds before Rose hoovered him out of me or because she'd taken my memories of him as well, I didn't know. And never would, probably, like with so many of the other things she'd torn from me over that hellish time I called the Scotland period.

      My hand wavered, but no red beam came bursting forth to sunder the wall of the hotel. Which was probably good.

      “You only had the power for a few minutes?” Lethe asked. She was keeping her distance. Wise lady, my grandmother.

      “Yeah,” I said, giving it one last try. Not so much as a crimson firework effect came from my fingertips.

      “I'm not entirely sure, but I'd guess that it wouldn't be enough to leave an impression on you,” Lethe said. “The others had been with you awhile, you'd used their powers–”

      “I never used Jamal's Thor power,” I said, letting electrical bolts dance from my fingertips and ground themselves on the glass. It was a pretty display, but I doubt it'd do much more than make a person tingle if I applied it to flesh. “Or Brance's voice one. And I really don't have much juice when it comes to either.”

      “A fact which I'm thankful for, especially when it comes to that howl,” she said. “There are limitations to everything, kiddo. These appear to be yours.”

      I nodded slowly. “There is...one other, too, I think.”

      Lethe brushed a little stray glass off the bed and lifted her legs up, propping herself up. Her voice had turned quiet, almost lazy, like she was ready to sleep. “Oh? What's that?”

      I picked up my phone and went to the stopwatch setting. Activating it, I tossed it to my grandmother. “Watch the time.”

      She stared at the phone, frowning, then at me. “Oooookay...”

      Taking a deep breath, I pictured Shin'ichi Akiyama. Held the memory of him in my head...

      A minute later, I opened my eyes. “Did you see anything?”

      Lethe looked up from my phone. “No.”

      “Bummer,” I said, taking the phone back from her. “Guess that one's just a passive immunity.”

      “...To what?” Lethe asked.

      “Akiyama,” I said.

      “Ah.” She fluffed one of the pillows. “You mind if I hit the sack? It's been a long couple days.”

      “Sure,” I said. “I need to sleep, too.” I drew the curtains. “Been shorting myself on rest, and who knows when the next attack could come.”

      “Mmmhmm,” Lethe said, but she'd already stretched out and her eyes were closed. Her breathing slowed over the next ten seconds or so, and by the time I came back from using the bathroom and brushing my teeth, she was already asleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventy-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hey, Harry, me again,” I said, speaking into the phone as the afternoon sun streamed in through the hotel window into the empty room. “Still in Houston. Going on three days now. It's hot. Still hot. Always hot, forever and ever, really. Because...Houston. I haven't heard from you since Washington, and I can't seem to catch you in a dreamwalk for whatever reason, so...I'm leaving you this voicemail.” I took a long, slow breath. “I'm sure you have your reasons for going incommunicado, but I'm starting to worry about you. If you could call or text me back, that'd be great. I'm just chilling here, waiting for a break in this case. Did I mention it's been three days? Nothing in three days from these so-called villains? Boy, I could sure use a Cassandra to, oh, I don't know, lead me right to them so we can finish this shit!”

      I got control of myself, realizing my voice was starting to stray into Brance territory. “Sorry,” I said, once I had a handle on my feelings. “But seriously, call me. I promise I will not go crazy girlfriend on you...if you call me soon. If you continue to wait, that promise is going to be null and void, and we might having a genuine domestic because I am seriously going to have to put a foot up your ass and break it off, which will be a lot better for me than for you, since I can grow my foot back and you're still going to have to extract it from your–”

      My gaze flashed to the door as a loud knock emanated from it. “Gotta go. Consider yourself saved by the bell.” I hung up without any words of affection to offset the threats I just made, and stewed in the active question of whether I was being a crappy girlfriend by threatening to rectally violate my significant other for not returning any of my calls. And making me worry. One of those was a stronger impelling force than the other, but as with so many facets of my psychology, hell if I could judge which was which.

      “Hey, Reed,” I said, throwing open the door to find my brother wearing a light (for him) scowl. He was dressed in a cheap-ish suit that he'd picked up somewhere in town here, though hell if I knew where. He'd been out of the hospital for a day or so, but his demeanor had not improved from the pleasantness of when he'd been unconscious.

      “You looked through the peephole?” he asked, frowning like I'd pricked him.

      “No, I could hear you breathing through the door in that steady, disapproving way you have.”

      “Hah.” He feigned amusement, clearly writing off my comment as a joke. It wasn't, but I didn't need to press him on it.

      “What's up?” I asked, holding the door. “Do we have a clue?”

      “No.” His annoyance returned like a flash flood. “I just thought I'd check in.”

      “Bored?” I asked, waving him in. I threw myself onto the bed, which was messy from me not allowing housekeeping in for the last three days.

      “Terminally, I think.” He picked his way around some of Lethe's mess – turns out she was a real pig, leaving clothing strewn everywhere – and dropping himself into the upholstered, vaguely pink chair with the stitched pattern on it by the window. “Do you ever remember a case where the bad guy just...took a vacation or something in the middle of it?”

      “No,” I said, “and they were blitzkrieging so hard for a while there, too.”

      “That's the part that bothers me,” Reed said. “They pressed hard. They caused two ecological catastrophes–”

      “Well, sort of,” I said. “They may have caused them, but between Scott and Augustus, they've just about got the Houston Ship Channel cleaned up already. And Augustus is chomping at the bit to head back to North Dakota and clean up that mess, too. He told me he thought he could do it in a month or less.”

      “He told me the same,” Reed said, and his frown relaxed. “And I can't say that's a bad thing, because...” He sighed.

      “We'll get paid for it...?” I asked, barely able to conceal my smile.

      “Just like we are for sitting here,” he said, looking not at all pleased for some reason. “North Dakota's still paying us, too, by the way, in spite of the anger when we left. We're triple dipping – NoDak, Texas, and the feds are all paying us right now. Overtime, too. Plus, Kat and Eilish wrapped up the California job before they headed west, and Olivia and Angel caught the New York perp.”

      “Yet still you're not satisfied, oh beancounter who is my brother. Almost like money isn't enough to make you happy. You know, in your soul of souls.”

      “It's not,” Reed said, dark clouds rolling in over his forehead. Not literally, I should say, since he can actually do that. “My worry was always for the business, which you handed me, so unceremoniously, after fleeing the scene–”

      “Hey, I could have tried to keep running it while under federal indictment, but I feel like that might have compromised our efforts to get business.”

      “–and I've tried to keep it going, really I have,” he said, undeterred by my smartassery, “but I only care about it insofar as it has to be running to allow us to do the good we do.” He took a long, deep breath. “As much as all of us might enjoy stopping bad guys, if it didn't pay the bills...well, something would have to. And that something would probably get in the way of us being available to stop bad guys.”

      “I know,” I said, barely hiding a smile, “which is why some brilliant individual set up a private agency for handling metahuman law enforcement affairs. Since basically no meta I know wants to work directly for the US government, and it's not like any individual state gets enough business to set up a genuine task force.”

      “You're not that brilliant,” Reed said, always so quick to let the air out of my balloon of joy. “For two years, business has been dismal.”

      “Because you eliminated the fresh supply of metas when you crashed that drug ring,” I said, “and thanks to Sovereign, we were an endangered species before that.” I shrugged. “But the formula's out there, now. In the dark web, in drug labs. The genie has left the bottle, and she ain't going back.”

      “Would you have stopped it?” Reed asked, looking right at me, almost accusingly.

      “I couldn't,” I said, shrugging off his nearly-accusatory look.

      “But if you could have,” he said, not backing off, “if you had magical powers–”

      “I do.”

      “–But ones that could let you snap your fingers–”

      “Oh, I see. Like that genie I was just talking about. There's a theme to this conversation. Do I get three wishes?”

      “Let's focus on the one,” he said. “If you could eliminate all the power serums out there, just...” He snapped his fingers. “...And they'd be gone. The Base serum. The Booster. The Skill Tree Unlocker. All three. Would you do it?”

      I opened my mouth to give the reflexive answer: Yes.

      But...nothing came out.

      Reed sagged in the chair, bowing his head. “I knew it,” he muttered under his breath.

      “It should be an easy 'yes,' right?” I frowned, trying to plumb the depths of my soul and figure out why I hadn't just spit out the right answer.

      “I think I might be able to come up with reason you'd want to say 'no,' if I were forced to.”

      “I know what you're going to say. That I'm an action junkie. That I need this in order to fulfill me or something. And I'm not going to bother denying it–”

      “Good. Because we'd both know you were lying.”

      “But I don't want people to get hurt, Reed. If I could make the pain stop, I would.” I frowned. “I think.”

      He threw his head back. “Oh, come on! That one, if nothing else, ought to be easy!”

      “Well, hold on,” I said. “It should. I mean, logically, it should, but...” My mind was really whirling. “I don't know. Life's kind of a Jenga tower, I think. Yeah, you could eliminate misery, and if given the absolute power to, maybe you should. But...”

      He was staring at me, absolutely stone faced. “There's no but here, Sienna.”

      “There kinda is,” I said, cringing slightly as I spoke. “If there's no unhappiness in life...what are you left with?”

      “Happiness...?”

      “No,” I said. “I don't think so...? I mean...I'm kinda talking out my ass here, but I don't think happiness is just the absence of unhappiness. It's a positive, negative, neutral kind of spectrum, and just removing one of the poles doesn't mean you automatically shift straight to positive. In fact, you might not even fully appreciate it when you did experience it, because your perspective would be...skewed.”

      He looked at me through narrowed eyes. “You've watched Inside Out too many times.”

      “Look, sorry, you're miring me in deeper thoughts,” I said. “You want me to decide to do things like it's a magical world and I can just snap my fingers and remove a vital component of human existence like misery? And expect there to be no consequences? Sorry, Reed, I can't do that. I'm not smart enough to predict the follow-on effects of a fundamentally reality-transforming decision like that. I'm just barely smart enough to grasp that there would be consequences, and I'm slightly alarmed at your utopian thinking in believing that it'd be all hunky dory, cotton candy trees and unicorn farts and nothing bad could possibly flow from it.”

      “Because we'd have eliminated all misery,” he growled. “What part of this are you not getting?”

      “There is no magical button, okay? No genie.” I stared him down. “Not for misery. Not for the serum. Not for anything. Life is a series of trade-offs. It's the world's weirdest Rube Goldberg contraption. Everything you do has consequences. Everything you don't do has consequences. All we can do is try and maneuver in that framework and do our best.”

      “To do what?” he asked quietly.

      “Well, we can't eliminate misery,” I said, “but I have made it my life's mission to try and minimize it. For most people, anyway.”

      Reed just shook his head, a little sullenly. “You can't even answer a simple question about something like removing misery from the world in the correct way. You might be a little demented, sister of mine.”

      “You just gonna ignore my larger point there?”

      He didn't answer for a minute. When he did, it was so grudging you'd have thought it required a tractor to pull it out of him. “No.” Then he added, quietly, “But I don't have to answer it, either.”

      “Fine,” I said, shrugging. “Fine. We can just agree to d–”

      The chirp of my phone followed by a similar sound from his a few seconds later sent us both scrambling for our electronic devices. I fished mine out first and found a news alert waiting.

      
        
        ECO-TERRORIST BAND STRIKES AUTO FACTORY IN ARKANSAS

      

      

      “Dammit,” Reed said, and he had already vaulted out of the chair, heading for the door. I didn't let him get there first.
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      “It's burning.”

      Those words were self-evident to anyone with a pair of eyes with which to see. Because the fire was obvious, obvious as hell, on every screen in the command center of the Texas Department of Safety. You couldn't avoid it except by shutting your eyes.

      “How far away is that?” Reed asked.

      Gabriel was staring at the screen, transfixed. “Four hundred something miles to Little Rock, I think.”

      “We're going to need to head that way,” Reed said.

      “Of course,” Gabriel said. “You've got the FBI's blessing on this one. My only concern is...” He made a cringey face.

      “That they'll double back and hit you again?” Scott said. He was bent partly over the planning table, his face and skin back to nearly its normal shade. It had come in a little paler, but a couple days in the Houston sun working to remove oil from the Ship Channel had done a lot to return it to normal. “Not a bad point.”

      “Still...this is the priority right now,” Reed said, staring at the map. “How soon can we get there?”

      “Helicopter is coming in now,” Gabriel said. “We'll get you right to the airport, then you're off to Arkansas. Figure it's an hour or so of flight time.”

      “If they're smart, they'll be long gone by the time we get there,” I said. “And as much as we might want to count 'em out, I don't think they're stupid.”

      “Other than destroying everything they profess to save,” Augustus muttered.

      “There's really no predictable pattern now, is there?” Lethe stood with her arms folded just a couple steps out of our little circle that had formed around the map table.

      “You mean how before they were hitting oil and gas, and now they've expanded to wreck an automaker?” Jamal asked.

      “Where do they go next, then?” Scott asked, furrowing his brow as he stared at the video coverage of Arkansas. “I mean, we thought they'd hit the Gulf Coast refineries–”

      “Because it fit their pattern,” Lethe said. “But they're changing the pattern.”

      “And if we don't get out in front of these people somehow, like we did with that last tip,” Reed said, jaw popping as he stared at the fire blazing on the screen, “we're never going to catch them.”
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      The helicopter took off from the Texas DPS rooftop a few minutes later into a partially cloudy sky, sun blazing down through bright white clouds as we took off. The rattle and shaking of the helo was a little rough, hinting that crosswinds might slow our flight.

      Reed raised a hand, and the chopper stabilized. He didn't even say anything, just did it and then settled back against his seat.

      “Okay, this is the thing I don't get,” Augustus said, over the sound of the helicopter, loud enough we metas could hear him.

      “Is it going to be another rant about these people?” Jamal asked. “Because I've heard enough of those.”

      “They keep setting me off, okay?” Augustus just vented. “I have spent my last two days and three nights cleaning up their messes. There's oil every-damned-where, okay? And it didn't need to be like that.”

      “Look I don't agree with a thing they're doing, but they're raising awareness,” Reed said. “Bringing up an issue that fades to the background.”

      “Which is?” Augustus stared at my brother, hard. They were facing each other in the helicopter seats, perfectly positioned for the argument Augustus seemed primed to have.

      “Oil is the lifeblood of modern society,” Reed said calmly. “We drag it out of the earth by force, spilling it here and there, which does damage. Then we pipe it across the country or truck it, spilling more. Then we refine it, adding impurities to our atmosphere, then burn it, which adds even more and contributes to the phenomenon of climate change. And not that you don't know this, college boy, but that's a phenomenon that's going to raise the ocean levels and eventually could kill us all.”

      Augustus just rolled his eyes. “Yo, look at the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change estimates, okay? Worst case scenario, by 2100, if totally unchecked and we build zero – and I mean zero – seawalls, then yeah, there's going to be some flooding in places that we don't have flooding right now. And I'm with you if you're saying that's bad. But that's the worst case, eighty years from now, assuming we do nothing. Which is a bad guess over that long a time. Humans don't leave anything alone.”

      “They see a problem, they're trying to fix it,” Reed said tightly. The chopper shook once more. “They're trying to wake people up, because most seem to be asleep about this.”

      “Try and imagine living in Minneapolis in winter on zero emissions,” Augustus said, and he was fired up, like we could hook a power line to him and run things for a year or two. “What happens when it hits zero degrees and 3.6 million people need to heat their houses, but solar ain't working! Because the clouds are so thick you can't see the sky, and the wind ain't really blowing hard enough to power a city. What then? Huh?”

      “I'll tell you what then,” Lethe said, and I caught a flash of danger in Reed's eyes as he perceived himself being ganged up on. “It's like what happens to people when they start to starve: they do anything to scrape by. They'll start chopping down trees and burning them for fuel.”

      “Or burn shit,” Augustus said. “Literal shit. Because a lot of places in the third world, they still burn fecal matter on a daily basis for warmth. And they die of the fumes, too, but nobody wants to talk about that. She's right, though – they'll burn whatever they can because human beings are attuned to their own survival that way.”

      “I'm not advocating for zero emissions,” Reed said tightly, and the chopper shook again. “I'm not defending their position. Just telling you why they think that way. I'm just in favor of scaling back.”

      “Why can't we just crank up the technology?” Scott asked. “I don't see the problem here. Wind, solar, battery capacity. That's the bridge, that's the future. We need to invest in it, and leave fossil fuels behind.”

      “Dude, you're trying to talk about driving on a bridge that ain't built yet,” Augustus said. “That's what frustrates me about these assholes. You know what I hear when they talk about the world ending in ten, twelve years? I hear them saying, 'Make me your god, give me the power to fix this and I will magically solve your problem for you.' But they can't.” His jaw tightened. “They're lying. Because they want power. And control.”

      “Why can't they fix it?” Scott asked, leaning forward. “And why shouldn't they try? There are things we can. Reduce the consumption of meat. That puts a ton of carbon into the air.”

      “Consumption of meat, especially in third world countries, increases life expectancy,” Lethe said. When everyone looked at her, she sighed. “It adds nutrients that might be otherwise hard to come by in a plant-based diet somewhere other than the first world. So if you're advocating for cutting down on that, recognize that what you're actually advocating is population control, albeit maybe in some softer terms and with a little less venom than it's been suggested with in the past by places like China with the one-child policy or Germany under the Nazis.”

      “That's not what I'm advocating,” Scott said, voice rising. “I'm just saying we need to be smarter about things.”

      A buffeting wind shook the chopper, and I looked at Reed, whose face was slightly red.

      “I think metahumans could help solve these problems,” I said, trying to take this discussion off boil. “I mean think about it – Reed could power wind farms himself. And Jamal? I mean, you could just hook him right up to the power grid and you'd have zero emission electricity.”

      “Having lived with him for many years,” Augustus said, “I can assure you my brother is not zero emissions.”

      “Nice one,” Scott said, chuckling.

      “Also, I draw a lot of my electricity from the grid,” Jamal said. “Put me in a blackout area with no storm going on, and if I'm tired or tapped out? I won't zap much of anything. My personal batteries are not infinite.”

      “Still, Reed could power a wind farm,” Scott said. “That's something. My point is there are solutions we could embrace, if we tried.”

      “I'm not saying there's not a way forward,” Augustus said. “I'm saying the fear-mongers are selling this thing like it's the end of the world tomorrow. You have kids literally scared to death that they're going to die of climate change. That's how you get these lunatics doing this shit.” He made a loud scoffing noise. “And for some reason they ignore all discussion of ways to mitigate damage, or even take us closer to zero emissions. How is it that we've been cranked up our use of natural gas, which has allowed us to go lower on emissions, and they hate that? And they really hate nuclear power. France was all in on nuclear, then they listened to Germany and decided to try wind and solar, and their emissions went up. So tell me how serious these politicians are about solving the problem when they scream ZERO EMISSIONS! but don't talk about the ways we could crabwalk our way down to them. Makes me think they're lying.”

      “Politicians lying? Finally, a point on which we can all agree,” Scott said, laughing weakly.

      “Tell 'em your conspiracy theory,” Jamal said, and he caught a hot look from Augustus. “Come on. You blow off all your steam or what? You been burning my ears off with it for days. Don't stop now.”

      “Nah,” Augustus said after a long moment. “Naw, I don't need to do that.” He looked away.

      The chopper bumped, and lurched lightly. I could feel us starting to descend.

      “Saved by the bell,” Jamal said, and we started to come down.

      The skies had turned grayer and darker somewhere in the middle of our descent, and there were several bumps on the way down. The air conditioning system of the helicopter was doing a bang-up job of blowing right in my face, filling my nasal passages with the residual smell of the smoky stink that had hung over the city for days since the refinery explosions and the ship's detonation.

      We landed with a last bump, and the ground crew threw the door open forcefully as a heavy wind blew through. I shut my eyes against the force of it as I tossed my headset aside and jumped off the chopper first. I started across the tarmac to where an SUV was waiting to ferry us to the terminal, but the ground crewman grabbed my sleeve and shook it.

      I turned around, surprised by the move, half-expecting an attack, but he motioned toward my lower body. Surprised, I looked down like there was something waiting there, but he waved a hand in front of my face and I looked back up to find him mouthing something at me over the blade noise.

      “CHECK...YOUR...PHONE!” he shouted, and I heard him fine because I was a meta. And also not deaf.

      Pulling my phone from my pocket, I looked at it, and instantly felt the air rush out of me.

      
        
        SUSPECTED ECO-TERRORIST ATTACK AT JERSEY CITY NUCLEAR PLANT. STORY DEVELOPING.
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      The FBI had brought a Gulfstream IV out for our use and we loaded onto it quickly. Reed followed me to the back of the plane as I went to use the restroom. When I came out he was standing there, glaring, though not necessarily at me. “Oh boy,” I said, without enthusiasm.

      “What?” he asked darkly.

      “Clearly, you've got something on your mind that you're about to inflict on me,” I said. “Since you followed me back here and you're wearing a look that'd go well with a funeral suit.”

      That did not improve his disposition. “Tell me you're not thinking about it.”

      “You're going to have to be a little more specific.”

      There was a hubbub at the front of the plane, and I could see the flight crew had arrived.

      Reed leaned in. “Flying yourself to New Jersey.”

      I straightened, bearing up under the weight of his accusation. “Well, I wasn't until you mentioned it. I am now.”

      His own tension subsided just a little, and his dark, suspicious look faded a few degrees. “Sorry. I was thinking about it, so I thought maybe you...” He shook his head. “Sorry.”

      “Look,” I said, watching carefully because a flight attendant was making her way down the aisle toward us with a roller bag behind her, “I'm sort of reconciled to how I have to play this. 'Sort of' being the operative part of the phrase. Besides, what's your max cruising speed in the air?”

      He drew a long breath, looking sideways to check the progress of the flight attendant, then dropped his voice to meta-low. “Around six hundred miles an hour. If I really push it.”

      I raised my eyebrows inadvertently. “Wow. You're supersonic and I didn't even know it.”

      “It takes a lot out of me.”

      I smiled as the flight attendant pushed through us to get to the rear galley, and beckoned for him to join me moving up to our seats. “This is the price we pay, for now, to let people feel safer around us. To keep things...simmering, instead of increasing the boil.”

      “You won't be able to keep it secret forever,” Reed said, rather ominously. “It's going to come out sooner or later, and at least if it came out now and you used it for good, you might...save lives.”

      “Maybe,” I said. “But I doubt it. We'll make it to New Jersey a couple hours before I could make it on my own, or you could.” I glanced at my phone as the engines started to heat up. “Not fast enough to make a difference.” I smiled weakly. “But...that doesn't mean someone can't do something right away...”
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        Olivia Brackett

        Jersey City, New Jersey

      

      

      

      Morobishi Nuclear Power Station was stuck out on a promontory in the Hackensack River just north of the Newark Bay Bridge. It was a squat, dumpy-looking place that had been around since the 1980's according to the fed who gave us a ride from Manhattan through the highrises and slums of the Jersey City freeways and deposited us here, in the middle of a containment zone populated by police uniforms and plainclothes law enforcement officers, with a sprinkling of the occasional politician, though they were mostly over by the news cameras.

      “Smells like trouble,” Angel Gutierrez said as the two of us ducked under the police cordon, ignoring the flurry of questions belted at us from the press scrum across the way. We tended to leave the talking to the politicians. Reed's orders.

      “Well, it's not exactly ham and eggs,” I agreed.

      The FBI had plucked us out of our midtown hotel and screamed across the Hudson River at top speed, sirens blaring. That they were now allowing us to wend our own way toward the incident command center at a leisurely pace suggested to me that they kinda thought their job was done in just getting us here fast. Like high speed Uber.

      Which was a little silly, because with permission from the FAA, I could have gotten us here a lot faster.

      “So, what are we dealing with?” Angel asked the moment we got to the command vehicle. I let her take the lead because I didn't like to talk much.

      A spattering of different law enforcement personnel were present, from local to governmental agencies to the ever-present FBI. Who we were nominally working for – though it was possible Jersey was now paying us as well. I didn't know and didn't think it was my place to ask.

      “Thirty minutes ago an armed group wearing masks forced their way into the control center of the Morobishi nuclear power plant,” said an Asian FBI agent. He had his ID clipped to the front of the FBI jacket; it read Li. “Somehow they subdued the guards, caused an alarm to ring and since then they've proceeded to lock everything down, creating a hostage situation.”

      Angel and I exchanged a look. It was not subtle.

      “This...does not sound like the MO of the eco-terrorists we've been dealing with,” Angel said.

      “No,” Agent Li said. “And given there was an attack in Arkansas an hour ago by what appears to be another band of eco-terrorists more closely resembling that MO...” He shrugged. “This may be a copycat incident.”

      “Oh, man,” I said, unable to contain myself.

      Angel sagged, too. “Okay,” she said after taking a moment to compose herself. “I need a map of the control room, the hostage situation – all that.” She waved a hand in front of her. “Do we have any idea how many of them there are?”

      “Hard to be certain,” Li said, “but it looks like there was a gunfight near one of the entry doors. A couple security guards are down over there, and maybe a suspect.” He pointed at the map, past the perimeter, toward one of the cooling towers and a building there. “They're in here.”

      Angel didn't ask, and I felt that gnawing sense of worry bubbling up, so I confirmed: “This is a nuclear plant, right?”

      Agent Li stared at me, nearly inscrutable. “Yes.”

      “Okay,” I said. “And they're in the control room?”

      Li's lips became a thin line for a second before he answered. “Yes.”

      It was mildly vexing that I kept having to drag these answers out of him, ones that seemed obvious and practically begged for answers. “Do we think they're trying to cause a meltdown?”

      Li's eyes shifted around the room, and he finally shrugged. “Seems likely, doesn't it?”

      “Oh,” I said, now that it was out there. “Okay.”

      But in my mind, I had a very different thought:

      Oh, shit.
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      “Olivia and Angel are on scene in Jersey,” Reed said. The Gulfstream's engines were thrumming, pushing us through the skies at high speed. I wasn't positive, but I had a feeling we were operating with a prodigious tailwind, too, my brother's own contribution toward getting us there a little faster. He looked up from his phone. “It's bad.”

      “Define...'bad,'” I said.

      “It's a nuclear station,” Reed said, reading off the text, “they've taken hostages, and they're dealing with the man in charge, this Agent Li,” he frowned, looking up at me, “You don't think...?”

      “Yeah, it's him,” I said. “I looked him up when I was with the Bureau. He's SAC of a field office out in Jersey. Thankfully I never ran across him while I was working for them. Can we leave behind that blast from the past and get back to the crisis for a second? Our villains have taken a nuclear power station?”

      “Olivia doesn't think it's the same villains,” Reed said, staring at the phone. “The FBI suspects copycats.”

      “They should expect more,” Jamal piped up from behind us.

      I spun around in my chair, which, fantastically, did that. Such lux. “Crazy says what?”

      “Not falling for that,” Jamal said, eyes closed, fingers zapping his laptop gently as he browsed the 'net. “But you heard me. There's an online groundswell of approval for this crew we're after.” He opened his eyes. “People are buying in to what they're doing.”

      “Aw, shit,” I said.

      “Crazy inspires crazy,” Lethe offered, oh-so-helpfully, from across the Gulfstream's aisle. “We saw the same things in the seventies movements.”

      “Who's 'we'?” Reed asked suspiciously.

      “I was a cop back then,” Lethe said, meeting his gaze very neutrally, apparently seeking to avoid conflict. “'We' meaning law enforcement. Like you.”

      “You and I are nothing alike,” Reed said darkly.

      “So these are bad guys,” Scott said, “but they're not our bad guys?”

      “Great, I like our clowns even less,” Augustus said. “Now they're causing us even more of a ruckus.”

      “What are you going to do?” I asked, watching Reed staring at his screen. “Tell them to hold and wait for us?”

      My brother was deep in thought, then slowly he shook his head. “It's a nuclear station and they've taken the control room. I don't think they can wait for us.” He looked up at me, and I saw the deep worry embedded in his eyes. “I'm going to tell them to go in.”
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      “Reed says we're good to go in.” I whispered the words to Angel, meta-low, and caught a sharp look back.

      “Good to know we've got permission,” she fired back, the emphasis telling me what she thought of that.

      “Were you going to go anyway?” I asked.

      “If I felt like they were going to cause a nuclear meltdown? You bet your ass,” Angel said.

      “You know your lip is moving funny?” Agent Li asked. I looked up to find him peering at me.

      “I...chew it sometimes,” I said, pocketing my phone. The subtle vibration from it told me Reed had more to say, but I didn't need to read it right now. “You haven't heard anything from inside the plant?”

      Li shook his head. “They're not answering our calls. It's most likely they're busy trying to cause a meltdown.”

      “Can they do that?” Angel asked. “I mean, aren't there safeguards or something?”

      “There should be,” Li said, “ones that would allow us access to shut down the reactor safely even from outside the plant, but...”

      “But what?” I asked, feeling that rising dread.

      “But apparently...” Li said, “...they're not working.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Scout

      

      

      

      Francine's whoop from the other room surprised Scout, jarring her out of what had been a pleasant, post-attack nap. She'd hoped that Isaac would join her, but he'd demurred without saying why.

      Scout had her suspicions, though. And they all hinged on the trash that Sienna Nealon had showed her in their dreamwalk.

      Don't let her get to you, AJ said. She's just trying to mess with your head.

      “I know,” Scout whispered, pushing herself up off the mattress.

      Their safe house in Kentucky wasn't much. Three rooms and a living area/kitchen, with mattresses on the floor and a barely-stocked pantry. Still, it was quiet, and it was safe, an old farmhouse deep in the woods. Plus, it had a pump for water and no electricity, so it was carbon neutral.

      She did miss hot water, though. A warm shower would have been nice right now.

      “You guys ain't gonna believe this!” Francine shouted.

      Better go see what she's on about, AJ said.

      Francine was dancing arrhythmically, phone in hand, when she came in. Isaac was looking at her from the room he'd staked his claim to, though he looked quite awake. She stopped, flashed the screen at each of them in turn, grinning widely. “We've got imitators.”

      Isaac cocked his head. “Say what?”

      “A group just forced their way into a nuclear plant in Jersey City,” Francine said, still grinning. “No motive announced. Nothing. Just barged in and took over the plant.”

      “They're trying to be like us,” Scout whispered.

      “We don't know that,” Isaac said, and his face was all dark caution and suspicion.

      Francine shook her head, still grinning. “I took over the security from inside the plant.” She waggled the phone. “I'm watching them, keeping everyone else out. They're trying to cause a meltdown. And,” she singsonged, pulling the phone back to her, “with my help...they're going to succeed.”
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      “Okay,” Agent Li said, re-entering the command trailer, “the engineers say if we can't get a plant technician in there to re-establish manual control, the whole place is going to enter a phased meltdown over the next several hours.” He looked a little green around the gills. “Something about this being an older model reactor and not set to automatically douse the rods – whatever that means.”

      “It means in new model reactors the heating rods submerge in the cooling reservoir automatically in the event of a catastrophic failure,” Angel said softly. “Gravity does it. Older models had the rods facing up, and you had to – never mind.” She shook her head in vague annoyance. “Point is, your electronic safeguards aren't working, right?”

      Li nodded.

      I tapped out a quick message to Reed on my phone: Power station electronics shut out. Thor type at work???

      “I don't mean to belabor the point,” Li said as I finished typing out my text and hit send, “but we're on a tight timeframe.”

      “We're on it,” Angel said, jerking her head toward the door.

      “No guns!” Li called after us. “It's a delicate–”

      “Yeah, thanks, we're not idiots,” Angel called back.

      I gave her a sidelong look. “Is it my imagination or are you getting sassier over time?”

      “I'm starting to lose patience with pendejos like Li,” Angel said. We were standing in what had been some sort of green space surrounding the power station before necessity had turned it into an assembly/safe zone for the reaction to this attack. Angel was scanning the ground, and paused when she came upon a good, fist-sized rock, stooping to pick it up. “And maybe Reed, though to a much lesser extent.” She flipped the rock in her hand.

      “Why's that?”

      She beckoned toward the caution tape that some enterprising cop had wrapped around the perimeter of the power station to keep anyone from approaching into the parking lot. “Because we're here, and we can see plain as day what needs to be done – the bad guys gotta get taken out. If there was time to wait, would you and I be charging in right now?”

      “No,” I said, after a moment's thought. “I don't think so...?”

      “Well, I know I wouldn't, cowgirl,” she said, giving me a half-serious appraising look. “Maybe you'd do it differently now that you've gone through your own personality shift.”

      “It's not – I didn't shift, per se–”

      “Whatever,” Angel said, as we strolled through the parking lot. She paused next to a minivan, then she smashed the back window.

      “What are you doing?” I asked in alarm.

      “You heard the man,” she said, popping the hatchback, “no guns.”

      “I did. Not sure what connection that has to auto burglary...?”

      She ripped the back flooring off, exposing the spare tire. Flipping that up, she set it against the back bumper and grabbed the tire iron beneath. She held onto it for a second, gauging the weight, then nodded, apparently satisfied. Tire iron in one hand and fist-sized rock in the other, she resumed her movement toward the nuclear power station, and I scampered to keep up.
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      “Olivia thinks there's a Thor-type blocking access to the power station's emergency shutdown protocols,” Reed said, looking very seriously at Jamal.

      Jamal blinked out of his e-trance, fingers perched on the edge of his phone. “Okay. Lemme–” He jerked bolt upright. “Well. That was quick.”

      “Don't leave us in the dark here,” Augustus said. “What'd you find?”

      “There's definitely a Thor blocking access to the power station's emergency protocols,” he said, and he seemed to be steeling himself. “And if you'll excuse me...” There was a flash of lightning in his eyes, and he smiled, oh so subtly. “I'm gonna have to go kick their ass out.”
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      The entry hallway to the nuclear plant was empty, a wide corridor leading to a security checkpoint. Bullet holes riddled the walls, and the air carried the faint smell of gunpowder. Dead security guards and a lone guy in a white lab coat now stained red waited for us at the checkpoint, staring at the ceiling or with faces buried in the floor.

      “This looks pretty conventional so far,” Angel said, striding ahead without hesitation.

      “It looks like guns so far,” I said, hustling to keep up with my fired-up partner. “Why don't you let the person who can reflect bullets lead?”

      She paused, holding her tire iron and rock like they were her own personal sword and shield. “You wanna go first? Be my guest.”

      I took the lead, trying to ignore the other smells that we passed at the security checkpoint. The death smells.

      The corridor went on and came to a dramatic T, with signs indicating various departments. I only had interest in one.

      “Control room is this way,” I said, dodging left at the intersection.

      “How many hostiles do you figure are in here?” Angel asked, huffing only slightly at the pace of our jog. It was light, human-speed, really, because we didn't want to charge headfirst into an armed ambush.

      “How many very angry, very committed people could they get to do a suicide mission like this?” I asked.

      Angel's eyes flashed. “I don't know, but the question itself worries me more than it should.”

      I shrugged. “Well–”

      The first shot took us both by surprise. It wasn't aimed at either of us, nor did it really even come our way. It was a loud thundercrack in a confined space, and it startled me so badly I stopped in the middle of the hallway.

      “Don't come any closer!” someone shouted over the ringing in my ears. The voice came from around the corner. “We've got hostages!”

      Angel froze behind me, which was probably the safest place in the building, unless a very particular kind of ricochet winged around to hit her. “We...we know,” she called. “We've come to negotiate for the release of the hostages.”

      I froze, turning my head slowly to give her an incredulous look. She just shrugged.

      “We...we're not looking to negotiate!” the voice called back. It was weak, a little wavering. Brittle enough to worry anyone who'd watched a hostage negotiation video or two.

      “Want to try and de-escalate this?” I asked.

      Angel looked strained. “Not sure we have time. This place melts down and we're in real trouble.”

      “Is it bad that I didn't even ask about the consequences?” I looked her right in the eye. “We just came busting right in, didn't even see about what kind of damage was in the balance if we screwed this up.”

      “Doesn't make much sense to dwell on it, does it?” she asked. Then, raising her voice, she called, “You sure about the negotiation? We could offer you some...uh...attractive incentives?”

      I cocked my head at her, my eyes wide, nearing panic. “'Attractive incentives?'”

      “I tried to sell cars for like, a week, when I was on the outs with the restaurant business,” she hissed. “It's all I know about talking to stressed-out people!”

      “Other than waitressing?”

      “It's called 'serving' now, okay? Get with the times.” She snapped her head back around. “Forget it. Bounce around there and take this guy out, will you?”

      I shrugged. “Step back.”

      She did, and as soon as she was clear I angled my personal reflective bubble against the floor and triggered a momentum reaction that sent me launching forward like a pinball out of the spring launcher. I flew into the T intersection and had less than a quarter second to analyze what I saw.

      A hostage, bleeding from the scalp.

      A terrorist, pointing a gun at the hostage's head.

      Another, just behind him, staring in complete surprise at me.

      My personal bubble bounced against the wall, and I triggered the reaction at the perfect angle, launching myself at the terrorists at over a hundred miles an hour. I shot between them, triggering my bubble as I did so, and as soon as I was sure that A) the hostage was not in the bubble and B) the terrorist with the gun to the hostage's head had pulled the weapon back in surprise at my sudden appearance in front of him a second earlier.

      The bubble pushed them out with violent force, shoving everything in a two-foot zone around me away.

      One terrorist hit the wall in front of me at a hundred miles an hour, the one behind me – who'd had the hostage – was launched down the corridor twenty, thirty feet until he rolled to a stop. There were sounds of definite bones breaking, but as he came to rest, he tried to stand, pointing his gun, wobbly–

      A rock cracked him in the side of the head, bouncing off. He fell over, and Angel stepped into view, kicking aside his gun and catching the rock as it fell back down, perfectly, into her hand.

      “Holy hell,” the hostage squealed. His voice was high and he looked like he was about to pee himself. “Where did you two come from?”

      “Houston,” Angel said.

      “Florida,” I said, keeping the bit going.

      The hostage made a face, clearly not understanding.

      “Go out that way,” Angel said, pointing back down the corridor. “Way's clear. Cops are waiting outside.”

      “Thank you,” he said, trying to take my hand.

      My bubble activated, launching him back a step. Not too hard – not deadly hard – but enough that he staggered and Angel had to catch him with those reflexes of hers.

      “Go,” she said, tilting him upright and giving him a pat on the ass with her tire iron. She nodded to me, determination in her eyes as she nodded down the corridor. “And you,” she said to me, “we gotta–”

      “I know what we gotta do,” I said, back to the mission, and back in the lead as I broke into a jog down the corridor.
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      “Whaaaaat?” Francine made a noise of purest frustration in the depths of her throat. “Oh, you have got to be kidding me.”

      Scout caught Isaac's eye; he looked no more pleased about this utterance than Francine, though he didn't verbalize it. Yet.

      “Two of Nealon's little slaves are in the power plant,” Francine said, adding a florid curse to go with it. “They just took out two of our allies.”

      “You said they're trying to cause a meltdown?” Isaac asked quietly.

      “Yeah,” Francine said, eyes darting around, fingers firmly planted on the phone.

      Scout blinked. “How...how bad would that be?”

      Francine paused, considering it. Searching it on the internet, maybe.

      Then she cracked a grin of pure delight. “Miles of destruction. Fallout would be worse, wash all over the tri-state area, killing...well...a lot.”

      Scout felt her eyes go wide.

      “Whoa,” Isaac said, and he paled rapidly.

      “I know, right?” Francine chuckled. “This was a good plan.”

      “Wh – what?” Isaac stiffened.

      She's right, AJ said. Think about that. If you took out the Tri-State area, that's over twenty million people right there. A huge hit to the carbon footprint.

      Scout felt her mouth move with no words escaping.

      “It's a huge net positive,” Francine gushed. “I – wait a minute.” She stiffened. “No. Noooooo.”

      “What is it?” Isaac asked, looking like he got slapped in the face.

      “Argh!” Francine said. “It's that electric type from Nealon's team!” Her eyes blazed pure hellfire. “He's trying to stop me!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ninety-One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sienna

      

      

      

      “Oh, baby, oh, baby,” Jamal muttered. I don't think he knew we were all hanging on his every mumbled word.

      Scott sidled over to Reed. All thought of remaining in our seats had gone by the wayside long before this particular wrinkle in the plan had broken loose. We were spectators in a game that was going big and going bad. With a nuclear plant heading toward meltdown in the Jersey City area, the explosion and fallout potential was immense. “You think he's going to pull it out?”

      “'They,'” Augustus corrected. “Olivia and Angel are in this fight, too.”

      “Sucks that we're not,” I observed mildly. I was really warring with myself not to rush over to the door, throw it open and blast out at supersonic speed to see if I could make it in time to assist.

      “We've got about ten minutes before that plant reaches a critical threshold,” Jamal said, eyes flashing with lightning. “I don't know how, but she's initiated a drain of the cooling reservoir. She's cranking that thing up.”

      “Great,” I muttered, then paused, thinking. An idea had occurred. “Hey...Scott?”

      He looked over at me. “Hm?”

      “You can't...feel that water all the way from here, can you?”

      He paused, really gave it a hard moment's thought before shaking his head. “No. Not water I've had no familiarity with. If I'd brushed it with my powers before...maybe. Without that touch...not at this distance.”

      “Damn,” I muttered, glancing again at the door. Reed caught me, and we shared a look. My tension didn't fade a whit, but I said, “I guess it's out of our hands, then.” And that was a hard pill for a control freak like me to swallow.
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      “I think that's the control room,” Angel said. We were on the last turn, and the room ahead was closed, a big metal door standing between us and our destination. There was a big sign that said, CONTROL ROOM just outside, so it wasn't as if Angel was jumping to the world's most unlikely conclusion.

      “They're probably locked up inside with more hostages,” I said, making note of the camera just outside the door. “Think they can see us coming?”

      Angel ducked out around the corner and threw her rock. It soared with perfect accuracy into the camera dome mounted on the ceiling and destroyed it in a shower of metal, glass, and sparks. “Not anymore. Got a plan to deal with the door?”

      I peered at it as we hustled down the hall to the big, metal, sealed contraption. “Probably weighs a literal ton,” I said, and brushed my hand over the solid steel once we reached it.

      “Yep.”

      “That's not really an easy thing to move.”

      “Nope.”

      I sighed, then stretched my neck to each side, cracking my vertebrae. Felt good. Then I stretched my hands, popping the joints of my fingers one by one.

      “They're about to trigger a nuclear meltdown that could wipe out New York and New Jersey,” Angel said. “No rush or anything.”

      “Shhh,” I said, taking a knee and easing up to place my cheek against the cold metal door. Through it I could hear an alarm klaxon, and someone yelling.

      “You listening in on them now?” Angel asked.

      “No,” I said, closing my eyes. “I'm making sure no one is directly in front of it.”

      I triggered my bubble, setting it off as hard as I could. The entire wall shook around us, and the door rattled on its hinges, then blew loose, launching into the room as I followed it by only a second or so, propelled by launching off my bubble in the rear.

      Time moved at the same speed whenever I was in flight. My metahuman reflexes required me to make split decisions, without much time to really plan through it. As a consequence, I'd learned to do some things by gut. By instinct.

      As I flew into the control room, I passed the steel door, which had just bounced off the far wall. As it entered my personal space – I had altered course to miss it by a foot or better – I lined up so that one of the terrorists who was raising his gun toward the open frame was just between me and the flying door–

      WHUMP.

      The door smashed into him, trashing both terrorist and the console behind him and turning the immediate area around him red. I tried not to look at the consequences of my actions, instead launching into a backflip and caroming off the wall as I lined up my next shot.

      A quick count told me there were six terrorists left. All masked. All carrying guns. Some big guns, slung over their shoulders. Some pistols. They were spread around the control room in a terrible pattern, four hostages easily recognizable because half of them were dressed in the clothing of security guards, the other half like civilian office workers. The terrorists were all in black, as if they'd dressed for a rave.

      I plowed into one of the terrorists and kneed him in the back. He made a desperate “OOF!” sound and I activated my bubble, launching him into one of his buddies. I had no time to be gentle with a nuclear meltdown on the line, and tried to ignore the sickening crunch of bone the collision produced as I bounced backward toward my next target.

      With a backflip and a gentle push of my bubble, I shoved a hostage down as another terrorist opened fire at her. She hit the ground with a little more oomph than I would have preferred, her bold, red dress billowing out on impact. The smack of flesh made me feel bad for her.

      But not as bad as I would have felt if she'd gotten shredded by the bullets that were now racing toward me.

      Flaring my bubble, I blew the bullets back to their point of origin, hitting the terrorist that had fired them and sending him reeling over. With an upside-down kick I planted another terrorist. This one had been standing behind the hostage I'd just floored and was already adjusting his aim down to compensate for my flattening her out of the way.

      He flew. He flew...so far. I tried to ignore the noise he made as he smashed into a reinforced window that looked out on the reactor, but it was...so loud. And so gross.

      Another sickening noise made me turn as I landed on my feet. Angel had come in right after me, throwing her tire iron. It had made impact on a terrorist's skull as he was turning to deal with me. Then it bounced right back to her hand like a boomerang.

      “Wow,” I said, but had no time for anything else. Reflex types and their muscle control. Amazing.

      “Behind you,” Angel said calmly, throwing the rock past my head. It flew past like she'd fired it from a cannon.

      Another sickening noise as I activated my bubble and bounced upside down, heading left toward the nearest wall. I saw the rock smash a masked terrorist in the face and looked away. Couldn't unsee the spray of blood that resulted, though, as the rock bounced off his face and straight into another terrorist's chest. He bent double, issuing a loud, “OOF!”

      I swung back around and launched him into the far wall with a violent crunch, cringing as I did so. When he was down, I killed all my momentum and landed gently, keeping my eyes up, up off the floor, so I didn't have to reflect on the mess Angel and I had just made of our fellow human beings.

      “Hey, Agent Li, we're clear,” Angel said into her cell phone, then tossed it back into her pocket. She sauntered over to a console where one of the terrorists had been and took it in with one glance.

      “What's it say?” I asked, easing up behind her to see for myself.

      “I don't know,” she said, staring at it intently. “Hopefully the experts will be here soon to tell us.”
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      “He's fighting me!” Francine said, gritting her teeth.

      “How?” Isaac asked, easing down next to her. She'd plopped onto the floor, concentrating, phone held tightly in hand.

      “I don't know!” Francine shouted, voice rising. “I have primary access! A clear path! I...was...here...FIRST!” and with that, she shouted, anger turning to exultation. “YES! I locked him out!”

      Isaac stared down at her, and he forced a smile. Scout watched, wondering why he wasn't happier about this, but she did not speak it aloud. “Can you,” he said, “uhm...keep him out?”

      “Maybe,” she said, still concentrating. “He's trying pretty hard. And he's really good,” she breathed. Closing her eyes, she lifted her chin. “But I might just have him beat now...”
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      “She's got me locked out,” Jamal said, shaking his head.

      “Our people are in,” Reed announced, looking up from his cellphone. He nearly banged his hip into one of the swivel chairs in the Gulfstream's cabin as he came over to Jamal. “Is there anything they can do from the console in the control room? To help you, I mean?”

      “No,” Jamal said tightly, looking straight ahead, still in his trance. “Whoever runs this power station has automated it to try and avoid being caught in a bind by a terrorist event like this. But their cybersecurity isn't intended to hold back a meta who jacks right into the system.” He seemed to relax a moment, then refocus himself. “I'm on a weak connection here. Hers ain't much better, but she was there first. I need...I just need...need something to break her hold...distract her, even...”

      I stared down at my own phone, conjuring up a contact from the list and tapping out a quick text message. I hit send while everyone else was fixated in silence on Jamal.

      Or so I thought. “What did you just do?” Scott asked me, his eyes narrowing, lips slightly parted.

      “Sent a text,” I said, trying to feign innocence.

      “Now?” Reed asked, tilting around to look at me. “To who?”

      I shrugged. They'd see soon enough.

      If it even worked.
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      The alarm klaxons howled, the console informing us of very, very dire tidings. That I was standing by a nuclear reactor in the process of meltdown was quite obvious to me. In the worst possible way.

      “Should we, uh...leave?” Angel asked. We were standing side by side next to the mysterious console.

      “I guess I could rocket us out of here before it goes all to hell,” I said, transfixed at the gibberish digital scroll rolling down the console. “But...”

      “Outrunning a meltdown wouldn't necessarily mean we outrun the fallout?” Angel asked.

      I frowned in concentration, trying to get to the real core of my feelings on this matter. “No, it's not that. I think it's...” I looked at her, and I could see the almost imperceptible distortion of her contact lenses in her eyes, “...I don't know that I want to walk around the rest of my life knowing that I was standing next to this reactor minutes before it blew, killing however many people, and that I ran...when they couldn't.”

      Angel looked stricken, then flicked her gaze away. “Yeah,” she said in a hoarse whisper. “That's a really good point.”

      Something moved through the reinforced window separating us from the cooling rods. Steam was hissing out there, as the rods plunged into the cooling water. Unsure whether that was good or bad, Angel and I inched closer, uncertainly.

      The klaxons started to fade. Footsteps down the hall heralded the arrival of the FBI Hostage Rescue Team...and hopefully some engineers to start fixing this mess.
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      “What the hell!” Francine shouted, spasming wildly as she seemed to come out of her electrically induced trance. The phone shot out of her hand, a little spark jumping between her flesh and the phone. She jerked, toppling over onto her back.

      “What is it?” Isaac was beside her in an instant. “What happened?”

      “Someone – someone snuck in behind me while I was fending off that – that–!” Francine shouted, then let fly profanities, gazing spitefully at her phone, which sat across the room, sparking quietly, little bolts of electricity crawling over it. “They kicked me out of the system and...” She blinked, voice fading. “...I think they pinged me. Got my GPS location.” She seized Isaac by the sleeve. “We have to go. Now.”

      Something that bordered on relief flashed on Isaac's face, immediately taken over by a tightly laced steely look. There was no argument; on the contrary, he grabbed her by the hand and hauled her to her feet. “Scout – you heard her. Pack fast. We need to move.”

      “Oh – okay,” Scout said, and stuttered into motion, heading for her room. She didn't have much to pack; a couple masks that Isaac had picked up in town. A few snacks for the impending flight. She scooped them all into a backpack.

      Did Isaac seem a little weird to you out there? AJ asked as she threw her things into the bag.

      “Yes,” Scout whispered. When she paused, she could hear the other two going through the same motions in their rooms: cramming things into their own bags. “But I've kinda thought so since...”

      She didn't need to finish. Since Nealon told you that thing about him and Francine banging away while you and I were getting beat down out in the tank farm?

      “Yeah,” Scout whispered. “Since then.”

      I know what you mean, AJ answered after a moment's pause. It was a long moment, one in which she was certain he was going to come back at her hard, tell her she was being foolish, letting Sienna Nealon into her head. But it's gotta wait, you know?

      “I know,” Scout said, tossing the backpack over her shoulder – both shoulders. First they had to flee, to live to fight another day.

      Or else all of this would be for naught.
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      “Crisis averted,” Jamal said. “I booted her out, got the rods submerged in the remaining coolant, and stopped the drain.” He took a deep breath, then blinked a few times, looking around the Gulfstream's cabin. “I swear I felt an assist there, though.”

      “What do you mean?” Reed asked, standing at his shoulder – but looking at me.

      “She kind of peeled off in a hurry,” Jamal said. “Like someone got in through a backdoor on her and started messing with her connection or...I don't know.” He rubbed his eyes. “I only caught the aftershocks as she retreated. Felt like she did it in a hurry, though.”

      “What do you imagine could prompt that?” Reed asked. Still staring at me.

      “Another hacker tracing her back to her IP address,” Jamal said.

      My phone buzzed. Loudly.

      “Who is that?” Scott tried to lean in to look at my phone, but I stuck my hand in his face and physically pushed him back. “Rude,” he announced, ripping himself away from the skin to skin contact with my palm.

      “Says the guy who wanted to spy on my conversation,” I said, taking in the content of the text message I'd just gotten. “Our villain was operating from an IP address in Western Kentucky.” Everyone in the cabin looked at me. “Outside a town called Windyville. I have coordinates here.”

      “You had a hacker leap in behind her,” Jamal said.

      “Another favor owed?” Reed asked darkly.

      “If so, I owe it,” I said, checking the follow-up text: I'll add it to your tab.

      “Cassidy?” Reed asked quietly.

      “No,” I said, pocketing the phone. “Jamal's old pal ArcheGrey.”

      Jamal perked up at that. “Arche? You know how to contact her?”

      “...You don't?” I asked, genuinely puzzled that such a bright and clever guy could be stymied by the challenge of getting hold of the world's most elite hacker. As though she wouldn't monitor usage of her own callsign all over the net.

      “Well, I...” He looked flustered. “...I guess I haven't...tried...too hard. Lately.”

      Reed rubbed his forehead with both hands, and I wondered whether he'd genuinely developed a headache in the last thirty seconds or was just doing it for effect. “Can you...please...just stop making deals with the various devils you know?”

      “Hey, Arche isn't an angel, but I'm not sure she falls under the heading of devil, either,” Jamal said.

      “You just saying that because you got a big ol' crush on her,” Augustus said. “I gotta meet this girl at some point, see what all the fuss is about.”

      “Can we talk about this some other time?” I asked.

      “If your pattern of evasiveness on the subject holds,” Reed said, still rubbing his face, “then no. Probably not.”

      “If you think I'm not going to pull every string, work every contact, do any deal I can to keep a nuclear meltdown from hitting the Tri-State area,” I said, “the most populous place in the entire US...I would submit you have not been paying attention to me for the last umpteen years.”

      He just did not stop rubbing his head, moving his fingers down to massage his temples. After a long, deep sigh, he said, “I'm going to go talk to the captain and see if we can change our course.” He looked rather pointedly at me. But he didn't say anything. I guess we really were going to talk about it later.

      Yay.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ninety-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Windyville, Kentucky didn't have a proper town center that I saw. There was a trailer that was the location of the local beauty salon, a cluster of houses close to the intersection of a few main roads. That was about it, and in a flash, we were onward and following roads off the beaten path into woods beyond town.

      Our target was a house five miles outside of “town,” off the paved roads and onto the dirt and gravel. We pulled up just outside the trees and stopped a few hundred yards from the target.

      “We should have shotguns for this,” Augustus said.

      “Why shotguns?” Jamal asked.

      “He's quoting Pulp Fiction,” Scott said.

      “Naw, I really believe we ought to have shotguns if we're going to go busting into the hideout of our villains,” Augustus said. “I mean, aren't we working for the FBI right now?”

      “We are,” Reed said. He'd been awfully quiet since our little tete-a-tete on the plane. He'd stopped rubbing his forehead and temples after a half hour or so, but I sensed he was still in a mood as related to me and my wheeling and dealing tendencies. “But they're not just going to hand us all guns and trust us to carry them all over the country, not without the official FBI badges and clearance and whatnot.”

      “You literally had the badges and clearance last week,” Augustus said, looking right at me. “Why can't they give you a little somethin' somethin'?”

      “Because I don't have badges or clearance now,” I said with a smile, “and the idea of giving Sienna Nealon a gun makes government lawyers shudder in fear.”

      “That's a really good point,” Scott said.

      “Yeah, I'd say lawyers ruin everything, but even I'd hesitate to hand you a gun I liked for fear of never getting it back after you go on a spree with it,” Augustus said.

      “Speaking of going on a spree,” I said, trying to get their heads back in the game. “We're unarmed here. The local FBI office is sending a team, but they're at least thirty minutes out by my reckoning.” I checked my phone clock. “The sheriff's department SWAT team is similarly going to take a while.”

      “One might think this place was chosen by our terrorists for its lack of proximity to serious law enforcement opposition,” Reed said dryly.

      “And one would be right,” I said, “especially given the only reason we're here this quickly is because of that rinky dink airfield we barely survived landing on. Still, we're left with the choice: go in or wait.”

      Reed rolled his eyes. “Don't.”

      I stared at him. “What?”

      “Nothing,” he sighed, but it was definitely something. “Let's go.” And he led the pile-out from the car.

      The house was a simple building that looked like it had been around for a hundred years or so. It seemed to have started as a one-room cabin, but had some additions added on over time, more rooms to expand the footprint. I didn't see an electrical connection, and wondered how they'd charged their phones or powered any devices they had–

      Then it hit me – lightning lady. Who needed device charging plugs when you had a Thor with you?

      “We really should have shotguns for this shit,” Augustus muttered.

      “I knew you were quoting Pulp Fiction!” Scott pointed his finger at Augustus as we ran, bent nearly double, trying to stay low and in the cover of the trees.

      “Maybe,” Augustus said slyly.

      I stopped at the treeline just shy of the house. I could see into the windows from here, though they weren't exactly huge picture windows. They were the smaller sort that befit this style of construction. Peering inside revealed nothing, because the slice of the house that could be seen through the windows was minimal.

      “How do we tell if they're in there?” Scott asked, his voice meta-low. He was covering behind a wide-trunked maple tree.

      “I got an idea,” Jamal said, sans laptop for once lately. He broke cover from his tree and sprinted full-out to the side of the house.

      “Anyone else got a bad feeling about this?” Augustus asked.

      “Stop mangling your movie quotes,” Reed said. When he caught a sharp look of questioning from Augustus, he added, “Star Wars.”

      “That wasn't a movie quote,” Augustus said. “I do have a bad feeling about this. My brother is running up to a terrorist hideout without any cover.”

      “I wouldn't say 'without any.'” My hands were lit with fire and ice, and my eyes glowing with fairy light. If anyone in that house so much as sneezed, they were getting either a two-thousand-degree compressed bullet of flame shot at them or a spear of ice chilled to minus 50.

      “Same,” Scott said, and his hands shimmered, awash in water.

      Someone thumped up next to me, and I didn't turn to look; the flash of slightly frizzed hair told me it was Lethe. “What's all this shit your brother's been giving you about making deals?”

      “Ater-lay,” I said under my breath.

      “What is that? Pig Latin?”

      “You said you were a cop,” Reed said from two trees down. “Shouldn't that be right in your wheelhouse?”

      “Chill, you two,” I said. The sense of rising tension between my grandmother and my brother was not a reassuring thing.

      Jamal had crept on one of the windows and placed his palm on the glass. There was a flash, and I saw him direct electricity into the house. The other windows flashed, and then everything was quiet.

      “Nobody's inside,” Jamal announced.

      “Did you just...did you...?” Augustus seemed to be searching for a way to describe what had happened. “What did you just do?”

      “Ran low level voltage through the place to see if I encountered any living things,” Jamal said. “The heart...it's kind of electrical. So I probed for beating hearts.”

      “Then...there could be dead hearts in there...?” Scott asked.

      Jamal started to answer, then froze. “...Yes. I guess.”

      Putting an end to the argument, I flew into the nearest door, smashing it in. It hadn't even been locked, and inside I found a wide open area that was bereft of life but full of the recent signs of it.

      “Someone's been eating out of cans,” Augustus said, nodding at a trash can that was a little rank, and getting kind of full. I could smell the residue of cold Spaghetti-O's, among other such fare.

      “We'll have the crime lab sift it when they get here,” Reed said, and a whirl of wind pushed through the place. He floated by me, looking into one of the rooms off the main while I checked another. “Clear,” he announced.

      “Clear,” I agreed.

      “Same,” Augustus said, pulling his face out of the last. “Not even a sleeping bag left behind.”

      “They took 'em with them,” Scott said, postulating out loud. “Whatever they were sleeping on.”

      “Makes sense,” I said. “If this was their safe house, then...they might be sleeping out in the woods for a while now that it's blown.”

      “And Arche found this through their hacker's phone GPS?” Reed was looking around the place with a cold eye.

      “Yep,” I said. I didn't sense he was looking for the answer so much as confirming something already going through his head. Or maybe...

      “Any chance she could get it to ping again?” he asked, after a long pause.

      “I could ask her,” I said, “but unless I miss my guess, those phones are dead, either fried or dropped somewhere that isn't remotely close to our perps. They're a little too careful for this. If anything, they'll pick up new burners to replace them in the next few hours, and not even dare to go online in a way that comes in contact with us.”

      “They've been playing it pretty smart so far,” Jamal said. “Exposing themselves to try and help melt down that power station? That was risky.”

      “It almost paid off,” I said quietly. “And all they lost was...this little slice of paradise.” I looked around the rickety house. It was dirty, bare...a real rustic shithole of the sort I wouldn't have wanted to spend any time in, even if I was determined to rough it for a while. “And a few cell phones. Not a terrible trade.”

      “If you're evil, you mean,” Scott said, looking at me with visible alarm.

      I shrugged. “Of course.”

      “Of course,” Reed said, but there was no hiding the distress – or maybe just actual stress – in his voice as he pronounced, “Another dead end.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ninety-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      The FBI and local cops showed up about twenty minutes later to find us all chilling in the rental car. It hadn't taken us long after arriving to realize that there was no plumbing to speak of, just a manual pump and an outhouse bereft of any toilet paper, presumably because our quarries had taken it with them.

      “Bastards,” I announced upon discovering that I had to pee and that there was no TP.

      “Cry me a river,” Lethe said. So helpful. She didn't even offer any advice from her thousands of years of toilet paperless existence.

      I emerged from the outhouse a few moments later feeling distinctly sick to my stomach. Meta senses coupled with an outhouse? A terrible combo that made me wish I was human, and one with an impaired sense of smell at that.

      “Hey, did you just use that outhouse?” an FBI crime scene tech in full plastic regalia asked as I shut the door behind me.

      “Yeah,” I said, still quite irritable from the experience, “sorry if I ruined your stool samples.”

      He blinked behind the plastic goggles. “You know, we can analyze the pattern of local vegetables in–”

      “Let me stop you right there, ace,” I said, throwing up a hand. “I don't want to know any more.”

      “This is a crime scene,” he pouted. “You were an agent. You ought to know better.”

      “Sorry I pissed in your shitshow,” I said. “There's no toilet paper, and I didn't feel like hiking up in the woods above that ridgeline to do my business.” I waved in the direction of the nearest privacy, which was probably half a mile out, over a hill. “I'm sure you'll figure things out. You look like a man who knows his shit.” And I left before he could say any more.

      My team was spread out; Reed was talking to the agent in charge. Augustus and Scott were hanging back, discussing...something. Lethe was keeping her distance from all of them, and Jamal...

      I hit the manual pump to wash my hands, then eased up to Jamal, who was sitting on the hood of his car, laptop in hand. As I approached, he made no move to clear his screen, which was on Socialite. He wasn't scrolling his feed, though, or at least he didn't until I'd popped up on the hood next to him. “What's the view from the 'net?”

      Jamal grunted. “Not great. You checked your account lately?”

      “I've considered it from time to time,” I said, “but I keep thinking...no. I'd like to make this a one-way broadcast thing. I upload pictures or say something, everybody listens, I take zero feedback and just keep living my life without listening to anyone else's bullshit.”

      He blinked a couple times. “That's...not really how social media is supposed to work.”

      “But it's how I want it to work,” I said. “Imagine my alternatives: log in, scan the comments of people all over the world who have seen me on TV just this morning doing...I don't know, some sort of killing in an exotic environment, like Alabama. 'I think you were just a touch too mean today,'” I said in a high and mocking, schoolmarm voice. “'Why can't you be nice and gentle when you lay smack down on bad guys? Would it kill you to put a little more kindness out there in the world?' And the answer is, yes, Karen. Yes, it might kill me to be nicer to people trying to murder me and destroy the world. Now get your yoga-pants-wearing ass back to the wine bar and let me try to save your sheep self from the wolves.”

      Jamal broke into a wicked case of the giggles. “Yeah, that's probably how it'd go.”

      “I know it,” I said, tapping my fingers against the denim on my thigh. I really wanted a drink for some (fairly obvious) reason. “Which is why I don't read the comments. Sure, most of them would probably be fine. Some might even be encouraging. But the Karens of the world?” I shook my head. “If you want me to rehab my image, we should probably limit my contact to people.”

      “You may have a point there,” Jamal said, and scrolled up the page a little. He parked it on a post from...someone. I leaned in to look, and he blew up the picture a little bit. I didn't recognize them. “This is 'Confuzius282,' an influencer in the health and wellness space. Kind of a life coach that does a lot of fitness videos, yoga, whatnot.”

      I stared at the picture. It looked like a slightly malnourished white man who hovered around the age of forty. His hair was a little curly up top, and he sported a few days of beard growth. Also, he had no shirt on, but concave chests weren't my thing. “Is it mean if I ask if some of his dietary advice crosses into the realm of encouraging eating disorders?”

      Jamal thought about it for a second. “Yes. But that's not the point of this. Read the post.”

      “What did I just say about reading internet comments?”

      “Don't reply to it. Just read.”

      “Ugh,” I said, putting the full oomph of my miserable teenage girl tendencies behind the expression. “Fine.”

      Seeing the events in Jersey City play out today, I can't help but catch a super bad energy from this. Anyone who knows me knows that my feelings about the damage we are doing to the planet run very deep...and that desperate times are going to require very desperate measures...

      I read a little further and resisted the urge to throw up in my mouth. “Blargh, he's rooting for them.” I almost batted the laptop out of his hand in pure frustration. “Also, this is the most sanctimonious, narcissistic horseshit I've ever read. It's all 'I, me, my.' 'I think,' 'my feelings' – am I supposed to care about the feelings of others?”

      Jamal pursed his lips before speaking. “Most would consider that a baseline human tendency, yeah.”

      “Well, I don't,” I said, reaching over and closing the laptop lid before he had a chance to inflict any more of this slug's bleeding feelz onto me. “This is the deal – I save their lives, they don't make me experience any of their excess heartbreaks.” Man, I wanted a drink. “If I don't know these people, why do I have to feel their pain? No, not even pain, because this guy hasn't lost a family member to climate change or the nuclear near-meltdown today. That I could understand. That I could empathize with.” I thumped my chest above my heart. “That'd get me right about here, in fact.”

      I waved my hand at the laptop. “But people sitting behind screens, sharing their tiny feels about their perceptions of reality? People complaining about being upset that we killed some villain that was setting fires and blowing things up? They can go fuck themselves.”

      Jamal raised an eyebrow. “How do you know anyone's saying anything like that?”

      “It's the internet. Some asshat somewhere is always saying shit like that.”

      “You're not wrong.” He chuckled again under his breath. “But about this...this whole thing.” He opened the laptop again. “The point I was making in reading this...this guy–”

      “Confuzedass69?”

      Jamal almost smiled. Almost. “He's not the only influencer – or normal person – seeing the silver lining in the acts of our villains. There's an undercurrent beneath this. One that prompted those copycats in Jersey.”

      I clenched my hands. “One that'll prompt more, you think?”

      “It could,” Jamal said.

      I tried to calm my twitchy nerves as I sat there next to him. “You worried?”

      “Oh, yeah,” he said, and stopped messing with the computer. “I know my brother...comes on strong. And he's not wrong about politicians taking advantage of things for their own power. But climate change? It worries me. And I ain't much of a worrier, you know?”

      “I don't...” My hand jumped a little as I squeezed it. “I don't know what to think anymore, Jamal. I can't process the deeper arguments. I think it'd take a scientist to.”

      “I've listened to some of the scientists. The things they say? That's what worries me. Not what the politicians spout off about.” He waved a hand. “The idea of what happens when those IPCC estimates come in, and tracts of the world are flooded, and–”

      “Good news on that: so far the modeling has sucked.”

      “Well, that's kind of how modeling works, isn't it? You make a guess. It's off. You dial it in closer to right.” He stared at me through those shining glasses. “Would you rather them be wrong in the conservative direction? 'Uh, bad news, guys, we were wrong about our modeling, and now the entire state of Florida is completely underwater twenty years sooner than we predicted. Sorry about that, it's a little late to do anything, though. Our bad.'”

      I laughed at his funny voice. “You may have a point there.”

      “I'd rather they err on the side of 'Manhattan is NOT completely underwater yet,' you know?”

      “Mmmmmaybe. Having lived there recently...” I shrugged. “It's very...people-y.”

      “I like people all right,” Jamal said.

      “So do I. At the appropriate distance.”

      “You going to set up residency on Mars, then?”

      I chuckled again. “You are en fuego today.”

      “I don't get as hot as you when you're on fire, but...I have my moments.” He brushed the port of the computer. “This is the thing, though, Sienna...what if it's all right? What if we do flood? What if the crops die off? What if the mass extinctions–”

      “Jamal,” I said softly, and he stopped. “Listen to me, because this is so important. There is only so much we can control in life.”

      “I'm not sure that's true,” he said.

      “There is only so much we should endeavor to control in life,” I amended, “because when you start reaching beyond that...you kind of become the worst humanity has to offer, regardless of your intentions when you start out. Look at the Soviets. The Chinese Communists. They were responding to dramatic economic inequalities, and they ended up killing over 100 million people. So many they can't even properly count it. Toss in Cambodia, Vietnam...all the other places. This is what humanity does when it tries to remake the world in whatever direction they think is best: we destroy.”

      “You can't tell me there's not a way–”

      “I can tell you these people haven't found the way,” I said. “All those oil wells, the tanker, the refinery, all that pollution. How many people died from that? How many would have died? Old folks in nursing homes, people with respiratory conditions that would be slowly choking in their own juices if we hadn't put out the fires, if Reed hadn't blown that bad air away? How much of a black eye did they just give nuclear power, which is the only near-zero-emission power source there is that reasonably works right now? Never mind the people the meltdown could have killed, just look at their professed aims – zero emissions – and what they just did that set those things back. Who knows when they'll build another nuclear power plant now? Oil is probably leaking into the groundwater in North Dakota right now, and there's nothing we can do about it until we get free of having to chase these clowns, because Augustus is maybe the only one of us who can actually stop those plasma bursts.”

      “Why not have Reed hire Veronika?” Jamal asked. “Why not call back Greg Vansen, have him jet us around? Get this thing over fast.”

      “We're not rich,” I said. “Publicly, at least. Though if this goes on much longer, I may have to. Under the table.”

      “I don't know,” Jamal said, just shaking his head. “I hear you. Everything you say sounds reasonable. And I agree, they're not doing us any favors on their...awareness tour or whatever it is. They ain't solving the problem. But I don't see anyone else solving it, either.”

      “Because there really are no easy solutions,” I said softly. “Only hard ones.” I sighed, looking out at Reed, still talking to the agent in charge. “Only hard ones.”
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      The woods where they'd made camp were heavy, dense, and near a mountaintop. Scout could feel the air, lighter in her lungs than it would be closer to sea level. She was laboring – just a little harder – to breathe. Not as much as she had before she'd taken the serum, gotten the powers, but still...it made her wish she still had her inhaler and could take a quick hit to bring her back to an even plane.

      Isaac had stalked off into the woods after they'd landed. Night was falling, they were somewhere in either West Virginia or Pennsylvania. None of them had GPS at this point; their phones, powered off, had gone into a river less than ten miles from the camp, and then they'd circled around and gone in the opposite direction.

      “What's up his ass?” Francine asked. She'd sat against a tree, her leg, now grown back, extended in front of her, her pants leg shorn off where it had been burned cleanly below the knee. She scratched the stubble of hair on her calf.

      Scout hesitated. They'd been sitting here for a few minutes. Isaac's footsteps had faded almost immediately, but still, neither of them had said anything until now. “I don't know,” she finally said, softly.

      Francine brought her head around to look Scout right in the eye. “I've got some weed. You want to light up and talk about it?”

      An uneasy giggle escaped Scout. “Hell yeah.”

      They lit up and a few minutes later, they were laughing. Scout was feeling a lot looser, that slightly wavy-headed feeling already settled in. It made her next real question pop out easily, and with a lot less effort than if she'd had to work up to it.

      “Did you sleep with Isaac in the control room of that refinery?”

      Francine was in the middle of puffing her joint, and she coughed, cloud of smoke spewing out of her mouth as she choked on the hit. “How'd...you know?” she croaked.

      “Nealon told me,” Scout said, feeling less of an internal deflation than she thought she would. “I thought maybe she was lying, but...”

      Francine shook her head. “No.” She took a puff and held it, then puckered her lips and let it out slow. “No, we did that.” She wouldn't look Scout in the eye, though. “They...they walked in right in the middle of...” She offered Scout the joint, still not looking at her.

      Scout took it. Why didn't she feel more...disappointed?

      I'm sorry, Scout, AJ said. But you've kinda known for a while. In your heart, anyway.

      “Yeah,” Scout said, exhaling.

      “Was he your first?” Francine asked quietly.

      “Yeah,” Scout said again, offering back the joint. “Yeah, he was.”

      “I'm sorry,” Francine said, and she sounded like she really was. “God, I actually feel bad now. I was trying not to before because – look, monogamy is just another structure designed to imprison us, you know? It's like chains. Invisible chains.” She took a hit, held it, then blew it out slow. “Like so many other patriarchal structures designed to keep us in servitude to our man. So...yeah. I hit that. I'm sorry for you, but not that I did it.” She looked at Scout for the first time. “You need to reclaim your power. Don't get tied to one man.”

      Scout's cheeks were burning. “Whatever. I've known for a while.”

      “If you don't let yourself get tied to one man, you're not reliant on him, you know? You can be independent.” She took another hit. “You'll never be really free if you're tied to one person. And you need to get free, Scout.” She took another long puff before passing it over, and the joint blazed at the end. “You need to free your mind and your heart, because Isaac?” She shook her head. “He should have told you, but no way is that man being tied down to any one woman.”

      “You don't know me, Francine.” Isaac's quiet voice pierced the gathering twilight. He came out from behind a tree, tossing something to each of them. They each caught it, of course. It was an easy lob.

      Cell phones. New ones, burners.

      “You go to Walmart or something?” Francine asked, peering at the object in her hand.

      “Yeah,” Isaac said, slipping up next to her and snatching the joint out of her mouth before giving it a solid puff himself and letting it flow out of his mouth and nose. The smoke crawled up his face, and he went back for another. “Be more careful, huh? Only one of us using at a time.” He slipped his own into his pocket. “I went first so...fight it out amongst yourselves who goes next.”

      “You can go,” Scout said. “I don't care.”

      “Thanks,” Francine said, and turned hers on.

      Isaac was watching Scout. She looked back. Wouldn't look away. Wouldn't give him the satisfaction.

      He beckoned her, slowly walking backward into the trees.

      Scout shook her head. Francine was buried in her phone, but she wouldn't give him the satisfaction – the dignity – of trying to air their dirty laundry out of view. If he wanted to talk about it, he could talk about it here, in front of the other woman he'd slept with.

      That's the way to do it, AJ said. Don't give him any ground. He might have been cool with polygamy, but he damned sure didn't say anything about it to you before he tried to get in your pants. Don't let him think it's okay to play you that way.

      I won't, Scout said, in her mind. Thank you, AJ.

      I'm with you, girlfriend.

      Isaac must have gotten the point. He stopped walking backwards, came back toward them, still holding the joint. Francine had lost interest, was fully focused on her phone: head back against the tree, eyes closed, pale blue light dancing between her finger and the charging point as she talked right to the internet.

      “Anyone want to talk about the next move?” Isaac asked. There seemed to be an experimental air to his question. “I've got a good one.”

      Francine didn't say anything, and neither did Scout. She didn't feel the need to support Isaac in this. Not right now. “I'm tired,” she said. “We can talk about it tomorrow.” And she rolled over to go to sleep, giving him the cold shoulder he so rightly deserved.
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      “Hey.”

      The voice was soft, contrite, almost, and faded into my consciousness on a near-black background.

      I opened my eyes to realize I was in a dreamwalk. Not one I'd conjured for myself, though I'd been trying (Harry, not answering or pre-empted by this), but one somebody else had pulled me into.

      Scout.

      “If it isn't the automobile industry's number one bugbear,” I quipped. “You know, other than unionization.”

      Scout looked a little tattered. Or at least crestfallen. “Can we...not...right now?”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Not...what? Battle?”

      She watched me with vague suspicion. “Yeah. You're after me all day, I'm sure. Can we just declare a truce for nights?”

      “Well, as you learned before,” I said, “while we can inflict pain on one another in dreams, there aren't any lasting effects from what we do in here.”

      She brushed a hand against herself. “Well, I woke up hurting.”

      I shrugged. “Pain gets to be an old friend after a while. And dreamwalk pain is like that old friend at his weakest. It fades almost immediately.”

      She made a show of looking me up and down. “You've had a rough life, haven't you.” Not a question.

      I conjured a couch out of the nothingness around us and plopped down. “This is what it takes to go after the bad guys. Pain, pain, and more pain, because they're not looking to wave the white flag at the first opportunity.”

      Scout looked to the side. There was nothing there, so I assumed she was averting her eyes out of guilt. “I'm not like the villains you usually go after.”

      I chuckled. “Sweetheart, you're exactly the villains I usually go after. Don't try and fool yourself otherwise.”

      Her eyes flashed and now she looked right at me. “I'm not a villain. What I'm doing is right.”

      “Said every villain ever.”

      “You're wrong,” she said, and she started to pace, voice betraying her agitation. “You can't tell me these oil execs think they're right. Not when they know what they're doing. They're claiming everything is a scam, all the data, all the science–”

      “It's a lot easier to claim that when the people coming hardest against you seem to want to use your industry as a punching bag for things that don't have anything to do with you,” I said. “You could make some really reasonable arguments against big oil. They're messy. They put a lot of carbon into the air. Those are the merits of the case, and it's not a bad one. But those aren't the lines of attack you hear most frequently.” I leaned forward on my couch. “What do people attack big oil on? 'They make obscene amounts of money.'”

      “Poisoning the world.”

      “Making it possible for people to actually live their lives,” I countered. “Look, I know you want to believe that this is all malicious and everything is terrible, the worst it's ever been, but modern life? This is the greatest we've ever had it as a species. And as much as we might hate it, part of that comes from oil. Without it, the transport industry – you know, the one that brings all our food to us – dies. All those nice clothes and electronics we use, too–”

      “What are those worth compared to a life you can't live?” Scout fired back. “To a planet where you can't breathe?”

      “Well, I do know some people who would literally die if they didn't have Netflix. And for now, without big oil, we're all gonna be sittin' in the dark playing with ourselves, because plastic is in everything.”

      Scout's mouth twisted into something between a smile and pure spite. “You have an answer for everything. Even actual villainy. Profiteering.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Ugh. Yes, solving people’s problems for money is such evil. It's just, like, the worst. Right up there with people blowing up a low-emission nuclear plant so they can...I don't even know what, honestly.” I looked right at her. “I mean, seriously. I get coal, or oil plants. But nuclear? I would have thought you'd be all over them, since they're basically the only path forward on low-emissions.”

      “Didn't start it,” Scout said tightly.

      “But you tried to help finish it,” I said. “Or your peg-legged electric friend did.” I cocked my head at her. “Did she end up getting a pegleg or did it grow back?”

      “It grew back.”

      “Bummer,” I said. “It would have added some much needed character to your crew's look. Still...care to explain why you decided to nuke New York? Because that seems kind of villain-y.”

      Scout's face tightened up. “How could we not? When I look at everything we've done, trying to save the world – you've undone it all. Sure, there's still oil leaking out in North Dakota–”

      “Yeah, well, we'll undo that, too, once we get done chasing your ass around.” I realized I should probably not have taken that jab, but only after I'd done it.

      “–But everything else, you've nullified,” Scout said sullenly. “Except the auto plant, but they'll build another one. They're determined to plunder our entire planet–”

      “But also, make the quality of life better,” I added, not-so-gently. “Because I kind of like riding around in an automobile, and even if it's not for you, you gotta admit that cars can be kind of cool, and damned handy, especially in a country the size of the US, where everything is spread out.”

      Scout's face got really pinched and angry. “We're pigs. Pigs at a trough. Knocking aside–”

      “Other pigs...?”

      “Everybody,” she decided. “Knocking aside everybody else. Eating everything. Destroying everything. Like locusts–”

      “Geez, kid, didn't they teach you not to mix metaphors in school...? Our education system has gone straight to hell. This is why Mom homeschooled me.”

      “–Determined to consume, consume, consume,” Scout raged. “'More for me, less for you!'”

      “Actually, everyone has more at this point,” I said, trying to reflect the balance. “Seriously. Think about how people lived a hundred years ago. Or fifty years ago. Things are mostly cheaper now. We have cell phones. Access to the entire storehouse of humanity's collective knowledge. You can get arugula in the supermarket. Back then it was probably iceberg lettuce only, and let's be honest – that stuff is just ass.”

      “Locusts,” she said, ignoring my counterpoints in her rage. “Humanity is a plague of locusts.”

      “Wow,” I said. “That's Biblical. Hard to see why I might think you're a villain with an attitude like that.”

      Her lips curled in a sneer. “Oh, it's not all humanity. Some of us see the truth–”

      “These chosen, selected few,” I said, nodding along. “They are the righteous.”

      Her eyes settled angrily on me. “They see what has to be done. People like ones that attacked that nuclear plant.”

      I nodded. “They're...elite, you might say. Chosen.”

      She made a face. “I...suppose.”

      “Congratulations.” I leaned back on my couch. “You have achieved the mindset of every religious fanatic and tribal warrior ever. The people who agree with you are sacrosanct and above reproach. The ones who disagree are subhuman, and beyond contempt.” I clapped. “Yep. You're a villain.”

      “You don't see,” she snarled. “You–”

      “I see fine,” I said, tired of her argument, tired of her, really. “You're the one who's in your silo. I see every point you want to make. I even agree with some of them a lot and a few of them a little. You want to preserve the environment? With you. Want to see us cut back on consumption? All in favor. Where you lose me is where you start bringing in the hammer of control.”

      She stared at me. “'Hammer...of...?'”

      I leaned forward again. “You want to control things, Scout. You want to tell people – 'no more oil, not at all.' But that'll starve something like 90% of the population. You want to tell them – 'no more emission' power. But you hate nuclear, too, so what you're really saying is, 'I'm going to leave you cold, hungry, and in the dark, forever.' You rail against the stuff we make, but the stuff we make is about more than just consumption – it has value to people. We trade our lives in tiny segments for it. This much time at work equals a hamburger. This much equals a wood credenza for the dining room. This much equals a house. You're not just upset that we're using too much carbon to fuel our daily lives; you're pissed off that we want to live our damned lives. You want to know why I see you as a villain?” I settled back. “Because a hero would say, 'This is the problem. Let's find the solutions and make it work.' But the person who just seizes power and takes control, laying down the law and making every decision by divine fiat? It's what villains do. It's what dictators do.”

      “I'll do what I have to in order to save the world,” Scout said, glaring at me.

      “Sure you will. You're not Scottish, are you?” I asked.

      She made a face. “No. Why?”

      “Just curious,” I said. “The last succubus I went up against was, that's all.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “What happened with her?”

      “She gave me a real hell of a time for a while,” I said. “Even took my souls – my powers – away. But I got her in the end.”

      “I'm going to give you more trouble than that,” Scout said. She was already starting to fade into the darkness. “I'm going to save this world.”

      “Kid,” I said, “you don't want to save the world. Someone who wanted to save the world wouldn't be dead set on despising the half or more of it that doesn't immediately agree with them.”

      She didn't hear me, though, because she was already gone.
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      We'd spent the night in a motel in Kentucky, and got back on the FBI plane the next day. Destination: New York City. Because as contractors of the government, we were of course answerable to the ironclad law of government everywhere, which required us to observe the rule of closing the barn door after the horse had already escaped.

      It was a quiet bunch that rode through the early morning twilight. We'd had a near-silent breakfast at a diner off the interstate close to the airport, then kept the tradition of quiet alive on the plane. The cabin lights were dimmed, and nobody seemed to be even pretending to be awake as the Gulfstream cut through the chilly morning skies.

      I estimated we were somewhere over Pennsylvania when someone slipped into the empty seat next to me.

      “Hooboy,” I whispered as I saw it was Reed. I was already steeling myself for battle.

      “No,” he said, shaking his head. “I'm not here to fight.”

      “You keep saying that, but you keep taking exception to, like, everything I do. Which begs the question: what do you mean when you say you're not looking to fight? Because where I come from, that's the stuff that at least causes argument.”

      “You did the right thing,” Reed said. “The ArcheGrey move. It was right.” His head was bowed, and he was nearly beyond meta-low in his vocalization.

      “Are you trying not to wake people?” I asked. “Or are you just scared to say that out loud for fear of a lightning bolt coming down on you from above?”

      “It's a lot more likely to come from two seats back,” he said. Because Jamal was two seats back. “Saying that you're right about something is hardly cause for divine rebuke.” He paused, appearing to give it some thought. “Probably.”

      “That felt like it was almost a compliment,” I said, concealing a smile.

      “It almost was.”

      I sighed. “I just want to catch the bad guys, Reed. I want to play in bounds...mostly.”

      “There's a lot of room for gray shades in 'mostly.'”

      “I want to play in bounds as long as people don't die. Is that too much to ask?”

      “I'm not the one who sets the boundaries,” Reed said, “so I'm not the one you should ask. It's the people we're after who are calling the tune. They're the ones deciding how far they're willing to take this crusade of theirs. You're the one who decides how far you want to go in answering.” He shrugged. “I know I'm pissed at you a lot lately, but when I am, it's because–” He stopped, looking up and taking a breath. “I want you around, Sienna. For the long haul. I think you know that.”

      “I think I know that, too,” I said, trying not to get choked up.

      “Then you should know I'm not doing it just because I'm the type who gets queasy about your ethics.”

      “But you do get queasy about my ethics sometimes.”

      “I don't know anyone this side of Frank Castle who wouldn't get queasy about your ethics sometimes.”

      I tried not to smile. I failed. “I haven't killed anyone in, like, days. We should set up a sign in the bullpen.”

      “We'll put it right next to the one that says, 'It has been 0 days since last deal with a figurative devil.'”

      “Arche...isn't that bad.”

      “And Cassidy?” He glared at me.

      “She's...not as bad as she used to be.”

      “When she blew up my car with us in it, you mean?” Reed's accusing eye was fierce.

      “Hey, man, you've gone to her for help since then, too.”

      “To save you!”

      “Yes, well, I also went to her to save me, so you should understand,” I said. “And others. She helped me save others.”

      “Can we at least...do an accounting?” Reed asked. “If we're in this together, please...let's be in this together. No more rogue moves. Can we agree before you do something dramatic?”

      My eyes flitted around; I hate being pinned down, my freedom of action restricted. “I didn't have time to discuss it in committee.”

      “Now who's quoting Star Wars?”

      “You're supposed to say, with great umbrage, 'I am not a committee!'”

      “RIP Carrie Fisher,” Reed whispered under his breath. “I just want...this to work. And not lead us straight into hell, or the jaws of the law. Okay?”

      I nodded slowly. “Yesterday was a bad example because we had little time to spare. But in the future...” I took a deep breath. “...I will consult with you before making a deal with people you could consider unsavory. Provided there is actual time and it's not a 'seconds matter' sort of emergency with dire, nuclear stakes. All right?”

      “That's all I ask,” Reed said quietly.

      “Oh, that's all, huh?” I poured some heavy sarcasm on that one. “Have you heard anything from the FBI crime lab?”

      He shook his head. “Autopsy on our lone fatality so far hasn't even yielded an identity yet. Which would have been nice.” He looked me in the eye. “I'd like to know where these people came from. What set them off.”

      “Their motive seems pretty clear at this point, but I guess I've never turned down additional clues when offered to me.”

      “Exactly,” Reed said, looking over me at the window. Clouds were starting to catch the rising sun, and below there was endless fields of farms broken by the occasional woods. He turned back to me, and his gaze was soft, almost seeking forgiveness. “I really do just want you here with me – with us – from now on.”

      “I know,” I said, putting a hand on his shoulder and rubbing across the soft, smooth fabric of his suit jacket. “And I want to be here. Really, I do.” I looked around the sleeping people on this plane – my friends, who I'd so missed these last few years. “I promise I will do my level best not to screw things up.”

      I don't know if he just couldn't think of a good answer to that, or if all the answers that came back were bad. But he patted me on the wrist, just above where my sleeve started, the soft pressure on my forearm giving me at least some reassurance that he believed I was trying to do the right thing.

      Whether he thought it was possible I actually could...that he was wise enough to keep to himself.
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      The night's sleep and the argument with Sienna – and Isaac, before that – had settled badly on Scout. She woke to a foul mood and a pain in her shoulder where a root had dug into her arm. The fact that she was cold and slept out of doors didn't garner much of her anger.

      No, the focus fell in one place: Isaac.

      “I want to talk about the next move today,” he said, squatting beside Francine.

      Scout was eating cold Spaghetti-O's out of a can. When she was a kid, they'd been her favorite. Without any heat applied, they didn't taste very good. She debated touching them with a plasma-laden finger and decided that'd probably just melt the bottom of the can and make things worse. So she suffered through the cold Spaghetti-O's, feeling like a little piece of her childhood was being ruined with each soggy bite.

      “What?” Francine's voice held a hoarse quality. She didn't look like she'd slept much, either, and whatever she'd gotten, pushed up against that tree trunk, had been poor.

      “We need to get back on the fossil fuel industry,” he said, brandishing his new cell phone. “I went online yesterday after I got this, and big oil? They're bouncing back in a big way after our attacks.” He bit his lower lip, holding it for a few seconds for emphasis, like he was pouting. “We need to do something bigger. We need to rock them back on their heels.”

      This is bullshit, AJ whispered in Scout's head.

      What? she asked, turning her focus away from Isaac, who was still railing about the oil industry but talking little meat and potatoes. What do you mean?

      People are addicted to oil, AJ said. They're probably out in North Dakota right now, snorting it out of the ground where we busted up those wells. Blow up all the car plants you want, melt all their machinery – you'd have to go door to door in this country and burn up every damned automobile to get people to stop. And the electrics, too, because our power grid is so fossil-fuel dependent.

      Scout found herself nodding along. When Isaac saw it, he asked, “You think so, too, Scout?”

      “What?” She broke into an immediate scowl. “I was talking to AJ in my head.”

      Isaac looked taken aback, either by her tone or her admission that she wasn't listening to him. “Did you hear...?”

      “Nothing you said after wanting to hit big oil again,” Scout said, just dismissing him. Something about his voice this morning just pissed Scout off. “I'm sick of hitting big oil. We hit them with everything we had and what? Nothing. You said they're already bouncing back.”

      “Resilient bastards,” Francine muttered.

      “AJ says this country's addicted to oil.” Scout got to her feet, brushing off the back of her jeans. “And you know what? He's right. How many wells are there in America? How many factories using that production? How many cars? Power plants? How many would we have to blow up to make it stop – really stop?” She shook her head angrily. “All we've done so far is burn a little more oil than America would on a normal day. Spill a little more than they normally would. I bet they're already losing interest in what we're doing.”

      “No,” Isaac said, but he sounded uncertain. “They're still – the news is still all about us. It's just big oil is bouncing back because Sienna Nealon and the Super Friends managed to mitigate a lot of what we did.”

      “Because the shit we did was stuff they could clean up,” Francine said, wearing a similar sour expression to the one Scout was sure was plastered on her face. “What if we'd hit that nuclear plant first, huh?”

      Isaac blinked. “That...that would have destroyed New York City. Or Jersey City, at least. The fallout would have killed–”

      Francine cackled. “The fallout would have decreased the carbon footprint of this country of consumers.” She sneered. “Scout's right. We're trying to knock the phone and the steering wheel out of peoples' hands and they're just picking them right back up again. We burn half the US supply of oil, they'll import it from elsewhere and just pay a little more. They're not giving up their plastics and their electricity.”

      “They're never going to make a real change,” Scout agreed, nodding along with Francine. She almost felt like AJ was there with them, nodding too. “Not voluntarily.”

      “But the idea was–” Isaac started.

      “The idea was to save the world,” Scout said, so damned forceful. Where was this coming from? AJ was mad, too, she could feel it. “What have we done that's gotten us closer to that?”

      “We...we...” Isaac sputtered.

      “The people are the problem,” Scout declared.

      Francine nodded at her. “The people are. The ones who don't see what needs to be done.”

      Scout nodded back. “Take away all the oil. Take away all their power. They'll find some new way to be locusts. This world was never meant to hold so many people.”

      “They don't deserve it,” Francine agreed.

      We should take it back, AJ said. For the people who do. The ones who see what needs to be done.

      “We were going to strike a blow against big oil,” Isaac said, his face etched with disbelief. “We were going to show people the error of their ways. What you're all talking about now...it's...” He blinked.

      Francine looked at Scout. Raised her eyebrows for some reason.

      Scout looked at her.

      Francine mouthed something.

      Scout cocked her head at her. What was she saying?

      “...this isn't what we decided,” Isaac said. “We were going to–”

      “Screw it,” Francine said, and lifted her hand. A bolt shot out–

      Isaac jerked as the lightning struck him in the chest, and he hit his knees–

      “Get him, Scout!” Francine shouted, leaping up and closing the distance to Isaac.

      Scout stared, dumbstruck.

      Get him! AJ shouted, and Scout lurched into motion.

      She grabbed Isaac as he spasmed; the electrical shock had short-circuited his nervous system and he was twisting and turning under the nerve pain.

      “Ah ha!” Francine crowed, lifting up his cell phone. “Now let's see what Isaac's been looking at when he's away.” Her eyes sparkled with lightning, and her grin widened. “Well, well, well...what do we have here?”

      The cell phone screen flared to life. On it was a strange display; numbers, letters. Scout stared, trying to decipher it.

      “Our boy Isaac has a stock portfolio,” Francine said, and sparkling blue light danced at her fingertips again. “And it looks like he's been investing against big oil.” Anger surged into her eyes. “You weren't doing this 'for the cause,' were you?”

      “I...I was trying to...finance a movement with that!” Isaac said between gritted teeth, his jaw locked down by the electricity. Scout was holding him against the ground, too.

      “Oh? Guess we'll just have to take your word for it...” She looked at Scout, then grinned. “Or do we?”

      What?

      Oh.

      “Yeah, you d–” Isaac started to say, then stopped as Scout placed her fingers on his face, skin-to-skin, in a way she never had when they'd been intimate that night. That lovely, lonely night.

      The burn at her fingertips started immediately. She didn't have to take everything; she was looking for one thing. For–

      Scout's nerves tingled, and the memory was right there. She pulled it from Isaac's mind with ease, then took her fingers off his skin, shaking her head. “It wasn't to fund an army or a movement. It was for him.” She curled her lips. “It was all for him.”

      Francine's lips curled in disgust, too, and she spat on him. “What about what he did with us?” Her eyes were burning. “What he told me about wanting to overthrow the structures of power?”

      Scout put her fingers back on his skin. The burn started immediately. It felt like she was flying, leaping forward in great jumps to the answer–

      She pulled her fingers off him again, felt the singing joy of her nerves, her skin, begin to wane. She didn't want to stop. “He was lying,” she said, feeling a little sick. “To both of us. He just wanted...” She couldn't finish.

      “What all dogs want,” Francine said in disgust.

      “I...I'm sorry...” Isaac said. He was drooling out the side of his mouth, immobilized by the electricity and the soul sucking. “I...didn't mean to...whatever I did...can't remember...”

      “Anything else we should know?” Francine asked.

      Scout obliged, putting her fingers back against his skin. That was really no challenge at all; it felt a lot better than even what they'd done that night. In fact, she sort of wished she'd skipped losing her virginity and gone straight to this. It would have been more fun and less painful.

      She pulled her fingers off seconds later, truly regretting stopping short this time. “He's hundreds of years old,” she said in disgust. “Born into a family of wealthy aristocrats.” She felt the urge to spit on him, to distance herself from him, but she couldn't compel herself to loose her grip because...damn, she still wanted to press her fingers against his skin again and finish the job. “He's spent his whole life drinking and dining and screwing his way through his family's fortune, and now it's all gone. This was his way of getting everything he wanted.” She made a face. “It was all a scam.”

      Francine squatted next to Scout over Isaac, not deigning to look at him. “We need his power, you know.”

      Scout looked right back at her. “Yes.”

      The two of them looked down, and Scout plunged her fingers against Isaac's skin before he even had a chance to rebut. He screamed – out loud, and in her head, but it was delightful, like her favorite song. Her skin burned, her fingers tingled, and it was “Ode-to-Joy-to-the-World” all through her body, the greatest thing she'd ever felt (other than that time with AJ).

      Yeah! AJ cheered her on. Do it! Make this prick die!

      Scout fell over when it was done, her own muscles gently spasming like she'd partaken of the most delectable physical activity and now was finished. She stared up at the bright, dawning sky, and a slow smile settled on her face.

      Francine's own grin pushed into view, and she lowered her head to Scout, gently rested it on her breastbone. She spoke into Scout's chest, and the vibrations from her speech seemed to go right through her shirt into Scout's heart.

      “So...what should we do now?”

      Scout just smiled. The answer was obvious, wasn't it?

      “Anything we want.”
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      The ubiquitous FBI black SUVs carried us into Midtown Manhattan. It was deemed that there was nothing to see at the Morobishi nuclear station, or at least nothing worthy of our august attention, so we were ferried straight to the FBI command center in Midtown, where I was greeted with more than a few familiar faces.

      In a room populated by the most serious of federal law enforcement agencies, the MOST SERIOUSEST award had to go to Agent Li, who was staring at me with hate-filled eyes from the moment I got off the elevator. It had been something on the order of six years since last I'd worked with the angriest agent, yet here he was, none of the grudge between us forgotten.

      “Dickweed,” I said. He didn't offer his hand, I didn't offer mine.

      “Nice to see you're out of our ranks again,” Li said sourly as I walked past him, trying not to acknowledge him. “Not coming back again, are you? Because I'm kind of sick of seeing the agency treated like a revolving door for you.”

      “If you people would handle your business without me, I wouldn't have to keep coming back,” I said.

      “If you'd stop breaking the law, we could cut that whole, 'Chase Sienna' thing out of the cycle,” Li said. “But you won't. Because you can't.”

      “I can, Li,” I said, giving him a nasty smile. “Because I believe in the beauty of my dreams.” I fired off a single finger salute at him, and turned to the next person waiting for me in the impromptu receiving line. “Hello, Agent Shaw.”

      Special Agent in Charge Willis Shaw watched me as he always had when he was my boss – thoroughly unamused. “Nealon,” he grunted.

      “Just when you thought it was finally safe to come out of your office,” I said. “Have you missed me over these last few months? How long has it been since I left you for DC? Feels like forever.”

      “Not long enough,” Shaw said.

      “I know these feels,” Li muttered.

      “Agent Li,” Reed said. They didn't shake hands, either. Maybe Li was just a germaphobe.

      Nahhhh. He was a spiteful bastard, and I'd known it since the first time he arrested me, way back at the Minneapolis airport in 2012, when I was coming back from England and he made a dramatic show of...well, everything. Just to lord it over me. Maybe a bit because Zack had been his roommate and he considered me guilty of his murder. But mostly to lord it over me.

      “Your teammates are already here,” Shaw said, nodding at Olivia and Angel, who were waiting sedately at the table. Angel offered me a nod, and Olivia gave a sheepish wave, the kind of thing that sort of personified her. “If you'd like to take a seat, we can get started.”

      I debated making a joke but instead I just grabbed a chair next to Olivia. Reed filed in next to me and the rest of the crew sat down.

      “Since the attack on Morobishi,” Li said as someone dimmed the lights, bringing up a nice picture on the wall screen of the aftermath of the power plant fracas, “we've seen five smaller-scale eco-terrorist attack attempts. They all met with failure, largely due to our preparedness as well as various industry security efforts.” The pompous ass had a pointer and slapped it against the screen next to each bullet point.

      The douche had prepared a PowerPoint for our briefing. Because of course he had.

      “None of these attempts carried even the remotest seed of success within their very DNA,” Li said. “These people were hurried, unprepared, and generally a joke.” He paused for dramatic effect. “We cannot expect that trend to continue.”

      I sat up a little straighter; that was a humble admission, certainly more of one than I'd expected from Li, who'd always struck me as a swaggering jackass. “What do you mean?”

      He scowled at me, probably trying to figure out how I was being a dick to him. “These fast-moving copycats are laying on their operations with minimal planning. They're not great thinkers, and the consequence is that they're getting caught flat-footed. Copycats who might follow them, though, may be inspired – radicalized, even – by the current events. If they're more careful, less driven by passion, then their chances of success are greater than these foolish headlong charges.”

      “The charge almost worked at Morobishi,” Reed pointed out.

      “Several factors weighed in the favor of the terrorists at Morobishi,” Li said. “It was right in the middle of shift change for security personnel, and they got caught off guard by what I can only describe as a street gang with a shocking amount of chutzpah. These people knew what they were doing with their weapons. Preliminary identification of the bodies and investigation of their social media profiles suggest they were part of a left-wing militia, for lack of a better term. They'd been actively training with weapons for some time at a farm in upstate New York.”

      “So they just took their training and applied it to a chosen target,” I said. “Were they on your radar? As a group?”

      “No,” Li said. “They'd made no violent threats, and our investigation showed they planned nothing online. We had no warning to speak of. They kept absolutely airtight OpSec. One of the perps' mothers claimed that he was part of a variety of causes, but 'nothing that involved guns.'”

      “We believe their leader gave them marching orders just minutes before it went down to prevent leaks,” Shaw said. “They charged the gates and overcame security, managed to squeeze into the sensitive areas of the power station before lockdown could be initiated. Everything we have, though, suggests they had hacker help.”

      “That'd be from the electric lady fronting with these terrorists,” Jamal said. “I can show you the e-trail we followed, but it's gone pretty cold now.”

      “Our agents down in Kentucky managed to trace what you gave us already,” Li said. “They believe the phones were ditched somewhere in the wilderness. They're trying to scoop them up. Our cyber division is following the trail.” He nodded to the screen, and the slide changed, providing us a completely different picture – the screen of a brokerage account. “Using digital forensics to tie the cell phone of your lightning-wielding suspect to others used in proximity to it, we were able to identify this – a brokerage account belonging to one Isaac Hammond. It was trading in options against oil companies.”

      “Betting against big oil? Good strategy if you're in the middle of waging a war against them,” Augustus said. I looked sideways at him. “What? My degree's in business. I know stock markets.”

      “Wait, so their motive isn't actually eco-terrorism?” Scott Byerly asked.

      “His isn't,” Lethe said. “I know Isaac. He's old school – and old.” Her lips pursed in disapproval.

      “You know this suspect?” Li's eyes narrowed at her. “Who are you?”

      “She's my grandmother,” I said. “She's been around the meta world a while.”

      Li stared at her, scrutinizing her heavily. “Hm. Yeah. I see the resemblance to Sierra now.”

      “What was your experience with this suspect?” Shaw asked.

      “Nothing for about a century now,” Lethe said, arms folded, concentration intense. “But I knew him back in the old days. His parents were rich. Very old money, as many of our kind were. Marquess of...somewhere in Southern England. Isaac, though...he fell far from the tree. Wine, women, and song were his thing.” She frowned. “Not causes. And certainly not causes that would reduce his standard of living. He liked his creature comforts a little too much.”

      “How did he fall in with this movement, then?” Li asked.

      “A lot of the key movers of the environmental movement were raised affluent,” Lethe said. “Think about it – if you're broke-ass poor, you've got other things to worry about than global warming.”

      “Climate change,” Reed said.

      “I don't care what they call it these days,” Lethe said. “Point is, if you're living day to day, you're too busy trying to survive to bother yourself with the long-term consequences of fossil fuel usage.”

      “But you just said he wouldn't want to give up his affluence in order to join this crew,” I said. “Clearly, something's up if he's betting on them to do damage.”

      “Not really,” Lethe said coolly. “Like I told you before, Isaac was into wine, women, and song. The thing about heirs that spend on those things? Their money doesn't last, and when it's gone...well, Isaac's not handsome enough to get the wine, women or song he's become accustomed to on his own without the money. To me, this looks like a perfect way to refill his coffers and...” She shrugged. “...Use a colorful metaphor of your choosing to indicate what the women of this movement are apt to do for their charismatic, true-believing leader.”

      I tried to swallow a gulp and failed. “My contact with the succubus, Scout...she didn't seem to be cool with Isaac sleeping with lightning lady. In fact, it felt like quite the opposite.”

      “What contact did you have with her?” Shaw asked, flipping through a clipboard of notes. “Was this during the chase in the Dakotas?”

      “I've had two dreamwalks with her in the intervening time,” I said. “Once after Houston, and again last night.”

      Reed was nodding along; I'd told him about last night after our little heart to heart on the plane this morning. For the others, though, this might have come as a surprise.

      “Can I just point something out?” Augustus raised a hand. “This looks like the perfect symptom of every problem I have with this eco business. Here's the poor girls, putting their hearts into it, even putting out, fighting this fight that they believe in...and here's the wannabe rich dude behind them, not only screwing them both behind each other’s backs, but making a mint while doing so.” He shook his head looking at the screen. “Look at that scratch. If I had that kind of gain in my brokerage account, I wouldn't need to be humping my ass all over the country chasing these clowns.”

      It was a substantial amount. It looked to me like Isaac had made several million from nearly nothing in the last few days, and all while betting against companies he and the girls had taken a hammer to.

      “Can we talk about your contact with the suspect?” Li asked, and boy did he sound agitated.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Like I told the authorities in Houston shortly after I made contact, her name is Scout. No last name given.”

      “Texas DPS did not pass that along.” Li's hackles sounded like they were rising.

      “We had a mental battle first time around. I tried to intimidate her,” I said. “Didn't work. Last night, though...she just wanted to talk.”

      “What did you talk about?” Shaw asked. He looked mildly more under control than Li. But then, he was better at calmly dealing with my bullshit after playing boss to me for a few months.

      “Her motive, mostly,” I said. “I took some contemporaneous notes after the contact,” I waved them in the air, “which are all yours if you want them. Scout is a true believer. Worse, she's becoming more and more convinced that anyone who isn't part of the solution is the cause of the problem, and worthy of being treated as such.”

      Li carefully walked over to me with measured strides, and just barely kept himself from snatching the notes out of my hand. He took them a little more violently than he needed to, though, and I let him. He skimmed them. “Your handwriting is atrocious,” he pronounced snippily.

      “I was half-asleep when I wrote them. So sue me.”

      He looked like he wanted to do more than sue me. Instead, he thrust them out at some nameless agent. “Get these to profiling.” And off the agent went.

      “You can try and profile her if you want,” I said, “but I'm telling you she's on the edge. They are working their way up to doing worse than attacking stuff, which is what they've mostly done so far. Scout's rage is gut-level, and it's ugly and narcissistic. She's pissed that we've rejected her efforts, minimized them. She views it as a personal affront rather than a battle between ideas or warring philosophies, and she's getting into the us vs. them headspace of making everyone not woke to this ecological threat an enemy of the planet.”

      “That sounds like a heady dose of nihilism,” Reed mused.

      “No, they believe in it,” Lethe said. “But instead of it being viewed through the lens of science and reason, debating solutions and moving the dial, it's become a holy war – good versus evil.”

      “This isn't religious,” Reed said, frowning.

      “Isn't it?” She shrugged. “You see enough holy wars, you recognize that the name of the gods change but the behavior remains the same – one person saying another is irredeemably bad for their own reasons, and acting accordingly. Whether it's an actual god behind it or just a closely held belief, the effect is the same.”

      “That kind of opens up the possibilities of targets they could hit, though, right?” Jamal asked. Of course he had his laptop out. “If they're done targeting things and they're warming up to hurt...people?”

      “It really does,” I said. “and it means that once again, we're left without any clue where they're going, or even what they could be getting up to when they get there.”
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      In a Denny's outside Jersey City, Scout stared at her menu, casting an occasional eye across the crowded restaurant.

      Surely, someone would see them. Recognize them.

      Surely, someone knew.

      Francine had bought a paper outside – well, stolen one with a little blast of electricity – and was paging through it. Their deeds were still front page, theirs and those of these so-called copycats.

      There were no pictures of them, though. Not even one of AJ's dead face.

      Can't even get my picture in the paper when I'm dead, he groused.

      They'd flown here from the woods, setting down in a thicket just down the road. It hadn't taken much coercion to get Isaac to fall in line and supply flight power to her – them, really. AJ had done most of the heavy lifting in that department while Scout had listened to the screams in her head.

      Now Isaac was sulking somewhere in the back of her mind. Which was fine. Let him sulk.

      They were going to do great things now.

      “This is really flattering,” Francine said, almost glowing now that she'd read the profile. “They make us sound like...gods or something.” She looked up, flashing a smile. “Unstoppable.”

      “Well, they haven't stopped us yet,” Scout said, sipping her coffee. It probably wasn't fair trade, and the waitress had said they were out of soy, but it was the first coffee she'd had in days and she was beyond caring. “That kinda makes us unstoppable. So far, at least.”

      Francine nodded along. She'd been the one to suggest they get a real meal. They'd taken the money out of Isaac's pockets, and he'd been hoarding a fat wad of cash. Scumbag liar. Preaching the cause to them while he'd been using them to make a fortune while screwing them all. It still burned in Scout's stomach, that sick feeling of betrayal mixed with shame.

      “Hey.” Scout looked up to find Francine staring at her. “You thinking about him?”

      Scout nodded tentatively. “A little.”

      “I know it'd be hard to put him out of your mind,” Francine said, leaning across the table and giving her a pat just above the sleeve, “but try to at least forget what he did. It's over. You got the best of him, he got the worst of you. You won.”

      Scout felt the slinking presence in the back of her mind. “Doesn't feel like I won. He took something from me.”

      “What, your virginity?” Francine scoffed loudly. “That's a stupid construct designed to keep women down. If a woman has sex with whoever she wants, whenever she wants, you know what that makes her?”

      A slut? AJ asked. Scout did not answer, but her eyes widened.

      “Powerful,” Francine said. “Not in the control of any man. When was the last time you heard of a man getting slut shamed for sleeping with multiple women? When was the last time you heard a man putting value on his virginity?”

      “Uh...” Scout tried to think of it.

      “Never,” Francine said. “Because we've internalized that misogynist view that it has value in order to allow them to control us. Well, screw them. Screw whoever you want, whenever you want. You'll be happier.” She turned back to her paper, then made a face. “Let's order. I'm starving.”

      Scout nodded.

      AJ's voice played in her head under his chuckling. Francine is crazy, yo. Be careful with her.

      I'll be careful with everyone, thanks, Scout said.

      “You know what you want?” The waitress came up.

      “Grand Slam,” Francine said. “Eggs over easy. Bacon.”

      I thought she was vegan? AJ asked.

      Scout didn't dare probe into that. She just ordered a Moons Over My Hammy and handed back the menu, settling down with her coffee.

      “We're just two free bitches with the world ahead of us now,” Francine said, paging through the paper, probably looking for more references to them. “We're going to save it. Nothing else matters.”

      “Can I have the entertainment section?” Scout asked. She was bored, and didn't want to mess with her phone. Some celebrity gossip would probably mitigate the boredom.

      Francine handed it to her without a word, content with her own section.

      Scout stared at the front page. The answer came to her a second later, and she said, “Hmm.”

      “What?” Francine looked up.

      Scout slid the paper around. MORNA GREY FAREWELL TOUR ARRIVES AT MADISON SQUARE GARDEN; EXPECTED TO DRAW UPWARDS OF 20,000 FANS.

      “Morna Grey?” Francine frowned. “No wonder she's doing a farewell tour – she's old. My parents were fans of her back in the, like, eighties or some shit.”

      Scout nodded slowly. “All her fans are the olds.”

      Francine got it, and a slow smile spread across her lips. “The worst people in the world.” She leaned in, eyes shining. “How do you want to do it? A bomb?”

      The picture was of the inside of Madison Square Garden, and Scout stared at it. The massive, cylindrical electronic scoreboard/TV hung over the center of the arena, dominating the landscape.

      Scout stared. The answer was obvious.

      “What?” Francine must have noticed her expression change. “What is it?”

      Scout leaned in, trying to keep from smiling too broadly

      This was going to be good.
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      I hate meetings. Especially government meetings with people who hate me.

      For some reason – presumably out of pure spite or because he was in love with the sound of his own voice – Agent Li talked for hours. Hours and hours.

      I managed to squeeze outside afterward, taking a breath of the city air and really appreciating the smell of Chinese food wafting from down the block for the first time in the months since I'd left New York. “I didn't miss you, island of Manhattan,” I muttered.

      “Guess that answers that unasked question,” Scott Byerly said, sidling up next to me. We were all waiting for the SUV convoy that was going to take us the two whole blocks to our hotel. “What else is on your mind?”

      “I'm thinking of taking up smoking,” I said, “in order to dodge out of meetings and give my fidgety hands something to do during uncomfortable conversations. Which I seem to be having a lot of, lately.”

      “Nice,” Scott said. Olivia and Angel were milling around nearby, and I kept catching their eyes. I was guessing they each wanted to say hello, but also didn't want to interrupt my conversation with Scott. After all, I hadn't really seen either of them since...well, that time I helped Angel and then went to the Cube. “You're really going to be setting a great example for kids everywhere doing that.”

      “So you're saying I should go with vaping instead?” I mimed taking a puff. “That's the trendy way to murder your lungs now, right?”

      “Hah,” Scott said, barely restraining a grin. “I sensed you were not a hundred percent mentally present during that meeting.”

      “What gave it away?”

      “Just a hunch,” Scott said. “Also, during the last thirty minutes, you were swearing, meta-low, under your breath, and taking Li's name in vain in every way possible.”

      “Was I? Didn't notice.”

      Reed passed by just then. “What the hell is wrong with you?” he asked, not stopping or even pausing.

      “I don't know,” I said, “but I'm sure if you check Flashforce.net, you'll find a listicle with several answers to choose from.”

      Scott chuckled. “So...being back in New York. Bring back any memories?”

      I froze. “Like...recent memories for me? Or are you harkening back to that one time when you and I faced off over Gravity Gal and, uh...Nadine Griffin?”

      A little shadow passed over Scott's face. Annoyance, perhaps. A dark hint of things past. “I was talking about you living here, but thanks for reminding me about you killing a woman I slept with after we broke up.”

      “Allegedly.” I thrust a finger in his face. “Very important addendum to that statement. And it's not like she was a solid citizen, Scott. She was hiring people to wreck buildings and steal evidence and destroy Gravity's very life.”

      “Also allegedly.”

      “Uh, yeah, cuz I'm the one who alleged it,” I said. “Also, I later hired and sort of befriended the people she used to do the dirty deeds and she definitely did all of it.”

      He looked at me very jadedly. “So...YOLO, then? No regrets? That's what you're saying.”

      “Let's go back to your original question...?” I tried to put on a happy face. And failed. RBF is my zone.

      “Did you miss New York after you got transferred to Washington?” Scott asked, not quite back to the level of easy peasy comfort we'd enjoyed before I took our conversation in that awkward direction.

      “No,” I said. “Also, I do not miss Washington, and would rather not go back if it can be avoided.” I waved a hand around to indicate the tall buildings all around me, and the slowly growing swarm of people filling the sidewalks as the hour crept closer to afternoon rush. “New York is a cool city, but I was raised in a house without serious noise, without people. This level of chaos wears on me after a while, and trying to live here was like running a cheese grater on my nerves every time I went outside.”

      “Right, that makes sense,” Scott said, nodding. “Well...good talk. Next time we do this, I'll try to pick a conversation that doesn't traverse a path that could lead to awkward discussion of murders past. Might take a little planning, though, so give me some time.”

      “Nobody likes a smartass, Scott.”

      “Explain yourself, then,” he said, shooting me a smile as he sauntered away.

      “Very few people like me,” I said. “This is why you're walking away right now. I can't even have a human conversation.”

      Angel beat Olivia over to me, and it wasn't even close. “Hi,” she said. Olivia stood about ten feet behind her, looking a little agonized, like she had to pee or something.

      “What's up?” I tried to smile. Judging by the look on Angel's face, it was another failure.

      “Just wanted to say it's good to have you back,” Angel said. “Not that we worked together, exactly. Other than that one time.”

      “When we socked it to that Cartel bitch? And robbed a bank? And I slaughtered a bunch of mercenaries in a quarry?” I nodded. “Good times.”

      The most awkward look froze on Angel's face. “I thought you were going to try and avoid talks that led to murder.”

      “That was Scott's resolution, not mine,” I said breezily. “If I don't talk killing, I'm bereft of conversational topics, because there's very little I do that doesn't at least border on killing.”

      “Right.” Angel's smile was frozen in polite horror. “Well...I just wanted to say...it'll be nice working with you again...”

      “Bet you're reconsidering that position now.”

      Angel's grimace was pained as she backed away, slowly, and Olivia worked her way forward, almost as awkward as my last two conversations. “It's nice to see you again,” she said, verging on gushing. “You know, in the flesh.”

      “You too, Olivia,” I said quietly as I watched Angel back away. I felt a little bad about our exchange. Probably needed to patch that up later.

      “You really helped me while you were gone,” Olivia said, “during the Vegas thing.”

      “Well, for me it was the 'New Orleans' thing, because that's where I was at the time but...” I smiled. “...glad I could help.”

      “It's gonna be cool working together,” she said, effervescent in her excitement. “I really feel like after our talk, I was able to reframe past events in my life. Get some control, move forward. Also, I started standing up for myself with your brother.”

      “Good,” I said, “don't let that jackass run you over.”

      “I can totally hear you,” Reed said.

      “I know you can – jackass,” I shot right back. “Stop eavesdropping. I'm glad you did that,” I said to Olivia. “After the upbringing you had–”

      “It's more like the upbringing we had,” Olivia said, showing a little of that newfound assertiveness to interrupt me. “I know yours wasn't exactly like mine, but...we both kind of dealt with captivity.”

      I didn't want to point out the obvious difference: that my captor loved me and was trying to protect me from Omega so I could grow up and survive, while her captors were abusive pieces of shit floating in the swamps of Florida so they could control and dominate their captives. “Right,” though, was all I said.

      “But I think I get what you were saying,” Olivia said. “It helps to talk about it. To put these things behind us, you know?”

      I looked up. We were a few blocks off Times Square, and one of the tall buildings stretched up into the heavens. For me, it triggered a memory of an old – well, not friend, exactly, but someone I probably owed a call. “I know what you mean.”

      She nodded, smiling. “Well...it's gonna be cool to work together. I'm glad you're back.”

      “Thanks,” I said, and she walked away happy. I even meant it.

      With a pang of guilt, I slipped my phone out of my pocket. Looking through the directory of contacts, I felt a little surprised when I found the name I was looking for. I shouldn't have been; Cassidy was probably the smartest person on the planet, and she'd culled my cloud from the last ten or twenty or fifty phones to get everyone in this thing that I'd ever called, just about.

      A hint of trepidation almost stopped me before I pressed the CALL button, but I hit it. And listened to it ring.

      “Hello?” came the answer. A strong, slightly weary female voice at the other end.

      “Hey...Jamie,” I said, “it's...uh...Sienna Nealon.”

      There was a moment's hesitation, then the voice got a few microns harder. “What can I do for you, Sienna?”

      “I'm in New York,” I said, “investigating this...thing. Chasing the bad guys, you know? And...I wanted to get together and...talk.” I closed my eyes. “Actually, I wanted to get together...and apologize.”
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      Night was falling on Manhattan when they landed on the rooftop of Madison Square Garden. It was a light touchdown; she'd now mastered Isaac's art of coming out of supersonic flight straight down from cloud banks. Clever little technique, and it kept them from being seen as they darted out of the summer sky toward their unwitting victims.

      “How many old people do you figure are in here?” Francine flashed a quicksilver grin.

      Scout was already cutting through the ceiling with a plasma-covered finger, using it like a welding torch. “I don't know, but I bet this building is at capacity with the elderly.”

      Francine lifted her head back and cackled. “This is the greatest idea – and they're all the olds, probably all climate deniers. All driving their big, stinking, carbon spewing Cadillacs and whatnot. In their giant houses and sucking up Social Security.” Her delight was beyond containment. “This is going to turn out to be the most impactful thing we've done yet.”

      Scout finished, catching the smoking circle of cut rooftop with careful hands. There was no need to scare the living hell out of the old people below before they'd had a chance to set up, to prepare themselves for what was going to happen here.

      “Okay, you wait up here,” Francine said, slipping down and landing on the enormous scoreboard below. Classic rock wafted up in a guitar riff. Scout could see crowds writhing beyond the scoreboard's edges, the arena already dark, spotlights skimming the crowd. “I'll jump back up when I'm done.”

      “Got it,” Scout said, smiling quietly down at her. “I'll watch from here.”

      Francine looked up at her. “This is going to be so great. Look at all these olds!” She closed her eyes, twinkles of lightning starting to spark from her fingers. “I can feel the wattage running through it...” She threw her head back. “And pretty soon...they're all going to feel it, too...”

      Scout just watched as the electricity started to flow out of the scoreboard and into Francine. The arena lights began to flicker, and the crowd rippled their surprise below.

      “Yes...” Francine nearly whispered, audible to Scout but not the crowd.

      Scout turned her attention to the olds below. It was the perfect way to describe them: not “old folks,” or anything so deferential. They were “the olds,” doing nothing but taking up space and pissing carbon into the atmosphere without care or regard for anyone other than themselves. It was a sea of gray hair below the catwalk. Gray hair and bald heads, and that was it.

      It'd be a pleasure to take them all out. With a frown and dripping with pure contempt, Scout found herself watching the gray-headed crowd, and whispering, “Is there even anyone here under the age of 50...?”
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      The man once known as Friday loved music. He loved music from one side of the spectrum to the other, from the shades of Motown and Diana Ross to old country with George Jones, to classic rock to Celine Dion to heavy metal to whatever the hell Rammstein was to new pop.

      And thus, it almost went without saying that he loved him some Morna Grey.

      Swole H (because that was his stage name) was off the road for a few months, prepping to head back into the studio to cut some bitchin' tracks before headlining his own tour this fall, and he still liked to take in live music every chance he could.

      So when he heard Morna Grey was doing a farewell tour, and that it was stopping at the Garden...

      Well, of course he had to be there.

      She was deep in the middle of the sweet and savory tones of “Love is My Oyster (And Yours Makes Me Sick)” when the lights started to flicker.

      (Not) Friday's eyes narrowed, and he cast his gaze up to the rafters, where a blue light seemed to be playing across the metal superstructure of the scoreboard.

      Lightning.

      No.

      Not lightning, not the real thing...

      A meta. A lightning meta.

      It had been months since Friday – Swole H, now – had last thrown hands in the fight against evil. He'd been a different person then. Swole beyond what he allowed himself to become on stage, which was only slightly muscular. He'd been a beast, an unthinking beast, the Hulk without the social graces or pleasant green skin tones.

      But as he looked up into the face of that lightning crackling in the rafters, the man who was once known as Friday knew several things in an instant.

      This was one of those damned eco-terrorist metas that had been eluding his most favored niece, Sienna.

      They were about to light this place up, drawing from the near-infinite well of the lighting rig to – well, probably kill everyone in the building.

      And that all his time away from the spotlight and pressure of heroing was ending, now, tonight.

      “You can only push a man so far before he breaks,” Totally (Not) Friday said.

      “What's that, dear?” the kind old grandma next to him asked. They'd swapped oatmeal cookie recipes before the show. Hers sounded really great. She'd included a twist – a touch of cinnamon. Totally (Not) Friday was eager to try it out later.

      “I won't let them kill you,” Totally Definitely (Not) Friday said, reaching into the depths of his jeans pocket and coming out with...

      The mask.

      He put it on, and got totally jacked as he did so, ripping out of his shirt.

      “I won't let them kill anyone,” he said, ripping his seat out of the floor. “No one dies tonight – except the bad guys! HEY, LIGHTNING CHICK! UP YOUR ASS!”

      And he winged the chair at her figure, which he could see at the top of the scoreboard. A flash of lightning in the ceiling sparked and went black.

      Did she run and hide? Dodge his attack? Get cut in half by it?

      Totally (Kittens) Friday grabbed his phone out of his pocket and (gently) thrust it to the oatmeal cookie grandma next to him. “In my phone, there's a contact – Sienna. Call her. Tell her about this.” He posed, totally jacked. “Tell her I'm here. Tell her...I'm back, baby. Old baby. Okay, you're not so much a baby. But tell her.” He turned his eyes to the ceiling. “Tell her...I'm going to war.” And he leapt up to confront the evil he'd ignored for entirely too long.
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      I rode the last hundred feet of the gravity channel to the top of the Citigroup building, a slanted skyscraper sitting on East 53rd Street and Lexington Ave. I'd caught the gravity channel on the roof of my hotel, a nice way to avoid the evening New York traffic which, while reduced, was not zero and was still more than I wanted to deal with.

      The cool early summer evening licked at my exposed skin. Not that I exposed much, but I was wearing a T-shirt that ended at the elbows, no sweater, and that was enough to give me a chill as I slid along the skies above Midtown, no control over my own vector. This was the problem with having to hide that I could fly; I was reliant on the travel abilities of others.

      I came to a stop on the edge of the slanted roof, resting on the triangular top of a sheer fall of fifty or so stories.

      Someone waited for me there. Someone wearing a bright red and black costume, something that looked like a stylish cross between Captain Marvel and Captain America, her long blond hair fluttering in the crosswinds.

      “Hey,” I said as I caught my footing, the gravity channel releasing me only a few feet from its originator. Riding one of those was a heady sensation, kind of like being on a ski lift...but without the lift. “Thanks for coming. And arranging transport for me.”

      “We could have met on the roof of your hotel,” she said coolly. Not quite indifferently, but there was a chill in her voice.

      “We could have,” I agreed. “But there are people there. It's a rooftop bar, and...me and bars don't...I can't...”

      “I heard about that,” Jamie Barton said. “You never know if it's true, reading it on the internet, or in the gossip pages.”

      “It's true,” I said. “My name is Sienna, and I'm an alcoholic. Except I don't go to meetings. I probably should...”

      “I'm guessing you didn't ask me to meet you up here to talk about that,” Jaime said.

      “No, like I said on the phone,” I tried to neither hem nor haw, “I called you to apologize.”

      “You were in New York working for the better part of a year,” the woman called Gravity looked at me with cool accusation. “You never did then. Why now?”

      “I think making amends is one of the twelve steps,” I said. “Another reason I should go to meetings. Anyway, I was here with my crew, and it got me thinking about some of the last times we were all together. The very last time was Revelen–”

      “When you managed to get yourself involved with a country that launched a bunch of nuclear missiles at the United States.” Barton's face was laced with icy reserve.

      “Yes, exactly,” I said, trying to muscle through. It didn't seem like my audience was particularly receptive, but I needed to at least try to apologize and make things right with her. “The rest of us were there, and you...weren't. Obviously. And after what happened to you with the Scotland thing, I totally understand–”

      “Do you?” Jamie Barton glared at me. “I had to leave my life for months. Months. Of not running my business, not seeing my daughter. I lost a relationship during that time. Because of you.” She looked up at the sky. “Because that Scottish lady thought she could use me to pressure you.”

      “That is completely fair as a critique,” I said. “I understand why you'd feel furious with me about that. And I'm sorry you got sucked into it. Truly.”

      “I'm sure you are,” Jamie said. “But saying 'sorry' doesn't fix things that are broken.”

      “I know that,” I said. “My point is – we could have really used your help in Revelen.”

      She stared at me suspiciously, and then...the ice melted a little. “I know,” she said quietly.

      I straightened up a little. “...You do?”

      “A madman launched a dozen nukes at us,” she said. “I was here, in New York, where I could do...absolutely nothing about it. If your brother hadn't stopped the ones aimed at us, my powers would have limited me to setting up a gravity channel or thirty to try and...shield us, basically. Keep it higher up in the air so it'd airburst a few thousand feet up.” It was hard to tell in the dark, with the city lights playing over her face, but she looked almost ashen. “You know what that would have done?”

      “Made the fallout worse,” I said quietly. “Made the effects worse, in some ways.”

      “Depending on how high up I stopped it,” she said, staring over the edge of the tower, “it might have fried every electronic circuit on the Eastern Seaboard. Casting millions of people into enduring darkness. Destroying the shipping industry in the northeast. Causing millions to starve to death.” She turned to look at me. “I would have done it, too. Didn't know, at the time. I was all set to head up, try and block it, if you had failed...”

      “I'm sorry I put you in that position.”

      “Did you put me in that position?” she asked, and again, I detected a softening. “Did you go to Revelen to start that fight?”

      “No,” I whispered. “It just...happened. It probably would have happened at some point even if I hadn't been there.”

      “But then no one would have stopped the consequences,” Jamie said, looking over the edge again. “I think about that a lot. That – and what you had me do with President Harmon.”

      “He was going to–”

      “You told me,” she said. “And I don't regret it anymore...I don't think.” She forced a tight smile. “You want to make amends? Fine.” She looked me right in the eye. “Next time there's a crisis...call me.”

      “I was hoping to get us to that,” I said, “but I wasn't sure you'd be on board after all I've...done.”

      “One of the things our first adventure together should have taught me,” Jamie said, “was how much being a hero and trying to do the right thing...really messes with your life.”

      “Preach, sister.”

      “I'm sorry I blamed you for the Scotland...thing.”

      “I just call her the Scottish bitch. Or something a little less polite, depending on the company.”

      Jamie Barton cringed. “How about 'wench?'”

      “Right,” I said. “Forgot. You don't like swearing.”

      “I'm not big on drinking, either,” she said. “Or–”

      My phone started buzzing furiously, and I swept a hand down for it, plucking it out of my pocket. “Sorry, need to make sure this isn't terrorist related – what the...?”

      Jamie stared. “What?”

      I hesitated. The Caller ID read FRIDAY. After a second or two of agonizing, I bit the bullet and answered. “Hello?”

      “Madison Square Garden!” came a frightened, definitely not Friday voice from the other side. “He told me to call you before he put on a mask and leapt up onto the scoreboard! There was lightning flying around all up there and – oh, my heavens! I just wanted to hear Morna Grey!”

      I blinked, pulling the phone back from my ear. The click of disconnection followed.

      “What is it?” Jamie asked.

      “I think there's something going on at the Morna Grey concert,” I said. “Over at–”

      “Madison Square Garden,” Jamie said, a little sheepishly. “I was going to get tickets, but they were sold out.”

      “I gotta get over there,” I said, mind racing. How was I going to pull this off when I couldn't fly...?

      Then the question answered itself. “Come on,” Jamie said, and I felt the tug of a gravity channel as she hauled me with her, over the edge of the Citigroup tower, “let's go.”
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        Scout

      

      

      

      “Francine?” Scout called down through the hole below. The raucous sound of the crowd was near deafening, the unrelenting herd of olds beneath them squealing and screeching like pigs or cows or some other animal heading for slaughter–

      Except less worthy of mercy, because they knew what evil they were doing, and animals didn't.

      Francine moaned in the dark, but there was no sign of her lightning. She was supposed to be raining it down on the concertgoers, zapping them into oblivion and wiping their damned carbon footprint from the face of the earth.

      Twenty thousand people gone. It'd be a small start, but it'd be a start.

      “Francine?” Scout lowered herself through the hole, dropping to the scoreboard. The clang was barely audible over the sounds of the crowd raging in panic below. “Francine, where are you?”

      This is bad, AJ said. What do you think happened to her?

      “I don't know,” Scout said. “I heard a thump or something. Maybe something fell on her.”

      She almost tripped over something in her path and stopped. Dropping to her knees, she found an unconscious figure, shrouded in shadow. Scout lit up the tip of her index finger with glowing plasma, and–

      “Francine!” Scout shook her.

      Francine moaned. Thick blood matted her scalp, dripping down to the metal. Her eyes fluttered, and she looked up at Scout. “Mmm...wha...?”

      “What happened?” Scout asked, shaking her shoulder.

      “Mm...huh?” Francine's eyes were dazed, barely able to open. They fluttered closed again.

      Hurriedly, Scout grabbed her wrist, plunging her fingers against the skin. Counting out the beats over six seconds–

      “Her pulse is flatlining,” Scout said, and started to brush against Francine's head. The hair was so bloody, and–

      “VILLAIN!” a deep voice announced, the clang of heavy feet landing on the scoreboard ringing out like cathedral bells. A massive, shadowy figure had just landed ahead of her, coming from...?

      Where the hell had he come from?

      “Your days of perpetrating evil are done, ne'er-do-well!” the masked man shouted. Bellowed, really.

      Scout stood there, staring at him, big as life, twice as large as a car.

      And her fist clenched almost of its own accord, heating up as it began to glow with plasma.

      She stood. The other flared blue in the dark.

      Get on it, girl, AJ said.

      “Uh oh,” the big guy said, staring at her glowing hands.

      He was right.
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        (Maybe Kinda Sorta)

        Friday

      

      

      

      When the chick in the darkness lit up her hands with straight blue fire, like the angry Veronika, Friday knew he was in big trouble. Not as bad as the Great Anal Sunburn Incident of 2019, but close.

      But this was no time for cowardice.

      It was time for heroics.

      This plasma lady had lit up the huge cylindrical scoreboard they were both standing on, and now Friday could see the evidence of his good works: another chick, probably the one with the lightning, bleeding from the head on the deck.

      It did not, however, stop the blast of plasma from coming his way from the angry woman who was still conscious. The blast nearly took Friday's head off, but he swung low, over the edge of the catwalk, grasping the edge with one hand. Soaring beneath like the majestic eagle he was, he flipped back up, like the...majestic silverback gorilla that he also kind of was.

      Charging like the ape of fury, he sounded his mighty battle call: “LEEEEEEEEEROY JENKINS!”

      The glow of plasma on the angry chick's face revealed not just anger, but deeper emotions. Sadness. Hunger, maybe. For a sandwich. (Friday was hungry for a sandwich, too, oddly enough.)

      A smaller plasma blast came flying at him. Friday ignored it as it seared his shoulder, setting a small fire as it went.

      The searing pain was gut-clenching. Anal clenching. Worse than the starfish sunburn by a thousand, million times. Why had he ever thought sticking his bare ass up in the air on his LA pool deck was a good idea...?

      Oh, right. The internet told him to.

      Now the panic was showing in the skinny girl's eyes. She feared for herself, for the girl at her feet, gushing blood from a head wound. She was growing a ball of plasma in front of her, though, a big one.

      One that wouldn't miss.

      She said nothing, but her eyes were as big as the hubcaps on a pimp's ride. The plasma glowed and burned, and Friday could feel the heat as he closed the last few feet between them. If she unleashed now...

      Well, his upper body was going to be crisped. Like his anus, after the sunburn. But probably worse.

      “Time to make like I'm in this stadium for the usual reason and play ball!” Friday declared.

      The skinny angry plasma lady cocked her head at him, staring over the beach ball of flaming blue heat that was her tailor-made death – for him. “It's a basketball aren–”

      “Fooled you!” Friday said, and he slid like a baseball player under her, kicking with both legs as he skidded across the scoreboard. It skinned his back, probably removed all the skin around his tramp stamp area, but–

      He slammed both feet into the belly of the beast (the angry skinny chick), and all the air left her in a hideous, hilarious rush. Her arms flew up, the beach ball of flaming hell flew down, hitting the scoreboard just behind his head–

      And then...everything started to go real wrong.

      The scoreboard pitched sideways, hard. Friday's ass and legs started to backflip over his face, like he was positioning himself for another starfish scorching.

      “NO!” Friday shouted. “The sun shall not burn my taint again!” The sky above was a field of dark, though, through a circular hole in the arena roof. “Nor shall the stars scorch my precious rectum-damn-near-killed-'em!”

      He grabbed solidly onto the catwalk railing as he tumbled, ass thankfully returning to its appropriate, safe downward angle. Also, he was wearing pants, so the stars wouldn't have a chance to burn his ass. He hung there as the dark, shadowy figure of the unconscious lightning girl rattled and slid down the scoreboard toward him.

      Something snatched her out of the air right as she was about to tumble into Friday's face, then the shadowy profile of both shot up, up and through the ceiling toward the darkness and the twinkling star or two above.

      Friday was left hanging from the scoreboard, the crowd raging below in a burgeoning mosh pit of old people. Not the usual scene at a Morna Grey concert, but he could dig it. “The world rests safe in my hands,” he declared as he hung there. “And my taint rests safe from the raging heat of the stars.” He let out a lovely sigh, feeling the cool grip of his leather mask upon his face for the first time in...so long. “It's good to be back.”
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        Scout

      

      

      

      What the hell had just happened?

      Scout shot out through the hole in the roof of Madison Square Garden, gripping Francine tightly to her. Once she was out, she thumped down to the circular rooftop, gently laying Francine down.

      “Francine? Francine!” Scout brushed her fingers through Francine's wet hair. It smelled of copper, the stench of blood, and when she reached the skull–

      It was...open...in the back. Unevenly. Shards of bones met her touch, threatening to prick her fingers.

      Oh, man, AJ said. This is bad.

      “Francine,” Scout whispered.

      Francine's eyes barely fluttered. She'd lost a lot of blood. Maybe more than blood with that skull wound...

      “What did he do to you?” Scout touched her paling forehead.

      She's dying, Scout, AJ said. Sirens rang in the distance. And we gotta get rolling.

      “Yeah,” Scout said, trying to get herself together. “Yeah, we'll just – I'll just–” She started to scoop Francine into her arms to fly away.

      She ain't gonna make it, AJ said. Look at her.

      Scout didn't want to look at her. “I'll fly to the top of another building. We can–”

      She's gonna die, Scout.

      “No.”

      Nothing you can do for her.

      “I can't leave her behind,” Scout whispered, lowering herself over Francine's body.

      Didn't say you should. She could almost see the gleam in AJ's eye, though he was not there. She'd want to come with us. See it through, you know.

      Scout stared down at her, putting a hand on Francine's cheek. It was already getting cool to the touch.

      She was dying.

      But Scout couldn't leave her behind.

      Planting a hand on Francine's cheek, Scout closed her eyes. It was so cool...

      Then...it wasn't.

      The burning rose in her fingertips, across her palm, running through Scout's body like a wild brushfire in a dry thicket. It flew through her every nerve, a jangling, joyous crescendo flooding her body and–

      She jerked back, looking up at the dark sky, a plane blinking in the darkness overhead like a lost, moving star.

      The sharp intake of cool air infused her lungs, and Scout felt life flood her.

      What the...? Francine's voice sounded in her head.

      Francine! AJ said. Damned good to see you. Thought we lost you there for a minute.

      Someone threw a chair at my head! Francine sounded pretty put out.

      Probably that big dude, AJ said. The one that looked like he takes his steroids every day via elephant needle.

      He's a Hercules, a tiny voice whispered in the back of Scout's head. Isaac. Too shy to show his face.

      “He killed you,” Scout whispered.

      Kill him back, Francine said. Light his ass up.

      Scout sat up. “Okay.” Her fingers were tipped with crimson. She rubbed it on her face like warpaint. “I'll kill him for you.”

      Something blasted her from behind before she could take her first step, though. Cold, painful, it covered her legs, buried her to the waist–

      Scout turned her head; two figures were sailing down from above on a straight line. Not flying. More like riding a zipline that wasn't there.

      One was costumed in bright red and black – Gravity. The local hero.

      The other set Scout's teeth to clenching instantly.

      Sienna Nealon.
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        Sienna

      

      

      

      “Pin her to the rooftop,” I said to Jamie as we rode her channels down from above. We'd zipped along the skyline at a pace of a hundred miles an hour, shooting from point to point along her gravity channels, making our way from Citigroup Plaza to Madison Square Garden, countless blocks of urban travel done in mere minutes as the city noises wafted up from below.

      “Won't your ice do that?” Jamie asked. I watched her make a motion with her hand, though, like a knitter doing some stitching. She may have been questioning me, but she wasn't delaying on carrying out my order.

      “She's got hot plasma,” I said. “She's going to burn through my ice in seconds – aren't you, Scout?”

      Scout was half-turned, frozen up to her chest, but glaring at me. She didn't answer; her glare did it for her. Just past her, the Punk Rock Chick was flat on the rooftop, her brains hanging out of her skull and her chest not moving.

      “Is that girl dead?” Jamie took a sharp intake of breath, nearly in my ear.

      “Looks to be,” I said. “She had lightning powers, though, so I'd steer clear. Hell, pin her to the ground, too. Ground her out.”

      “She's dead,” Scout said with a savage ferocity that I'd come to expect from her fanatical ass. “Some Hercules in a mask down there killed her with a chair.”

      I clenched up as I touched down. Not from the landing, either. “What happened to him?” I asked, trying to keep cool.

      “Don't know,” Scout said, dripping venom, “but if I see him again...I'll kill him.”

      “You mind checking on...?” I nodded to the person-sized hole in the arena roof.

      Jamie nodded, and headed that way, leaving me standing off with Scout at what I deemed to be a quasi-safe distance. If such a thing existed with this girl.

      She was now up to her shoulders in ice. I thought about adding more, but if Jamie had properly latched her to the rooftop, that would hold her far more effectively than anything I could do. She had plasma at her command, though, and that was worrisome. Maybe lightning, now, too. I concentrated on the memory I had of Jamal, that faint, wispy shadow of him within myself, and positioned myself between Scout and Jamie.

      “There's a guy hanging from the big scoreboard down there,” Jamie called over her shoulder. “Wait a minute...is that...?”

      “I am super deluxe sized!” Friday's voice came from the hole in the roof. “There's so much of me to love.”

      “Friday?” Jamie asked.

      “Really, I'm more like the Artist Formerly Known as Fri – uhhhhaahhhhh!”

      “You're too big to fit through the hole in the roof. Shrink.”

      “I'm never too big. If anything, I'm not big enough for the threat that we all face right now. A desperate threat. For desperate times. I – urrkkkk! Okay, I'll shrink – just give me a second! Stop trying to force me through a tiny hole!”

      I kept my eyes on Scout, and definitely not on the hole in the Madison Square Garden rooftop as it gave birth to Friday. There was some grunting, some irritation (from Jamie), and then I heard his feet hit the ground.

      Scout had my attention the entire time, though, and I hers. She was glaring, and I knew she was going to make a move.

      I just didn't know when.

      “Good to see you, favorite niece,” Friday said, suddenly at my shoulder. Jamie took up position at the other one. I saw her mouth, “Niece?” out of the corner of my eye.

      Scout stared at the three of us through spiteful eyes, half-lidded. The ice around her was holding solid, and I was closely attuned to it, waiting for even the hint of plasma or lightning. “No wisecracks for me?” she asked, dripping venom.

      “It's a serious situation here,” I said, listening to the sirens in the distance. Truth was, in spite of playing cool, I was waiting desperately for the cops to show up. I needed the suppressant they carried as part of their kit nowadays, and I needed it bad. Until I'd dosed Scout in the neck with it, she was still a threat. I even debated killing her right there, but I knew there was no way I'd be able to justify it. Not when she was playing possum, encased in the ice.

      But the idea that she wasn't dangerous? Pure poppycock. Even in that ice, she was more dangerous than she'd ever been.

      “You know what else is serious?” Friday asked, apropos of nothing. “Perineal tanning.”

      There was a moment of quiet in which you could have heard a mouse fart. “What?” Jamie Barton asked, aghast.

      “Never mind,” Friday said, and then he nodded at the fallen figure of Punk Rock Chick. “Did I do that?”

      “So she says.” I nodded at Scout. “Colonel Friday in the arena with a flying chair. What were you doing here?”

      “My aim is impeccable,” Friday said. “As is my taste in music. Morna Grey is totally my jam.” I caught a grudging nod from Jamie out of the corner of my eye. “Saw Lightning Lass draining the scoreboard of juice and figured she was planning to bring the show to a shocking finale. And not the three-fingered kind, either.”

      I defied the urge to blink. Barely. “So,” I said to Scout. “You're going from trying to stop pollution to wiping out the people who pollute? Was that the idea? Unleash a little lightning in a bottle on Madison Square Garden?”

      Scout's eyes were filled with undiluted spite. I saw a dark hate there, some of the worst I'd ever seen. “Yes.”

      “Mother of God,” Jamie breathed.

      “Really, more like 'Sweet merciful Zeus,'” Friday said. “Because that's what that chick was. A modern day Zeus.” He paused only for a second before pursuing that idea to the kind of hideous conclusion that I'd come to expect from swole, filterless Friday. “I wonder if she screwed around like Zeus?”

      Don't say it, don't say it– “Well, I walked in on her nailing one of her fellow terrorists in Houston during the refinery thing,” I said, because apparently the blood of Simon Nealon included disturbing interest in salacious detail coupled with a lack of filter, “So...maybe?”

      I thought I saw a flash deep in Scout's eyes, but maybe it was the light of a search helicopter coming in overhead. The whip of the chopper blades was loud.

      “Come on,” I muttered under my breath, hoping the side of the helo would disgorge some cops, hopefully with an ampoule of suppressant. “Come on.”

      “You seem a little stressed, non-skinny succubus,” Scout said, staring me down. “Worried about something?”

      “Honestly? Yes,” I said. “I'm worried I'm going to have to kill you right here.”

      Scout's face looked implacable, nearly blank for a moment.

      Then she laughed.

      Then she turned into a creature of pure plasma, dissolving the ice I'd put around her in a quarter second.

      Floating in place, the ceiling of Madison Square Garden around her began to melt into slag. Burning hot, it dripped down...

      And was caught in a flat gravity well below as Jamie rose up, ready for battle again.

      “Stick one more tug on me and I'll lay down so much plasma on this circus of opulent waste that they'll be pulling scorched bodies out until Labor Day,” Scout said, her face subsumed in a wall of bright blue heat. “I'll run so much electricity through the superstructure that Manhattan will go dark for a decade.”

      “That much energy use is going to be really bad for the planet,” Friday said, completely deadpan. “Have you no decency when it comes to climate change?”

      “Scout,” I said quietly, “don't make me–”

      “Don't threaten me, you weak, pathetic, so-called 'hero,'” Scout's voice was dark and even, not strained at all. She was mad, but a cold fury, the kind that subsumed the last vestiges of her humanity. “It's a joke. What are you going to do? Throw more ice at me?”

      She wasn't far off. In terms of powers I'd exposed, ice was basically it. That and super strength, and it seemed unlikely that punching her in the plasma was going to do me a fat lot of good.

      “I'm leaving,” Scout announced. “Flying away. And you're going to let me – or a whole lot of people are going to die.”

      “A whole lot of people are going to die next time you appear,” I said, wanting to close my eyes, to look away from the horrifying revelation I'd just had. “You've lost it, Scout. Wherever you started on this crusade, you've gone way off mission.”

      Her face tightened up. “I've never seen it more clearly. What needs to happen. What I need to do.” She stared at me with those glowing plasma eyes. “Thank you for that.”

      There was no warning before she lashed out at Jamie with a flash of plasma. It came swiftly, and the wave of heat was astonishing, reminding me of how Veronika had thrown a similar blast over my head only last week.

      This one shot toward Jamie and she flung her hands up. It curved away, trailing edges of blue flame, striking the ceiling of Madison Square Garden and turning another patch of concrete to slag.

      With a scream, Jamie thrust her hand down, trying to catch the detritus of the strike. Molten refuse was dripping, and then froze, in midair, beneath her.

      Beneath us all.

      “Our bad guy flew off,” Friday said, pointing into the sky. I followed his finger, but couldn't see her.

      She was gone.

      And the next time she showed up...

      A whole lot of people were going to die.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One Hundred Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Scout

      

      

      

      You could have stayed, AJ said as they flew off into the darkening skies above New York. You could have killed her.

      “I don't think I could,” Scout said numbly. “Not now that I'm all alone.”

      You're not alone, babes, AJ said. We're with you.

      “I know. But one person...with everyone focusing on me?” Scout shook her head to no one in particular. The cold was starting to seep in. She was going fast now. Incredibly fast, trying to figure out the direction she was heading by looking at the lights of the cities below. Far ahead, on the horizon – was that Boston?

      Yes, Isaac said quietly. She got the feeling he didn't necessarily want to answer, but that he was somehow compelled to by the force of her anger, which was prodigious.

      I want to see those bitches fry, Francine raged. Especially that big pig with the muscles that killed me. With a damned chair. The freaking raw indignity.

      “We'll get them,” Scout said softly. “I have an idea.”

      What idea? AJ asked. Like, a target?

      “No,” Scout said. “Like...an idea. Of what to do next.”

      Boston was ahead. She'd hit that in an hour or less at this speed, she knew that. After that...

      She needed to head east. The compass on her phone would probably help. She could set the bearing and just jet over the Atlantic.

      Wait... Francine said. ...You think...?

      “Based on my conversation with her last night,” Scout said, filling in the gaps Francine was reading in her mind, “yeah. That succubus she tangled with in Scotland? There has to be something to her.”

      Such as? AJ asked.

      “She's the one who stole Nealon's powers,” Scout said. “Remember? It was all over the net. No one knew how it happened, but that must have been it, the succubus she faced. She found someone who could beat her. Someone just like her. Someone just like...me.”

      You want to find out how? Francine asked. Put your phone in your hand. Let me show you how to use my power, and we'll scan the internet for all the deets while we fly. Maybe there's an answer out there somewhere, under digital lock and key, about how she did it.

      “Yes,” Scout said, “I want to find it. I want to find out how it happened, and use it.” The cold wind ripped at her cheeks, but she didn't care. “I want to use it to destroy Sienna Nealon.”
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      “She just added another soul to her collective,” I said to Agent Li, who had listened to my whole report on what had just happened.

      Li was staring at me with his usual peak hissy-pissiness. I could tell he was seeking a way to make this unfortunate result my fault. When he spoke, it was brusque, but not malicious. “I guess we were lucky it wasn't a lot worse.”

      Then he just walked away, probably to make his report to Shaw, who I figured had gone home for the night. Home for him was Connecticut, which meant he wouldn't be here for the better part of an hour.

      “Soul Collective would be an awesome name for a band,” Friday said, sauntering up behind me. “You know, in case you ever decided to ditch this unforgiving law enforcement gig and pick up the family tradition by learning an instrument. With your speed and dexterity, you could shred with a guitar.”

      “I don't think I'm going to have time to take up guitar,” I said.

      “Or just use your voice. Mine is a powerful instrument.”

      “Mine breaks glass now,” I said.

      “I'm sure it's not that bad.”

      I tilted my face toward a nearby ambulance and ripped loose a Brance Venable vocal riff that shattered the back window cleanly, sending a spray of glass dust into the air and an EMT leaping for cover. “It's that bad.”

      “Well,” Friday said, eyes wide, “I guess you could be one of my backup dancers, if you promised never to sing.”

      I gave him a half hug. “I'm glad you were here to save the day. The concertgoers would have died if not for your old-timey taste in music.”

      “I like all kinds of music,” Friday said through his mask's mouth hole. “I'm pan-musical-sexual. Except I'm not into dudes.”

      I shook my head. “Shrink.”

      “Fiiiiine,” he said, like he was being supremely put upon, but shrink he did, down to the approximate form of the super singer, Swole H. He didn't take his mask off, though. “Oof,” he said once it was done, “I can think so much clearer now.”

      “I appreciate the assist from Friday,” I said, “but you're better off sticking with your brains over brawn. At least most of the time.”

      I had a feeling he was blushing behind the mask. “My brains can't break the skull of a Thor type standing in the rafters before she delivers a show stopper that electrifies the crowd. My brains can't launch my body up there to do mortal combat with her partner, who seemed damned like a succubus to me. Relation of yours?”

      “Not that I know of,” I said. “Not that Lethe knows of, either.”

      Friday bristled, eyes darting under the mask holes. “She's not here, is she?”

      “In New York? Yes.”

      “Is she still trying to kill me?”

      “I don't think so,” I said, then pointed past him at an SUV that was just pulling up under the police tape. “But you can ask her yourself if you're wondering.”

      He made a noise that sounded like an “Eep!” and lit out to hide behind me. In his smaller form, he could almost pull it off.

      Reed was the first to reach me, face drenched in concern. “You okay?”

      “Fine,” I said, holding up both hands. “Friday here managed to clock another kill, but not before Scout absorbed Punk Rock Chick's lightning powers. And our villainess flew off under her own power, so I think she drained Isaac, too, though under what circumstances...” I shrugged.

      Reed took it all in. “She's got all their powers now.”

      “One girl,” Friday said, “Three cups.” When he caught me giving him an utterly disgusted look, he actually wilted. “Sorry. Filter failed me.”

      “At least you're contrite about it when you're small,” Reed said, “because when you're big you're unapologetic.”

      Lethe appeared, silently, at the edge of our little grouping. She looked at Friday as if he were something that had come from the bottom of her shoe. “I see you've organized a trash cleanup.” She nodded at Friday, still hiding behind me.

      “Hi,” Friday said. “Are you still trying to kill me?”

      She peered at him, making a face. “Not right now, no. Maybe later.”

      “You have a personal history problem that could be recorded in encyclopedic volumes,” the voice of Jamie Barton announced. She'd slipped up behind me, apparently done giving her statement, too.

      “Nobody wants to read about my life,” I said. “It veers too often from comedy to tragedy to erotic romance for anyone to give it any thematic consistency. Where are the others?” I directed this at Reed.

      “Back at Midtown HQ,” he said. “Where we need to be. Shaw's on his way in, and the president wants a status report.” He looked at Madison Square Garden, all lit up and not looking at all trashed from this angle, down here on the street.

      “Yeah, okay,” I said. “I guess there's no point in hanging around. Friday?”

      He looked over at me. “Whaaaat?”

      “You on tour?” I asked. “Or are you looking for some old-school work here?”

      His eyes darted behind the mask. “I'm supposed to put in some time in the studio in the next couple weeks, but if you need help bringing down the baddies...I'm in.”

      I looked at Jamie Barton, and she held her composure for a full five seconds before cringing. “Yeah,” she said, “I'll help. If you need it.” I got the feeling the Jersey near-meltdown might have been weighing on her mind.

      “Let's go, then,” I said, but stopped myself. A tingle in the back of my head drew my attention toward the corner of 8th and 33rd, where I found my eyes drawn by a glittering display of ice formed into a slide.

      “Is that...?” Reed asked, frowning.

      “Captain Frost,” I said, vaulting up onto a cop car. Sure enough, there he was, the arrogant pud, talking to a crowd of reporters just beyond the police perimeter. I strained to hear him over all the commotion around us.

      “...am always wanting to help people,” Frost said, clad in his yoga pants and sparkly, off-the-rack shirt, his beanie cap really out of place in the vaguely warm summer night. “But events like this – this entire rash of events, really – show that there are greater callings than just stopping muggers on the street, and halting a bank robbery cold.” Reed flinched at the pun. “Our entire planet hangs in the balance,” Frost went on. “The lives of generations to come are like, totally at stake. And while I don't condone the methods used by the attacker tonight...I absolutely understand them.”

      “There's the headline,” I said, dismounting from the car. “Captain Frost is giving aid and comfort to a terrorist who just tried to kill a whole arena full of people. Making her excuses for her.”

      “This thing is going sideways fast,” Reed agreed, casting a look over his shoulder as we hustled toward the FBI SUV. “Did she really try and kill everyone in the place?”

      “She did,” I said. “She would have – if not for Friday.”

      “Thank Goodness It's Friday,” someone said behind us. Reed and I turned, expecting that dash of lameness to come from, well...Friday.

      It hadn't. Jamie Barton stood there, blushing like we'd just caught her doing something illicit. Friday was pointing at her, shaking his head. “Sorry,” she said, a little choked up. “I couldn't help myself.”
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      “Kat and Eilish are holding position in the middle of the country,” Reed said, reading straight off his phone as we waited for Shaw and Li to arrive. I wasn't holding out much hope that either would be here anytime soon. The concert event had locked up traffic in the Big Apple as people tried to escape to the burbs, paralyzing everything and leaving transit a hopeless mess.

      “They're better positioned to deal with anything from the Dakotas west, then,” I said, feet up on the conference table, listening along as I tried to think my way through this mess. “Jamal?” I looked at the older Mr. Coleman. “How's social media looking?”

      “Not as vicious as a few days ago,” Jamal said, “but not as warm and fuzzy as you might like. Predictably, the Madison Square Garden attack is polarizing the support for your bad lady. Some people who were on board with her up to now are jumping off her train, others – exactly the kind you might expect – are all in on killing their fellow human beings to protect the Earth.”

      “It's the internet,” Friday said softly, “people always give in to their worst, most callous instincts on there.”

      I was not the only one caught completely unprepared for the quiet, philosophical, almost-wise part of Friday. “Is that really you under the mask?” Augustus asked, giving voice to the thoughts of us all, “Or did somebody just rip one off a gimp and start impersonating Friday?”

      “It's him,” I said. “He's smart when he's not huge.”

      Jamie Barton looked like she wanted to ask the question, but was too embarrassed.

      Lethe said it for her. “Yes, he's like a human penis metaphor. There's only enough blood to run the muscles or the brain.”

      “Thanks,” Friday said. “You were always so sweet to me, Mo–”

      “Don't finish that sentence,” Lethe said, more dangerous than I was used to hearing from her. “We're not related, you and I.”

      “Why does she hate him so much?” Olivia asked Angel, not particularly quietly.

      “It's Friday,” Angel replied. “He probably groped her or something.”

      “I am the bastard child of her cheating husband,” Friday said. “And she has tried to have me killed on several occasions.”

      “I tried it once,” she said, “and I didn't even try myself, as you can tell by the fact you're still breathing.”

      “Is it my imagination or has everything gotten more dramatic since you got back?” Scott asked, looking right at me.

      I sighed. “It's...probably not your imagination.”

      Reed smirked in triumph.

      “Ma'am,” a tech opened the door and stuck his head into the conference room, looking right at me. “We have an ID on the dead suspect left on the roof of Madison Square Garden.”

      I sat upright in my chair, pulling my feet off the table. “What? Great. Can we get that...?”

      “It's coming up on the screen in a minute,” he said, and disappeared back behind the door, closing it.

      “Anyone want to take bets on a name?” Augustus asked. “I've got 'Queenie.'”

      “I want...what's a good millennial name?” Jamal asked, phone in his hand. “Oh! Madison. But with a 'y.' And an 'e.'”

      “Emma,” Jamie said. “But the vanilla way.”

      “Ashley with an 'ei,'” Reed said.

      “Olivia is a great name for a millennial villain,” Scott said, then flushed red when he caught a look from Olivia Brackett. “Uhhh...I mean...whoops.”

      The name flashed up on the screen, along with a prison record – and sure enough, there was the gal I not-so-affectionately called Punk Rock Chick.

      “Francine Irene Howard,” Reed said, reading it right off the screen. “Who gives their damned kid a rhyming first and middle name?”

      “Someone blissfully ignorant of the reality of elementary age bullying,” Augustus said.

      “You were literally the bully in our elementary school,” Jamal said.

      “Which is how I know it, duh,” Augustus said.

      “Did a stint in San Quentin,” I said, reading off her record. “Two years for felony assault. She's a Californian.”

      “I am just stunned,” Augustus said, “that no one picked 'Francine' in the pool. Oh, and also that an eco-terrorist could possibly have come from California.”

      “Last known address is in Santa Barbara,” Reed said. “We should get some local FBI to go talk to whoever's there.”

      “Procedure dictates they do so,” I said. “I'm sure they're on their way. The bigger question is who's home, and what they can learn from them? Francine here struck me as a cog in the wheel. Isaac was the leader, but clearly he's dead.”

      “How do you figure that happened?” Reed asked.

      I took a long, slow breath. “Well, we know he was probably betraying them with his brokerage account, since I don't think they were all in on the scam. Francine here was capable of reading his email, so I'm guessing she probably found out and they killed him. Or absorbed him, rather, since Scout is now zipping around the friendly skies like she owns them.”

      “That's my guess, too,” Reed said. “It was a kind of sorting – true believers and not. They purged the non-believer, and now they – well, she – is free to follow the dictates of her twisted heart rather than just attack the petroleum industry.”

      “So they've moved to just randomly killing people?” Scott asked.

      “In large quantities,” Augustus said. “Because people can't spew carbon if they ain't breathing.”

      “How many people can she kill en masse?” Jamie asked.

      “With lightning?” I tried to calculate in my head. “She's beholden to how much juice she can soak up and conduct. For the plasma the key constraint is how many people she can get packed in a tight enough space.”

      Another knock at the door, followed by it opening, stopped any reply to my comment. “Ma'am,” that same agent said, sticking his head into the room, “we just got a tip from a fishing trawler off the coast of New England. Said they saw a human silhouette streak over the moon. Headed east.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “You get a bearing other than that?”

      He shook his head. “We're checking with the military, trying to get them to use their coastal search radars, see if we can get a return, but as you probably know–”

      “It's really tough to get a return off a human-sized object,” I said. “Which is how I avoided capture for all those years. Thank you.” The agent ducked back out, and the screen changed to show a dot just off the coast of New England.

      “What's she doing off New England?” Reed asked, peering at the screen, deep in thought. “There's nothing to the east but ocean and then–”

      “Oh, shit,” Lethe said, getting there just before the rest of us.

      “And then Europe,” I said, closing my eyes and bowing my head. “You know, that continental landmass of three hundred million people...where they outlawed metahumans and don't have a single one to protect themselves from what's heading their way.”
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      “Someone needs to warn Europe what's coming,” Olivia Brackett said. She was sitting up in her chair, looking vaguely like a prairie dog sticking its head out of its burrow.

      “Not it,” Reed said, more than a little surly. He was, after all, the reason why the European Union had outlawed metahumans in their borders.

      “So they don't have a single meta?” Jamie Barton asked, looking at the map on the screen like it would reveal...something. “Not one?”

      “Oh, there are a great many metas still in Europe,” Lethe said. “But not one is going to risk arrest in order to get out in front of this...mess. Can you imagine the EU authorities asking for volunteers to come forward to try and stop this woman from making landfall?”

      “That'd sound an awful lot like a trap,” Augustus said, “not to steal Reed's favorite quote.”

      “It's a trap all right,” Reed said, staring at the tabletop. “If any of us set foot in the EU, they'll arrest us.” He looked over at me, and there was a hint of accusation there.

      “You wanted to see if I could live within the boundaries,” I said. “What do you think about how far I'll go?”

      Reed made a face. “Not like that, Moana.”

      “You are just Disney's bitch in every way, aren't you? Star Wars, Marvel, animated musicals,” I said. “But what say you? Do we leave Europe to its cruel fate and let her just run riot over there?”

      My brother's look was just spiteful. His tone was worse. “No.”

      “What if she's not going for Europe proper, though?” Olivia asked, peering at the map. “I mean...if she's just heading east, she could be going to Africa...the Mediterranean...”

      “Or if she wanted to go a little north,” Augustus said, “she could be headed for–”

      “Oh, shit,” I whispered. Of course everyone heard me. And looked. Oh, boy, did they look. “In my dreamwalk with her last night...I may have mentioned the last time I tangled with a succubus.”

      Augustus's reaction was particularly noteworthy, given that his eyebrows soared up his forehead. “Uh, Sienna...that whole Scotland thing, where you got your ass kicked, your powers stolen, and damned near died? A lot of that's a mystery to the general public, and probably not the sort of thing you want to go telling your current enemy.”

      I cringed. “Yeah. Not to go Gob Bluth but...I may have made a huge mistake there.”

      “I don't...see the mistake,” Jamal said. “Unless I'm just thick.”

      “Pffft, you scrawny,” Augustus said.

      “I don't know how...uh...thick...you are,” Olivia said, blushing. “But if I were seeking out ways to kick Sienna's ass, and got directed toward that succubus we all banded together to kill? I'd be asking myself what was so special about her that let her run roughshod over Sienna like she did.”

      I cringed again; the answer was known to all in attendance, of course.

      “The serum,” Angel said. “The serum and all the souls she absorbed.”

      “Rose created an unleashed-succubus-powers industrial assembly line,” Reed agreed. “She killed...thousands in order to get that damned ascendant. Maybe tens of thousands. I mean, she tracked–”

      “Hundreds of bloodlines,” Jamal said. “She took over the Scottish government, keep in mind. Had deep tendrils buried in London – the entire UK government, really, ready to take over the whole damned island. She didn't just create an industrial human sacrifice machine to power herself up. Whatever she spouted about revenge, she was looking to go beyond, and when she died–”

      “When we killed her, you mean,” I said.

      “–That all didn't just vanish,” Jamal said. “UK authorities are still cleaning up that mess. Serum stashes. Dead bodies–”

      “Wait,” Friday said, “did you say 'serum stashes?'”

      “Shiiiiiiiiiit,” Lethe said.

      “What?” Scott asked. “I mean, when I hear the Valkyrie of legend say that, the hair on the back of my neck stands on end.”

      “For which reason?” Augustus asked. Scott shot him a look.

      “You said 'serums.'” I looked right at Jamal. “Rose had them all, right? The basic one, that unlocks powers,” he nodded, “and the booster, which made it possible for her to become a stronger succubus than me,” and he nodded again, “and...the other one, too?”

      He nodded a third time. “We call it the 'Skill Tree Unlocker.' The one that opens up powers genetically related to yours.”

      “Which in the case of a succubus,” Lethe said, “include the root powers of my parents – Persephone...and...”

      “Hades,” I said, in cold dread. “Which means if she gets ahold of that thing...”

      “She'll be able to kill people in a radius of dozens of miles around her at a time,” Lethe said. “She'll have the power to destroy entire cities – without anyone even seeing it coming.”
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      Reed was on his phone a second later, as the conference room erupted.

      “She could devastate a whole city?” Augustus asked. “Hiding in a building where no one can see her? Man, that's game over right there.”

      “This is bad,” Olivia said.

      “Wow,” Angel whispered.

      “I don't see how you fight that,” Jamie Barton said.

      “We fight it by stopping her before she gets the serum,” I said.

      “But we're not even allowed in the EU,” Friday said. “You know how careful and quiet I had to be during my last EU tour? I was afraid to even change size at all.”

      “So are we doing this, then?” Jamal asked. “Charging over the ocean and into the belly of the no-meta beast?”

      “Of course we are,” Scott said. “We can't just stand back and let Europe's cities get completely annihilated.”

      “Well, we could,” Augustus said. “And it'd almost be fitting in a way, given they banned us all. But we'd be really shitty heroes if we did.”

      “All right,” Reed said, hanging up from whatever phone call he was on. “Here's the deal – we're going.”

      “Did you just get permission?” I asked, frowning.

      “No,” he said, “that's going to be your job. You need to brief the president, remember?”

      “Oh. Right.”

      “We are going,” Reed said. “Laws be damned.” He had a fierce look in his eyes, and he settled his gaze on each of us in turn. “I am not letting European cities get wiped out, if it comes to that, but I'd really rather keep that skinny little murderer from getting her hands on the serum to begin with.”

      “And in terms of lawful consequences?” I asked. Not because I cared, but because it was kind of fun to twist my brother's tail.

      “You're going to call your contacts in the UK,” he said, “and find a way to get us permission to land and do our thing.”

      “Ahhh,” I said, “my contacts in the UK are down to a lone Scottish lord.”

      “You know a Scottish Lord?” Olivia asked. “That's...so fancy. You're so fancy.”

      “It's not as cool as it sounds,” I said. “I don't think he's left the castle in a decade or more.”

      “He has a castle, though,” Olivia muttered. “None of my friends have castles. If I had a castle, I would never leave, either.”

      “We're splitting into two teams,” Reed said, just steamrolling over all that, apparently done with giving me my marching orders about obtaining permission.

      “A and B?” Augustus asked sarcastically.

      “I really prefer 'Blue' and 'Gold,'” Reed said.

      “Niiiiiiice,” Augustus said.

      “Choice reference, chief,” Jamal said. The rest of us, presumably, were left in the dark. Or at least I was.

      “It's an X-Men thing,” Friday said, apparently noting my lack of comprehension. Lethe rolled her eyes. At Reed, at Friday? Who knew. Probably both.

      “We break – Gold team is going East,” Reed said. “That's most of us, sans Angel, Friday and Gravity.” He looked to each of them. “No offense, but if she doubles back, someone's gotta be watching the domestic front. Jamie, your powers are incredible, and you alone could anchor a hell of a defense. Angel, in a fight like this you're better with a gun in your hand, and they'll be in short supply in Europe. Friday...your powers just aren't ideally suited to taking her on at all at this point.”

      “Yeah, I just killed her last living associate within five seconds of encountering her.” Friday shrugged broadly. “Who none of the rest of you could take out. I'm completely useless in this fight, I see.”

      “Friday, she's now equipped with flight, plasma, and lightning,” I said. “Your only shot is to swing something heavy at her from a distance, and while I respect that approach, you have to know it's not optimal.”

      “You're going after her with just ice,” he said, eyes rimmed with concern through those mask holes.

      “I've got more than ice,” I said. “I've got the innate meanness God gave a junkyard dog.”

      “That's a fact,” Jamie Barton muttered. When she caught looks, she blushed. “I said that out loud, didn't I? Didn't mean to.”

      “So Gold team is me,” Reed said, “Sienna, Augustus, Jamal, Scott, Lethe, and Olivia.”

      “Let's do it,” Scott said.

      “Man, Mom's going to be so mad we're not taking her to Europe,” Augustus said.

      “I say we don't tell her squat,” Jamal said.

      “Any chance we get to do some tourism this time?” Olivia asked hopefully. “I mean last time, all we saw was that little Scottish village...”

      “I'm calling up Taneshia and Veronika, and bringing Kat and Eilish here,” Reed said. “You'll all band together and be ready to jump all over Scout if she shows her face in the US again.”

      “I'll strap her to the center of the earth and let gravity hold her down,” Jamie said. “If I can create a strong enough channel around her–”

      “I like all these plans,” I said, “but some of those people...you're going to owe them.”

      The look he gave me was way beyond sour. “Why don't you let me worry about that? You've got a call of your own to make, after all.”

      I nodded into his withering glare, trying to conceal a smile as I pulled out my cell phone and dialed a number that was rapidly becoming familiar. It was answered on the first ring, and I found myself saying, “This is Sienna Nealon...I need to speak with the president.”
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      “Why are we meeting here?” Lethe asked. We'd adjourned to pack after I'd called the president, and met back at the conference room in the FBI's Midtown command center.

      “Presumably because we'll catch transport to the airport from here,” I said, playing around with my phone. It had come with a pre-installed suite of games as well as access to the app store, but I really liked the solitaire app. Which had apparently been designed by Cassidy herself.

      “Why not the lobby of our hotel?” Scott asked. He, Jamal, and Augustus had made their way back. Reed and Olivia were still MIA. Angel, Jamie and Friday had departed, with only a brief goodbye between me and my uncle.

      “Who knows?” I asked, sending a quick text to Harry. Could really use your help right now. Please call. I'm about to go across the pond. I thought about it and added. Maybe to Scotland, even. Call me.

      It didn't even show as delivered. Wherever Harry was, his phone was out of service.

      “Reed would know,” Jamal said.

      “Reed would know what?” my brother asked, rolling in with his bag on his shoulder, Olivia a couple paces behind him.

      “Which way the wind is blowing,” Augustus quipped.

      “Why we're meeting here instead of somewhere more convenient,” Lethe said, “like our hotel lobby.”

      “Because we need to be somewhere convenient for pickup,” Reed said, adjusting his bag as he checked his cell phone.

      That provoked a moment of silence. “Why is our hotel lobby not convenient for pickup?” I asked, the first to get it out.

      Reed's lips stretched in a thin smile. “Because it's not.”

      “Not wh–” I started my follow-up then stopped when a foot-long scale model of a Concorde Jet appeared on the conference table, literally out of nowhere. “Oh.”

      Greg Vansen appeared a second later, wearing a very dapper flight uniform. His expression was pure business. “All board,” he said simply.

      “When you're going across the Atlantic,” Reed said, a little haughtily, “you should go first class, and by the fastest method available.”

      “Mmhm,” I said, watching as he dodged my vaguely accusatory stare, meeting it with nothing but a reddening of the cheeks. “Now who's keeping secrets?”
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      The Concorde stayed small until we were clear of the FBI building, then grew larger and larger until it was two or three times its usual size. Greg sat up front with Reed, and I could feel the push of the throttle as the now oversized plane blew past supersonic speed and the theoretical limits on a regular sized Concorde's airframe.

      “So how does that work?” Augustus asked. He'd staked out the seat next to me but immediately started reading from his tablet. Which didn't bother antisocial me; I'd figured he just wanted silence for the trip, and assumed I was his best seatmate for it. “The 'growing the plane' thing Greg does?”

      “The limits of the Concorde are based on it being its normal size, right?” I blinked, watching the ocean glitter by below, the moon shining down on it. There were no clouds, and the chop on the North Atlantic was visible even at this height. “When he grows it like this, it can travel at twice the normal speed of a Concorde, because it's twice the size. That's all I know.”

      “Feels like there's a physics problem in there somewhere I don't understand,” Augustus said, “but okay.”

      “Whatcha reading?” I asked, nodding at his tablet.

      He frowned. Which he had been doing the whole time he was reading. “Downloaded some climate change literature. Book talking about the problems, the potential solutions. Three books, actually – a dire one, a middle-of-the-road one, and an overly optimistic one. I read the optimistic one first, over the last few days, because it dovetailed pretty well with what I already felt.”

      “Seeking confirmation bias? That's a popular activity.”

      Augustus grunted. “Which is why I picked up this one. It agrees with me not at all.” He waved the tablet at me. “You know what these environmentalists want you to give up? Every-damned-thing. Like beef. Meat, in general, but beef in particular.”

      I thought about it. “Because cows...fart?”

      “They have a high carbon footprint,” Augustus said. “Require more land to be cleared than, say, chickens. But they're not cool with meat in general.”

      I cringed. “I had heard this...but promptly ignored it, because I am not a vegetarian.”

      “Yeah, I already gave up my BMW on the way back down to poverty,” Augustus said, “hell if I'm giving up meat. Hell to the no. I swear, these people just want an excuse to suck all the joy out of life.”

      “Oh, yeah?” I looked at his tablet. “What else?”

      “You name it, they want you to stop it,” Augustus said. “Powering your phone, watching Netflix, driving a car, living outside a city–”

      “Wait. They want me to live cooped up with massive numbers of people? Ew, no.”

      “Haven't you been doing that for the last year?”

      “Well, yeah. And people died.”

      “True, true,” Augustus said. “Anyway, that ain't all – the list includes having kids–”

      “Wait – they want humanity to go extinct?”

      “I don't know about extinct, but they're definitely into limiting.”

      I shook my head. “This is starting to sound like Thanos stuff.”

      “They want carbon taxes to offset the emissions needed to grow food, manufacture and transport goods to market,” he said. “To stop airline flying – probably for everyone but them, in most cases. They want you to stop using plastic. Like, all plastic. Water bottles. Straws.”

      “Hardest hit: Reed, his Legos, and his action figure collection.”

      “You're not wrong,” Augustus said, glancing at the tablet. “They're mostly on single-use plastics right now, but I'm sure they'll be coming for kids’ toys soon enough. Which kinda brings us back to the 'less kids' thing.”

      “Now that you mention it,” I said, “this does explain why, when I was in Tennessee a few months ago, some restaurant had the audacity to give me a plastic straw. I thought the argument against plastic straws was all based on ocean pollution. And Tennessee is hundreds of miles from even the Gulf of Mexico, so why, y'know? It all starts to come together now.”

      “Yeah, it's a whole thing,” Augustus said, staring intently at the screen of his tablet. “Basically anything you enjoy, they'd like you to stop doing that. For the good of the planet, definitely.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “You sound skeptical.”

      “No, after reading this, I think the warming is probably happening,” Augustus said, making a face. “My issue isn't that. It's the solutions. They all come at the point of a government gun, man. And they're like, ironclad, bordering on making 'em crimes. 'You had four kids? Criminal! You used a single-use bottle at the gym! Go to the gulag!'” He shook his head. “It's all – cancel plastic bottles, plastic straws, stop eating meat, entirely, and scrunch into the cities, to hell with your farms.”

      “Who's going to grow the food when we're all living tightly packed in cities? Which I assume is so we can get rid of all our cars?”

      He shrugged. “Robots? Kidding. Presumably it'd involve reducing the number of people living out in the sticks to just the essential farmers. Or people who can afford the carbon offset credits.”

      “Gotta admire a plan that returns country estates to the exclusive province of the rich.”

      “I doubt that's the intention,” Augustus said. “But it is the result. Isn't that always how it works, though? Leonardo DiCaprio preaches against climate change, but then supposedly flies a pizza from New York to LA on a private jet. A pizza.”

      “Hey, man, fresh pizza has a short shelf life beyond which it is no longer viable. Kind of like his girlfriends.”

      “But worse...” He squinted at the tablet, then turned it off.

      “Come on, Augustus,” I said, nudging his shoulder. “Tell me what you really think. You've been so reserved thus far.”

      “Reading the actual science...or the summation of it, by people who know what they're talking about,” he said, concentrating deeply, “man...it ain't as bad as they say. Like, there are possibilities to mitigate this damage in the future. Carbon capture technology. Dikes against vulnerable areas. Nuclear to help reduce emissions and reliance on coal and oil. Even positive growth in wind and solar, though those are limited. Battery life – those are experiencing huge improvements. And the entire world getting wealthier? A massive net positive if you care about getting people to a point beyond subsistence, where they can actually give a shit about environmental issues rather than just figuring out what they're gonna burn to stay warm that night and eat that day.”

      “...But?”

      “These politicians, these talking heads,” Augustus said, looking genuinely pained. “There is something other than the science at work here. It's not about the actual threat. The causes, the possibilities to stop it. There's something way deeper there. A certainty...”

      “You didn't know much about this a few days ago, did you?” I asked softly. I was pretty sure I saw what he was getting at.

      “No, which is why I bought the books,” he said, brandishing his tablet. “I want to know. I want to read the reports. See the...well, truth, as we understand it. See the argument. And the argument – well, it says a lot of the same things: in the short term...we're screwed if we tried to get to zero. Unless you want a whole lot of people to die.”

      “I'm generally not in favor of that, in spite of my reputation to the contrary.”

      “But what's amazing to me,” Augustus said, “is not the scientists, who run the gamut from gloomy to positive about what we can do. It's those politicians. Those public speakers. Those Instaphoto influencers, who speak at the top of their lungs about how we're all going to die in ten years. Where the hell are they getting all this bullshit? And why are they so in favor of shutting down things that actually would work? How can you be in favor of decreasing emissions but not in favor of nuclear? How can you say you want to get to zero carbon...but not want to burn any natural gas, which is the reason we're actually decreasing our emissions in the US over the last few years?” He shook his head.

      “There's a...phenomenon I've noted,” I said. “As I get older. Maybe I read it in history. Maybe I picked up from being...well, an arrogant ass in my youth.”

      “...Aren't you still in your youth?”

      “Whatever. When I was younger and dealing with these guys like Sovereign and Harmon,” I said, “and noticing they shared a key characteristic when it came to motive. I nicknamed it 'Deus ex homines,' though my Latin sucks and I'm not sure it translates exactly – it means 'God from man.'”

      Augustus narrowed his eyes at me. “Go on.”

      “Maybe it goes by another name,” I said, “but it's just the idea that you, as a human, can transcend the gaping flaws inherent in our species, the largest of which is, I'm sorry – arrogance. It's that gut-deep certainty that you know what's right, and everyone else is wrong.”

      “Okay, I've seen that,” Augustus said.

      “We've all seen it,” I said. “We've all done it, about one thing or another, talking out our ass when we had no idea if we were really right or not. It's emotional rightness, nothing to do with actual rightness. It's the arrogance that comes from never looking in the mirror and analyzing your screwups and owning up to them. I'm a fallible human being and I've screwed up more times than I can count–”

      “Reed would like an itemized list with your signature.”

      “Reed would like me to say I was wrong even once,” I said with a smile. “But I have been, and I am, which has led me to this new, stunning phase of my evolution.”

      “...Which is?”

      “I don't know anything,” I said.

      “I thought you just said–”

      “It's figurative,” I said. “As in, 'I am unsure of when I am right and when I am wrong on many things, and so I am not going to speak in ridiculous certainties any more than I have to.' And I'll probably fail at that resolution in five seconds, but...whatever. I'm going to try and be more humble going forward, and open to the idea that in a situation when I feel like I know something...I may well be wrong. Because I have been. So many times before.”

      “That sounds like some Confucian wisdom right there. Like that whole nostrum about a fool never doubting himself or somesuch, only intelligent people realizing they know nothing.”

      “Might have been Siddhartha,” I said. “Regardless, the point stands. We have the power of the old gods at our fingertips, Augustus.” I glanced out the window. “It's easy to get arrogant when you have the power to force your will on the world. Easy to demand sacrifices from others when you don't have to give up anything yourself. Easy for me to say, 'Don't fly, peasants,' when I can jet 'round the globe myself.”

      “I don't think I'm gonna fly on my own again anytime soon,” Augustus said, looking suddenly pensive. “Voluntarily, if I can avoid it. I mean, I'll go for work, and maybe home a couple times a year, but...” He shook his head. “I think I might make a change or two after reading this. For myself, you know. My own...edification. Do my part.”

      “That's the way to do it,” I said, settling in next to him as he picked up his tablet and started to read again, leaving me with a silence I didn't feel like breaking, either.
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      Scout

      London, United Kingdom

      She slipped up to the window and knocked on the glass. She hadn't expected anyone to still be here, this late into the night.

      But here he was. And here she was. And wasn't that just lucky?

      The London air held a chill that barely touched Scout's numb flesh. A flight over the ocean through the cold night had done that to her, left her kissed by ice. Or maybe it was the residual numbness from being trapped in Nealon's block of frozen hell. Either way, Scout was left naked (from burning off her clothes in the escape) but not shivering. And tapping on a window in London, waiting for the man within to look at her.

      He looked around the confines of his office in surprise. Scoured the bookshelves, as though the sound had come from there. Finally, he turned in his swivel chair, and his eyes came to rest on Scout. He stared at her dully, seemingly unsure of what he was seeing.

      Understandable. She was a woman, and naked, hanging outside his fourth-floor office window long after midnight.

      Then she shattered her way through the window, showering him with glass in the process.

      “I'd be sorry to do this to you,” she said. She was bleeding heavily, slick fingers tracing crimson lines across his face. He was screaming, screaming loudly. Down the hall, someone was coming–

      Scout kicked his desk over and gave it a shove with her bare, slick foot. It slid into the door and slammed it.

      “Shhhh,” she said. He didn't stop screaming. She didn't really expect him to, but it did put her on edge.

      He's just another consumer, AJ said.

      He's nothing, Francine said. Get what we need from him.

      There was hammering at the door now, loud, thunderous.

      “Shhhhhh,” Scout said, sticky, bloodstained fingers pressed to his cheeks.

      He was sitting back now, writhing in pain, in pleasure. She felt the same, couldn't stop herself.

      Fortunately...this time she didn't have to.

      Ask the question, AJ said.

      Come on, Francine said.

      “Oh, right,” Scout said, and did.

      What do you know about the Scotland succubus?

      The answer didn't come; this man – one Martin Rowland of Scotland Yard – was too junior. He was making his name on knife crimes.

      But...

      He knew who would know.

      And that was all Scout was really looking for.

      Her eyes snapped open. The door was starting to open; the desk was starting to slide.

      With a leap, Scout was out the window, clutching her new piece of information to her heart.

      And poor Martin? Well, he wouldn't remember much of anything about this – or a lot of things, probably. She'd almost gotten him. Too bad she'd had to quit before she drained him dry...

      Next time, Francine cooed. After all...you've got another name. And I'm about to get the address, and once we find him?

      “There'll be no one to stop us then,” Scout said, already anticipating the thrill. She barely even noticed the cold, because her skin felt so warm.
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      Sienna

      I stepped off the plane in London with just a touch of hesitation. If it had been entirely up to me, I might not have stepped off the plane at all.

      Breathe, Brianna said in my head. Breathe. We might have been hundreds of miles from Scotland, but this was the closest I'd been since...well, since.

      “You okay?” My grandmother was behind me. Her own breathing was regular, but she seemed tightly coiled.

      “I am filled with doubts of every sort,” I said, just being honest.

      “Good,” she said, and when I gave her a look of surprise, she said, “Only an idiot never doubts themselves.”

      “Confucian indeed,” I said.

      “Let's make sure they don't gun us down,” Reed said, eyeing the authorities, who were definitely present. I counted a half dozen cops, all watching us warily. None were pointing a gun at us, though, so there was that. But I hadn't gotten definitive word from the president about entering the UK before we'd left the cell towers of New England behind for the radio silence of the North Atlantic.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket. I'd switched it on before we'd hit the loading dock, but it hadn't registered a message until now.

      YOU ARE APPROVED FOR UK ENTRY. GOOD LUCK, GODSPEED – AND TAKE THESE SCUMBAGS DOWN – ALL OUR HOPES ARE WITH YOU. – Richard

      “Tell me that's from who I think it is?” Reed was staring at my phone.

      I turned off the screen. “You remember that worst date ever I told you about a few years back? His name was Ricardo.”

      Reed's eyes narrowed. “That's not him.”

      I shrugged. “Is it really so bad that the president would have faith in me?”

      “No,” Reed softened. “I think it's the best news I've had all year.”

      There was a woman waiting on the tarmac for us. Someone short. Someone smiling a little tightly. Someone in a boring suit and skirt that matched, with hair that was turning gray but a few less wrinkles than you might expect given that shade. She looked a little past middle age, but was weathering well.

      “Hellooo!” she said, in a deep Scottish accent. “My name is Mrs. Kelly. I work for the Home Secretary, and I'm here to escort you to your destination.”

      “Which is?” Reed asked, taking the lead.

      “Well, it's a funny thing,” she said, taking us all in with a look. “We've had a bit of an incident this evening in London.” She looked around. “My superiors have sent me oot here,” she really said oot, “with highest clearance and dispensation to discuss this matter with you. Apparently you've been dealing with a certain metahuman problem over across the pond?”

      “We just call it America now,” I said. “After a couple World Wars of us showing up and saving the day, we're hoping you can say our name the next morning without shame.”

      She emitted a slightly choked laugh. “Oh, my, that's funny. Anyhoo, one of our men in Scotland Yard seems to have been assaulted in his office this evening, after which he developed a very strange case of memory loss. Curious thing, too, since his secretary saw him at six this evening, and he was quite fine then.”

      “Yeah, that's no accident,” Reed said. “Are you going to escort us to the Scotland Yard?”

      “No,” she said. “I'm here to escort you...elsewhere.” She waved us to a couple vehicles that were waiting. “Come along.”

      “If Scout already drained this guy dry,” I said as we adopted a clipped pace and headed for the waiting police cars, “does that mean she got what she needed?”

      “Maybe,” Reed said, redoing his ponytail. He was apparently as fidgety as I was. “Maybe not. Depends on where Ms. Kelly is taking us.” And he looked pointedly at her.

      “I'm to be taking you,” Ms. Kelly said, “right to the spot where we've discovered a lab linked to a certain Scottish lass of your former acquaintance.” She looked at me, and her eyes glinted with great significance.

      My heart fluttered and nearly dropped, but I maintained an icy facade. Breathe, Brianna said. Breathe. She's dead.

      She's dead, I agreed, but did not say aloud. “If we're cutting straight to this, maybe we're finally going to get ahead of Scout,” I said. “We might be able to ambush her – and end this once and for all.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One Hundred Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      We got out at a building in London's downtown, just a couple blocks off that stretched-out Fabergé egg in the middle of the city. Ms. Kelly bustled ahead of us, hurrying to open the doors.

      “Feel like I'm in Downton Abbey,” Reed griped, throwing his own door open. Privately, I agreed, having recently mainlined the entire show and feeling fully capable of opening my own damned door.

      “They're just trying to show civitas or something,” I said, stepping out of the car. The others were just pulling up behind us. Lethe and Olivia had ridden with us, and we were already striding toward the front door.

      “Twenty-eighth floor,” Ms. Kelly called after us. But she waited at the curb.

      A security guard rushed to unlock the lobby for us, undoing the pegs that trapped the door in place. He held it open, and Reed wore a sour look. They were just determined to open a door for him somehow, it appeared.

      I got to the elevator a little before the others and hit the button. The elevator lobby was marble encased and beautifully appointed. I waited, watching the digital display until a loud ding sounded and silvery doors slid open to reveal an elevator big enough for all of us.

      “In you get,” I said, slapping an arm in against the door to prevent closure. I counted each of my friends and co-workers as they got on, getting in last.

      “You did that so you wouldn't have to be squished in the back, didn't you?” Reed asked, squished in the back.

      “You don't want to see me when I feel trapped in a confined space,” I said, keeping my arms folded, hands under my armpits.

      The elevator raced upward, and I felt the press of gravity as it seemed to go to hyperspeed. It surprised me that it went so fast given the building wasn't that tall. Pretty quickly we were at floor twenty-eight, and a ding heralded the opening of the doors.

      I stepped out first, into a hallway secured by a London police team, complete with guns. They nodded to us, or me, at least, and I nodded back, keeping a wary eye on them. This country had suffered a significant blight called Rose, after all, and part of me would always be looking over my shoulder, forevermore, afraid that someone with a stray tendril of her still stuck in one of their heads would cause someone to walk up behind me when I least expected it and blow my brains out.

      “Loosen up,” Reed said, sotto voce, behind me. “You look like you're about to sprain a butt cheek.”

      “Stop looking at my ass, Jaime Lannister.”

      That prompted a round of giggles. I knew he didn't mean anything by it, but my riposte sure shut him up.

      We were in a hallway of the sort office buildings possessed the world over. This one was a cut above in terms of style, but it was still an office building, just with a little more grandeur.

      Augustus let out a low whistle. “Is this a government building or...?”

      “No,” I said tightly. “This is one of Rose's digs. Class A office space.”

      The cops were clotted outside double wooden doors, with a brass nameplate on the wall:

      Dark Furred Fat Cow Inc.

      I stared at it for a bare second.

      “Uh...” Jamal said. “Is that...?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “From beyond the grave, Rose is still taking shots at me.”

      “That doesn't necessarily mean–” Augustus started to say.

      “You don't have to worry about my feelings, Augustus,” I said, turning my head slightly. I still couldn't see him, but he could see part of my eye, part of my face, just to reassure him and the others I wasn't weeping or ready to open fire on someone. “She damned near killed me. Taking backhanded swipes at me in the naming of her shell companies? Doesn't really register after that.”

      Liar, Brianna said.

      Oh, shush, you. I've been called so much worse.

      Yeah, but from her...everything is like salt in a wound.

      This is London, I said, shoving my way forward, pushing into the door. Not Scotland. This isn't her ground. She isn't here. She can't–

      The door swung open and I found myself in an office suite made up like a lab, with sprawling windows and–

      And Scout standing there, a needle buried in her arm in front of a shattered window, looking impish and faux guilty, all at once.

      “Aw shiiiiiiiit,” Augustus said, speaking for us all.

      “Got me,” Scout said, standing there with the needle hanging out of her forearm, bold as a junkie shooting up in the middle of San Fran. “But not really.” She winked, and floated up, in front of the shattered window, flicking the empty needle from her vein. “Come and see me in Paris, once this has taken effect – we'll bring a little darkness to the city of lights.”

      And she roared out of there at supersonic speed, the shockwave shattering every window left and knocking over everyone but me.

      I was left staring after her, wanting to go but caught in the lie that I didn't have that power anymore, well aware that there were witnesses – cops – standing behind me, watching me watch my villain get away.
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      “Is she really heading to Paris, y'think?” Reed asked the moment she was gone. He was resting a hand on my shoulder, I realized, as if trying to remind me – like I'd forgotten – not to fly out of here after her.

      “Yes,” I said, staring out over the London skyline after her. The wind was really roaring up here, blowing through the shattered floor-to-ceiling windows. The sun was starting to show early signs of arrival on the horizon, though sunrise was probably an hour off. I blinked my bleary eyes and spun around. “Yes, I think she's serious.”

      “Why Paris?” Augustus asked. He motioned with a hand, and sparkling shards of glass lifted off everyone in our party. They glittered like a trail of stars as he tossed them to the side.

      “And furthermore, where's the rest of the drugs?” Lethe asked. She waved a hand; there was a lone fridge unit on the counter, but it was visibly empty, nothing else left in the place but an empty container of syringes. No alcohol, no gauze pads for sterilizing. If you were developing metahuman powers, infections weren't really a thing to worry about, after all.

      “Why was there only one?” I called out to the cops behind us. “Has anyone been in here?”

      “Only for the initial search, ma'am,” the head of team said from behind his balaclava. “Nothing was touched. We keep turning up these facilities, one or two a month. Long-term leases with the rents paid for years. This one we just got a tip on yesterday.”

      “So she sucked it out of the head of someone really in the know,” Reed said.

      “Aye,” the cop said. “They're scrubbed within 48 hours of discovery, and the drugs are destroyed so they can't fall into the wrong hands.” He must have caught us all staring funnily at him, because he added. “They're not evidence for an ongoing prosecution, see?” He glanced at me. “The lass who set it all up is dead, after all, we're assured.”

      “She's dead all right,” I said, turning away. “But as you can see, she still manages to make a right pain in the ass of herself.”

      “I really thought we were going to get ahead of Scout for once.” Jamal's voice registered the disappointment all of us were feeling. “Now, though...Paris?”

      Reed leaned in closer to me. “How the hell do we pull off Paris? I mean, I know the UK's been a little fast and loose with us before, but you know the continent is going to deny us entry. We so much as cross the channel–”

      I nodded, already going for my phone. I replied to the president's text with a simple message: Clashed with the perp in London. She's got the super serum and will be a full Hades shortly. Announced her intention to strike Paris. Can we get entry? “Let's see what comes back,” I said, starting to put away my phone. It buzzed before I got it to my pocket.

      PARIS IS A NO. SECSTATE NGO CHECKED WITH EU BEFORE YOU EVEN DEPARTED FOR UK. THEY WILL NOT ALLOW METAS ON THEIR SOIL. SORRY TO BE BEARER OF BAD NEWS – THOUGH IT'S WORSE FOR PARISIANS. –Richard

      I flashed my phone screen at Reed. “Seems the president wanted to get ahead of things.”

      Reed swore so loudly they probably heard it in Southwark. “Of course it couldn't be easy.”

      “We're not seriously thinking about letting Paris get its just desserts, are we?” Scott asked, watching the interplay between me and my brother.

      I glanced at the cops, who were all lingering near the door. “Would you mind...giving us a few minutes?”

      The head guy waved a hand, and the squad split, leaving us alone in our tiny crime scene, closing the door behind us.

      “We can't just let her eat Paris,” Augustus said.

      “I think we all know I'm not a big rule breaker, but the idea of consigning a city of millions to being devoured by a Hades...” Olivia said.

      “It's nuts,” Scott said.

      “Oh, so we're cool with breaking laws now?” Jamal asked.

      “As long as they're not American laws,” I said, mostly facetiously. Mostly.

      “Where's Greg?” I asked, looking around. Had he not come with us?

      “Stayed with his plane,” Reed said, looking vaguely hacked off. “I think he was afraid someone might steal it, it being an antique or collector's item or something.”

      “Why didn't he just shrink it and bring it with him?” Augustus asked.

      Reed sighed. “I couldn't pay him his full fee, so we get transport from him but no combat assistance. That's why.”

      “Think he'd sell me a gun?” I asked. “For use against Scout?”

      He gave me a withering look. “So not only do you want to break the laws of France by setting foot on their soil, you want to go for broke by blasting Scout's head off with a sniper rifle at long range?”

      I shrugged. “In for a penny, in for a pound. And I very much doubt they're going to give me a gun here, even if I ask politely.”

      Reed's grimace was fierce. “Dammit. You know this isn't just about breaking the law.” His anger petered out, and dropped to a whisper. “It's about rehabbing your image so people don't fear you. So they don't cry out for the law to do something about you. And if we're going to go bust EU law to pieces, I would suggest we not absolutely shatter it while flipping a giant bird to the authorities. We should at least look like we're the good guys while we're doing it.”

      “Kinda rude that the good guys don't get to come riding in with a machine gun in Europe, but I guess I'll make do with what I have,” I said. “Which, according to the knowledge of all...is ice. Which she can easily defeat.” I threw my arms wide in desperation. “So...I'm going to go in there and win the image war by dying.”

      “You've got us, too,” Olivia said quietly. “I mean...we're not nothing.”

      “She can redirect my lightning,” Jamal said. “I think I might be nothing in this, unless you need something hacked.”

      “You're a shield,” Reed said, “for the rest of us. That's not nothing.”

      “Whatever goes on here,” I said, “she's got the ability to fly off. Mobility edge goes to her.”

      “I can curtail that,” Reed said, then cringed. “A little.”

      “I can go after her, but you and me are the only ones capable of flight,” I said.

      Olivia cleared her throat. “I can...sort of fly. Well, bounce off things and people in a flight-like manner.”

      “Okay, maybe in a pinch that helps,” I said, “but the problem is...she's got full mobility and so do I. Reed, I'd rate at half effectiveness flying. No offense.” I waved a hand at him. “You can move well in a straight line, but changing directions requires currents, and those don't lend themselves well to pinpoint turns.”

      “I'm aware of my faults,” he said a little snippily.

      “If this is an air fight, I'm next to useless,” Augustus said. He glanced at my grandmother. “Same for her, I'm guessing, but...uh...in a nice way.”

      Lethe had been eyeing him warily. “Good save.”

      “I can work with the Seine,” Scott said, "but like the others if this goes airborne, I'm out.”

      “And Greg's on the bench,” I said, mostly to myself.

      Whatcha thinking? Brianna asked, voice coated in slight alarm. She knew what I was thinking, at least a little of it.

      “Sienna?” Reed asked, a little gruffly.

      I stood there, a slight breeze blowing in from the busted window. The city of London perched in darkness below me. I felt strangely alone, and took a few steps toward the shattered glass.

      “I think we need to come up with some innovative ideas,” Reed said. “There's got to be a way to stop her.”

      “How?” I asked quietly.

      “There are always ways,” Reed said. So unconvincing.

      “Yeah,” I said, the bitterness bubbling out. “And the way, as per usual, is me.”

      “Hooboy,” Olivia said.

      “That's not fair,” Augustus said.

      “I agree.” I spun on them. “I agree it's unfair. It's always unfair, because life's not fair, it's a perpetual series of kicks to the most sensitive parts of your anatomy by a steroid-infused giant. That's life.” I shook my head. “None of you can help me here. And if you try, you'll probably just get your soul sucked out by the world's newest Hades type.”

      “Sienna,” Reed said warningly. “Don't–”

      “This is beyond the border, Reed,” I said, smiling bittersweet. “I'm going to have to break the laws to stop the bad guy, and there's no point in any of you coming along for the ride because there ain't a damned thing you can do.”

      “I thought we said I was going to be in charge here,” he said. He sounded...hurt, actually.

      “I guess we found the border on that, too,” I said, “because it's time for me to do...what I always do.” Drawing on my memories of Aleksandr Gavrikov, I lifted off the ground. “Whatever it takes, no matter what.”

      And I left them all there as I launched out the window into flight, leaving only a sonic boom in my wake.
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      “What's that old song about having the power?” Scout asked, the wind whipping at her face at epically high speed.

      I don't know, AJ said.

      Never heard it, Francine said.

      “The Power” by Snap! Isaac said.

      Figures the old man would know it, Francine cackled. How old were you actually, old man?

      I can't believe we all thought he was our age, AJ said. Liar.

      Isaac didn't answer. Scout didn't make him, either, though she sensed she could have given him a push.

      “We're doing this,” she said with a smile. She wondered if the new powers were activated yet. “Can you imagine?”

      You're about to begin to reverse years of damage to the planet, Francine said. Imagine removing the carbon footprint of an entire city at a time.

      You're going to save the world, AJ said. She could almost see him nodding in satisfaction. You're going to do the thing we set out to do. Keep it from ending.

      And all for the low, low price of billions of people’s lives, Isaac's voice came from somewhere within her.

      That was a sharp pang for Scout, but it was replaced by anger at the jab a moment later.

      “You were a profiteering shit suck,” she spat.

      You were scheming in this for the stupid money, Francine said. We don't need to hear from you. The sound of a slap came from inside her head. Isaac made no noise, and Scout wondered if he'd felt whatever Francine had just done to him.

      Don't listen to the hypocrite, AJ said. You're going to fix everything. And we're with you all the way.

      “There's just one thing left,” Scout said, smiling.

      What's that? Francine asked.

      I know! I know! AJ said.

      “That's right,” Scout said, “it's time for the final battle...against the bad guy. Or in this case...” And she smiled. “...the bad girl.”
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      Flying high over the fields and towns of southern England at somewhere nearing Mach 2, I somehow felt lower than I had since rediscovering my flight powers. The dark shapes of church towers and English villages, the boxiness of the occasional farmhouse all passed beneath me at high speed, blurring together in one large landscape of darkness as I raced to make the coast before sunrise.

      Did you really have to do that? Brianna asked.

      “I guess it was always going to come down to this,” I said. My cheeks were cold, wet.

      You're doing the thing that you just got back from doing, man. It's like Odysseus getting home and then deciding to set out again the next freaking day, you know? You could have at least waited a few months.

      “I would have loved to have waited months,” I said, wiping at my face with my sleeve. The tears were definitely, entirely a product of the high velocities I was traveling at, and certainly not a product of any emotions that might be warring within me. Like regret, regret, sadness, a little more regret, wist, and, oh yeah, some more regret. “But it wouldn't have mattered. Villains like this don't color in neat little lines. They don't play like traditional criminals, knocking over a bank, murdering a few people. They go right for the big-ticket destruction, and Scout's really punching above her skinny-ass weight class in that regard. Going straight to the city-killing capability is a bold strategy. So...no, I guess I couldn't have waited, because these turds never wait.”

      Brianna sighed. I mean, I guess it doesn't matter much to me, being along for the ride regardless, but it just seemed like...

      “Like I might finally get what I wanted?” I asked, mopping my cheeks again. “Yeah. I felt that, too.”

      And the EU is definitely going to...?

      “Oh, they'll hit the damned ceiling,” I said. “It'll be an international incident. And I'm pretty sure the US has an extradition treaty with them so...” I shrugged. “Scout thinks we're evil, and she's now got the power to destroy whole cities. And if it hadn't been her that pushed me to it...it would have been someone else, a month from now, a year from now.” I blinked, and fresh chills coursed down my cheeks as I fought against the raging wind coming out of the south. “It was inevitable.”

      “Respectfully disagree.”

      I launched into a hard barrel roll at the sound of the voice. Going from Mach 2 to near zero in the space of a few hundred feet was difficult but not impossible, and I felt it in the blood pressure change in my head as I executed the maneuver.

      My pursuer slowed, too, though he was riding the wind currents, so his move looked a little more fluid and graceful, because he was firmly in the middle of what propelled him. I moved like I had a rocket up my ass.

      “Damn you,” I said, staring at my brother.

      Reed stared back, a few lost strands of hair having escaped his ponytail and whipping around him. “Look, I know you think you have to do this alone.”

      “Because I literally have to do this alone, yes. Because our enemy is now a Hades, a mass soul-sucker who can drain you without touching you, Reed. She can drain an entire city at once, while writhing orgasmically up in the clouds.” I spread my arms wide. “Because she's decided to do this in a country where our very existence is verboten and showing up leads to arrest. There she is, beyond reason, beyond every line, calling us out for a last showdown so she can beat the villains that killed her friends before she saves the world.” Another lone tear coursed down my cheeks, which burned because dammit, I was crying in front of Reed. “So yeah...I have to do this alone. Again.”

      “No,” he said, stony, “you don't. You're choosing to, for reasons that sound good – hell, they may be good. But you are choosing it. And that's an important thing to remember.”

      I barely controlled rolling my eyes, and only out of abundant respect for Reed. “Tell me how riding yourselves into the open, waiting mouth of a fresh contender for the title of Goddess of Death is any kind of sensible choice, Reed. Please. Because I gotta admit, I'd love backup, but I'm not real keen on sending you all into certain death, and since I'm the only one who can survive against the power of a Hades–”

      “You're not, though,” Reed said. “Lethe is a succubus, too, remember?”

      I froze. “Lethe can't fly.”

      “Is that all that matters?” Reed asked. “Going into a fight like this?”

      “Logically, clear-eyed,” I said, “yes. It matters that you're capable of surviving what the enemy is going to throw at you, and that you can't be used as emotional hostages against me.” I floated a little closer. “What do you think it's going to do to my ability to fight her, to kill her, to watch you go pasty pale mid-battle as she grips your soul to rip it out of you?”

      “What do you think it would do to me to sit outside the field of battle,” Reed said, matching my raging intensity as his voice rose, “knowing that you're fighting this overpowered succubus who could zap you, burn you, crash into you in a fiery blast of heat you can't endure? How do you think I would feel knowing that even if you survived the fight, you might be so wounded that the French snatch you up, suppress you, and dump wherever they stick their captured metas?”

      I hadn't really thought about...any of that. “I don't know,” I said quietly.

      “Because you're so focused on the fight you can't see anything but the head to head,” Reed said. “You get so into these showdowns, thinking you have to do it alone, do it your way...I'm starting to think that when you said I could be the boss, you really were just thinking the first time I didn't see it your way, you were going to rebel.”

      I tried to ignore the squirmy feeling in my guts. I failed. “Well...duh.”

      “This can't work like that, Sienna.”

      “And you can't withstand a Hades soul-suck,” I said, shrugging. “So...we're kind of at an impasse.”

      “There are ways, okay,” Reed said.

      “I think we're heading for a defeat here,” I said. “One way or another. We do this safely but ugly, like blow her head off at a distance? That's a PR fail, and not one I can easily clean up. It's step one on the path back to post-Eden Prairie Sienna, where everyone starts to circle like sharks at the scent of blood. Or we just straight-up battle and kill her – and we've still violated EU law just by showing up. Last option: we lose...self-explanatory.” I shrugged. “These are the choices, and they're all kinda shitty in some way.”

      “I am fully aware of the seemingly impossible situation we're up against,” Reed said. “But if there's anything you're supposed to have picked up from all my griping at you about leaving me – leaving us – out of what you've done the last year, two years – it's that of all the things we have to doubt in our lives...don't doubt us anymore.” His hands were clenched tight at his sides. “We're with you. We're in this together, now.”

      I was left hanging there in the pink sky, as a cloud blew past, no doubt influence by my brother's shepherding. “So...what you're saying is...the real lesson was the friends I made along the way.”

      He made a throat-based noise of frustration that dissolved into chuckles. “You would take it there...yes, yes, I guess that's what I'm saying. Hopefully minus some of the schmaltz that lesson usually entails.”

      “It's never schmaltz-free with you,” I said, drifting closer, and catching him in a one-armed hug. “You sure you want to do this, though? Brave the Hades lady? Because I can promise you, getting even part of your soul ripped from your body? Not a fun experience.”

      “Maybe you can show me sometime,” Reed said, “you know...so you can gain the ability to fan yourself in the summer or something.”

      “Mmm, me becoming a mini-Aeolus,” I said. “The possibilities for mischief there are endless. See some poor sap walking across a parking lot with a bunch of unbound leaflets...whoosh! Enjoy the scramble to pick up that litter, loser.”

      “Should have put 'em in a binder,” Reed agreed, giving my shoulder a squeeze. “Now...can we get our heads together on this and try and come up with a plan?”

      I looked around. “You mean...?”

      He winked, then snapped his fingers, and suddenly the sky seemed to get bigger, and then–
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      “I will never get used to that bit of weirdness,” I said, as we appeared in a house. Greg Vansen was standing next to us in a flight helmet, and after a brief wave at me, he disappeared again, miniaturizing to slip through the molecules of the house and back out of it, to the cockpit of his SR-71, presumably. “I mean, we're sitting in a miniaturized house under the seat of an airplane. And a moment ago we were in the sky.”

      “My question is,” Reed said, deeply pensive, “does he ever miss his target? Like, just now, when he shrunk us down and through the molecules of the miniaturized plane, then through into the house here – does he ever accidentally free-fall? Because that's a small target to hit, and it moves fast–”

      “Y'all just gonna debate this crap all day?”

      I turned; there was a table in the dining room, and gathered there...

      Were all my friends. Or the ones that were with us on this, at least.

      Augustus had spoken. “Because I'm for arguing it. I mean, I can see how he does it on the ground, with the wind conditions being normal-ish. But when we're up at 5,000 feet or whatever, it feels like things get more complicated, y'know?”

      “Really? Because I'm for focusing on a way to escape the death we're riding into,” Olivia said. “Feels like I'm just starting to get my life together. I'd kind of like to keep it.” I noticed for the first time she had some faint freckles on her cheeks.

      “Where do we start with something like that?” Jamal asked, looking around the table. Scott shrugged.

      “You might want to start with establishing the actual power level of a Hades,” Lethe said dryly. “For that, though, you would need someone who has actual, tangible experience with that type of metahuman.”

      “You mean like someone who grew up with one?” I asked. “Say, as their parent?”

      “For example,” she said.

      “Well, don't leave us in suspense,” Olivia said. “Since you seem to be the person you're talking about.”

      “Hades's range was huge,” I said. “He once nearly killed–”

      “Hades's range was huge because he was old at the time he tried to wipe out half of Greece in a fit of rage,” Lethe said. “The older a meta gets the stronger they get – if they're exercising their power. Hades was, so his range was massive. This girl you're up against – she's a baby. She'll have just manifested. Furthermore, she's not even a true Hades by nature. That might constrict her power, too.”

      “So how close can we get to her?” Reed asked. “Without losing our souls?”

      Lethe's lips puckered as she mused on that. “Twenty yards would be pushing it. Thirty would be fairly safe.”

      “We can do a lot at that distance,” Augustus said, exchanging a look with Scott.

      “Maybe,” Scott said. “Depends on the altitude. Could we get Greg to keep us somewhat close?”

      It was Reed's turn to make a face. “He said to count him out of combat unless we paid him a lot more.”

      “I could pay him a lot more,” I said.

      “We're going to be under a lot of scrutiny for this,” Reed said. “We probably want to play it as above the table as we can.”

      I nodded. “You're right.”

      “But I could drown her,” Scott said.

      “I can bury her,” Augustus said.

      “And she'd counter with plasma,” I said. “So if you're going to do it, you're gonna have to come at her hard and fast, and prepared for the heat and hell she'll return.”

      “There's not a lot I can do at thirty yards,” Olivia said quietly. “Sorry.”

      “We all need to be careful here,” Reed said. “Regardless. We need to make it a team effort. Hit her hard, keep her off balance.”

      “Even still,” Lethe said, “she's got a lot of offensive power to deploy. That plasma overcomes a lot of what you have to throw, so you better give her everything. No holding back.”

      “No holding back,” I agreed. “That's the only way we're going to make it through this.”

      “The way we're going to make it through this,” Reed said, “is together. Get that through your head.”

      “We're going to push her as hard as we can,” I said. “But there may come a moment when you all have to get back and let me finish the job. When that comes...”

      Reed stared at me with hard eyes. “If it comes...I'll make the call. I hope you'll trust me to do it.”

      I nodded, but bit my lip. Somehow, I had a feeling that if – when – that moment came, my brother might not make the best call.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One Hundred Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      The Eiffel Tower loomed on the horizon as we came zipping into Paris at sunrise. The city sprawled over the landscape, and seeing the endless buildings made me wonder – just for a second – if Scout had a point with her locusts jibe.

      “Can almost smell the baguettes,” I said as I appeared on the grass space between the avenues heading toward the Tour Eiffel, as they called it locally. The Seine lay beyond, and in the twilight it was quiet, the sounds of a city just awakening and coming to life around us.

      Someone shouted something behind me in French. A quick glance confirmed someone had seen our miraculous appearing act. I heard “Sienna Nealon!” in a French accent, and knew that the jig was now officially up.

      “The game is afoot,” Reed muttered, striding alongside me toward the tower. “Any idea where we're doing this?”

      “She said Paris,” I said, scanning the landmark for any hints of Scout's presence. The air held a cool, pleasant sensation that would probably fade when the sun came out to play. The clouds in the sky were few, but drawing closer in a swirl, and I could see my brother scowling in concentration as he walked. “That doesn't necessarily mean here, but for Americans, what's more Paris than the Eiffel Tower?”

      Scott and Augustus appeared in front of us, immediately falling in to our little formation. Greg was deploying us two at a time, keeping pace with his shrunken SR-71. “That's a trip,” Augustus muttered. Olivia and Lethe appeared next, followed at last by Jamal, and a shout of someone calling, “SLAY QUEEN!” across the grass space where I was walking.

      “Your fandom truly is globe spanning,” Reed said sourly.

      “So is your jealousy,” I said. “Because it seems to follow me everywhere.”

      He didn't dignify that with a response. He really didn't have to.

      “Here you are,” Scout's voice boomed. I looked up; she was sitting in the arch of the tower, a few hundred feet up, positioned there like a pinup model, but dressed in clothing that looked like she'd stolen it from a dude she'd slept with. I doubted she had time for that, but she'd definitely raided someone's closet. Her bearing was casual, too, uncaring. “I wondered if you'd have the courage to come, knowing what you're up against.”

      I really didn't know exactly what I was up against. All I knew was the succubus, Hades, lightning, plasma, and flight parts of it. “I'm not one to pass up on a good fight,” I said, a little cautiously. She could sonic boom right down on us, after all, even from that splayed-out position.

      “Don't I know it,” Scout called. “Every time I try and make a move, no matter how small, you show up and fight. If I announced I was going try and save a kitten from a tree, you'd arrive just in time to try and knock it off the top branch.”

      “Kittens are carbon emitters,” I said. “So I think it'd be me trying to save the kitten and you trying to knock it off.”

      Scout's face darkened a hair. “I'm going to save this world from the worst threat it faces – humanity. Because humanity is a threat to animals, too.”

      “Wow,” Reed muttered, “she really is going full Thanos and just doesn't even care.”

      “Well, she's addicted to her idea of Utopia and thinks she's only a few more broken eggs away from achieving it,” I said. “But this one's for all the eggs.”

      Scout made a face that I knew well – one of her souls was loudly protesting something that had been said.

      “Was that Punk Rock Chick bellowing in your head?” I asked.

      Scout shook it off, making an annoyed face. “She wants you to know she's vegan and would never hold to eating eggs.” Her lips were twisted as though she wanted to say more, and then she did. “But you kinda did at Denny's,” Scout muttered under her breath, plainly not to us. Oh, I remembered those days.

      “Tell her to make sure to mention the vegan thing after her Crossfit habit,” I said, “but before talking about how she's never seen a single episode of Game of Thrones. There's a hierarchy on those performative boasts.”

      Scout made a face. “Wait – how did you know Francine was into Crossfit and didn't watch Game of Thrones?”

      “Oh, come on,” Reed muttered, almost burying his face in his hands. “This is too easy.”

      “Won't be for long,” Lethe said. She was walking off to the side, splitting our formation. I tried to keep an eye on her, to see where she was headed. Olivia broke in the opposite direction, heading off to my right.

      Scout took notice of the movement. “So do I have to kill all of you? Or are some of you willing to listen to reason?”

      I looked around, stopping at Jamal. “What about you, young man? Are you willing to listen to reason?”

      Jamal shrugged, pushing past me, then Reed, as he stared up at Scout. “Look, lady...I'm with you on needing to do something. Where you lose me is wiping out the city of Paris.”

      “She loses you at genocide?” Augustus asked. “Good to know your line.”

      Jamal kept striding forward. “Something needs to be done. But wiping people out like they're bugs? That's going too far.”

      “Nothing else will work,” Scout said, standing up. “Haven't you been paying attention? Emergencies happen – brushfires, floods, people are literally fleeing for their lives – you know what?” She shook her head. “This is pointless. You don't care.”

      “Oh, I care,” Jamal said. “I live here, after all. But I'd like to continue to, and I assume most other humans do as well. This makes it my problem. It's your solution that seems crazy-ass to me.”

      “Tower is clear.” Greg Vansen's magnified voice echoed out, tinny, from wherever the hell he was. In my ear, for all I knew. The important thing was that he'd scouted the Eiffel Tower and it was empty.

      “Jamal,” I said, in case he hadn't heard it, “quit arguing and do your thing.”

      Scout's gaze snapped down to Jamal. With a glint in his eye that was visible even through the sudden reflected lightning at his hand, he raised it up–

      Electricity crackled through the Eiffel Tower like it had been hit by a bolt of lightning. It coursed and arced, bright white and glowing over the darkened city. The bolts sparked and jumped to Scout and she bucked and jumped, falling off the tower–

      And stopping in midair. Hanging there, smoke pouring off of her.

      Her own eyes sparking electricity.

      “Oh, man,” Reed said. “Now she's mad.”

      Scout hung there, glaring down at us with lightning playing across her eyes. When she found her voice it was low, harsh, a whisper of anger in the storm of wind that was now blowing around us.

      “No mercy, now,” she said in a whisper through the storm, “no mercy for...any of you.”
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      My team didn't wait for Scout to get ripping on this fight. We hit her hard right out of the gate, determined to get her down quick.

      “Incoming!” Augustus shouted, pointing behind Scout.

      She spun, framing herself against the skeletal tower of Gustave Eiffel, highlighted against its darkness. Jamal's lightning had knocked out its lights in addition to the cameras all over the structure.

      Which was the plan.

      The other part of the plan was to hit Scout in ways she couldn't counter, and the next part of this came not from the direction that Scout was facing – though there was certainly something to look at coming from behind the tower – but from our direction, over our heads.

      Dirt swirled through the air from beneath the ground on which we stood, quickly coalescing into a sandstorm around her. She spun back toward us, already glowing, mad and burning. The swirl of dirt was thin threads, but grew thicker with each moment they twisted around her until...

      Suddenly it was a full enclosure, a ball of dirt bigger than the girl herself, and a faint glow was coming from beneath the grains as Augustus closed it in on her. The smell of fresh earth mingled with ozone as he added more and more and she tried to burn her way out. He was packing it on thick now, making a human-enclosed sphere of dirt.

      “She's going to burn through!” I shouted, something that was probably obvious to everyone by now.

      “My turn!” Scott called, and Augustus slammed a last packet of dirt on top of the mess before dropping his hands.

      A flood of water from the Seine wrapped the makeshift ball, like water enclosing a miniature earth. This one didn't just fill in oceans, though, it covered it over, flooding it completely. The glow beneath died, and a hissing sent steam up in a cloud that nearly blotted out any view of the dark tower behind her.

      “Get ready for another round,” Scott said, straining, pooling another seething lake of water underneath the Eiffel Tower.

      “Oh, I'm ready,” Augustus said. He'd pulled up another mountain of earth and was just waiting for Scott to give the word to slam it on her.

      I had to admit, as the heat sent more water sizzling into vapor around the makeshift globe, they had trapped her reasonably well – for the moment. Beneath the thinning surface of the evaporating water, I could see glass formed, and the glow within it made it look like a bottle with a superpowered firefly trapped inside.

      “It ain't gonna hold her,” Reed said, sounding like he was straining. Because he was. Clouds had closed in around the tower in a wall of coverage to block out observing eyes, like a mountain of fog that stretched all the way to the low-hanging cloud cover lining the sky over Paris.

      All a product of my brother's work. From clear skies to a cloudy day in minutes, and a wall to insulate our battle from prying eyes.

      “Cameras in the area are down or have zero coverage, Sienna,” Jamal announced, hanging back a little now and playing with his phone. “You are clear to engage.”

      “Cool,” I said. “Olivia?”

      “Yup,” she said, “just waiting for Scott.”

      “One...last...dose...” Scott said, bringing up the last of the water he'd pulled from the Seine. It slammed over the glowing, steaming, hissing globe with the fury of an angry wave. He'd been cooling the surface of the glass, but as it came down it instantly vaporized; she had gotten the interior of the ball too hot for him to even temper it.

      “Olivia!” I shouted, but she was already in motion.

      She shot from the ground toward the Eiffel Tower like she'd been pulled back and launched from a catapult. Reaching the bottom arch of the tower, she hung there for a moment like a fly caught in a spider's web–

      Then she rocketed back, heading straight for the glowing globe–

      When she reached it she hung there again, just for a split second, her momentum powers caught in place, the very air between her and the sphere moving with the shimmer of heat – and something else.

      “It's loose!” Augustus said. “Here we go!”

      Olivia and the ball. They both hung there for only a moment more, then both went their separate direction. Olivia went up, straight up, bouncing like...well, like a ball should.

      The glass ball...it went down.

      At several hundred miles an hour.

      It was only a couple hundred feet fall, but when the glass ball hit it shattered, and the residual heat that Scout had been pouring into it spilled out. A wave of it poured over us, and I stepped forward and lit a flame shield to try and absorb it as the plasma just flowed freely, scorching the pavement around her and melting the metal barriers on the street.

      When the heat began to subside, I made a hole in my shield and looked through, hoping to find Scout lying, prostrated, on the ground.

      No such luck.

      She was on a knee, stolen clothing burned to ash. Her skin had traces of blackened cloth still hanging on it like ashy makeup. Scout stared through the flames at me, her hands already aglow with blue plasma, eyes and face as angry as I'd ever seen her. “Did you think that would stop me?”

      “Well,” I said, looking at her wistfully, “I was certainly hoping it would. But...no. No, not really.”

      “What hope do you have, then?” she glared, rising to her feet, naked as the day she was born. “If–”

      There was really no point in arguing it out with her, so I didn't.

      I slammed her in the midsection at a hundred miles an hour, strategically burning through the seams of my clothes so that they would drop off, the remainder fluttering away as I turned to full flame. I slammed into Scout and heard her OOF! as the air left her. Twisting up, I shot into the sky, taking her up, away from my friends before she could get her head about her and drain them with her newfound powers.

      As we passed the tip top of the tower, I smiled up at her and she looked down at me, the clouds shrouding us like we were already five thousand feet up even though we were only a couple thousand feet above the ground. “This,” I said to her as she stared at me, at my flying, in disbelieving confusion, “this is what I have.”
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      “But...you lost your powers...” Scout gasped, disbelief ringing in her ears...along with actual ringing, because when Nealon had slammed her in the gut, all the wind had been forced out, and a radiating pain spiraled through her body.

      “Don't believe everything you read on the internet, kiddo,” Nealon said, and threw her an infuriating wink before shoving off her.

      They both hung there in the sky, just above the top point of the Eiffel Tower, Scout staring slightly down at her. She blinked at the smug, smiling face of Nealon, whose eyes were glowing yellow, and hands were covered in white-hot flame. No ice this time; it was useless against Scout anyway.

      We can take her, AJ said. Come on. Plasma beats the hell out of her fire.

      Does it? Scout wondered. Every assumption had just been shattered.

      It does, Isaac murmured within her.

      Plus, she can't stop lightning, Francine said. Give it to her, knock her out, then we can get back to the important business of finishing this city.

      Scout lifted a hand, fingers crackling with electricity, pulling it from the well within her, and expelling it in a crackling bolt at Nealon–

      Who took it in through her fingers, grimacing only slightly as she did so. “Ouch,” she said, waving that hand when she was done. It smoked slightly, the flames that had covered it a moment earlier dissipated. “Gotta tell you...that's not my favorite feeling ever, and I couldn't do it all day, but thankfully...I don't have to. Alley oop.”

      “Alley...what?” Scout asked.

      A flash of motion below made her look.

      It was the blond woman, the one who had bounced off the tower like a bullet streaking toward her. She was hanging six inches from Scout's face, uncomfortably close, and Scout raised a hand and arced lightning toward her. “Hi,” she said.

      It split and ran around her body inches from the skin as though drawn off. It sparked into the distance, dissipating harmlessly as she sat there, teeth showing, grimacing at Scout. “Bye,” she said.

      The world around Scout lurched and she was flung up, up into the air at hundreds of miles an hour, her feet flipping above her head and then back again. Clouds closed in on all sides, and Isaac's power seemed to do nothing to bring it under control, this helpless feeling of vertigo surging in around her. This was nothing like flying; it was like being thrown, picked up and flung into the sky–

      Something struck her again, this time in the back, and Scout was carried into the sky at the hands of merciless speed, driven up, up above the clouds–

      She kicked, flailing wildly as she tried to get under control, hitting something solid, hard with a bare foot, her shoes having burned to ashes along with the rest of her clothing when she'd been trapped in the impromptu glass ball like a damned hamster.

      Scout spun free and regained control. Her head still spun, but there was Sienna Nealon, holding her gut, covered in fire where her clothes should have been.

      Scout stared down at her, Nealon stared up, and this was it.

      This was the fight.

      One way to win, AJ said. She can't take the heat.

      Burn her out, Francine said. Burn her weenie little fire powers out with AJ's plasma.

      “No more of this,” Scout said, and covered herself in glowing blue. Let her try and kick Scout now. Ram into her while burning this hot. Scout's face flamed, her hands, every part of her rocketing to five thousand degrees. She stretched her hands out and pointed them at Nealon. “The earth is warming, you know. And you don't want to stop it. So let's see how you live with...the heat.”
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      “Ugh,” I said. “That is the lamest threat any villain has ever hit me with. Guess what? I can take the heat. Though I still stay out of the kitchen, but that's mostly because of the great tragedies that befall people whenever I attempt anything more culinarily complex than boxed mac and cheese.”

      Scout and I were facing off and she'd gone full blue plasma, all reckless abandon and no limiting sense anymore. This was the most dangerous she'd been – to me, at least – really dipping into the deep well of her known powers and coming up with the one that was the absolute trump card to anything I had at my disposal.

      Succubus powers against plasma? I lose limbs.

      Fairy light webs? She burns through them.

      Fire? Same. Fire just doesn't beat plasma, the temperature differential was simply too great, as I'd learned from my first battle with Veronika Acheron. Ice didn't even register as a speed bump for plasma.

      Shame we can't use my shooting skills, Brianna grumped.

      “Someday soon,” I muttered. Scout looked at me funny, like I was talking to her.

      She came at me with full force plasma, and all I had was a shield of fire to defray some of it. It wasn't super effective, but I threw it up anyway, feeling the heat as she sprayed everything she had into it.

      I could feel it buckling within the first second of contact. It would hold about a five count, I estimated. The heat was already bleeding through; her generated plasma had a compact heat signature for some reason, not bleeding in a wide radius, but once you were close...sweet fancy farmer's market, was it hot.

      My skin was already blistering and burning, even with a shield of flame between me and her steady, pulsating blasts. She was concentrating her shots for best results, pumping in energy in a tight radius, only a foot or two in diameter. I adjusted my shield accordingly, but it did about as much good as the moisture from a kiss against a raging four-alarm fire.

      I don't mean to alarm you, Brianna said, but you might want to engage healing before you lose an arm.

      On it, I said, trying to pull to mind Wolfe while still balancing Gavrikov and trying to shut out the pain, which threatened to overwhelm me and cut off all my powers if I lost concentration in the building agony. There was a good chance I was going to lose an arm in the next few seconds, and shortly after, probably my life.

      “I never had a doubt about it,” Scout called over the burning flames and scorching heat. “I am going to beat you – and I'm going to be the succubus that actually saves the world.”

      “By what?” I shouted back, feeling the scorching pain in my arm. “By killing every person on it? What are you saving it for? What's your purpose, Scout?”

      “I won't kill everyone,” Scout said. “But I will save this planet from people like you. For the animals. For those who deserve it. For–”

      “You went full goddess,” I shouted back. “You fell into the classic trap.” The skin began to melt off my arm, and my face started to scorch, peeling and cracking. I was running out of square footage on my body that she could destroy. “And you really...really should have had at least one doubt about what you were doing by now...just a minor, tiny second guess about whether you were right.”

      “Why would I?” she crowed, almost sounding like someone else. “I'm beating you, aren't I?”

      I drew a hot breath. “I doubt it.”

      Then, with a fierce exhale, I hit her with Bjorn Odinson's warmind, and the heat faded for just a second as I scourged her mind, filling it with dark imagery and causing her to lose her grip on her powers.

      Wolfe healing kicked in as I pictured the hirsute bastard, and the pain in my skin got worse, not better, as the nerves regrew.

      With a final breath, I drew to mind the last piece of my plan.

      Roberto Bastian. Tactical master. Soldier's soldier.

      Quetlzcoatl-type metahuman.

      My skin stretched and twisted, bones expanding and scales sprouting from my flesh. In seconds I went from being a smallish woman to being a 40-foot-long snake dragon.

      Then I lit my scales on fire the way I did my skin, and boy, did it look cool.

      Scout recovered herself in time to open her eyes and find a flame-covered dragon the height of a four-story building staring at her. She gawped. As one does when one opens their eyes to find themselves staring at a flaming dragon.

      I slammed into her with my jaws and flung her down, toward the earth below. She flipped end over end, me following after. She got control, started to tilt up to me–

      I booped her with my nose at a couple hundred miles an hour, and she shot down again, flipping wildly, disoriented, like a ping-pong ball slapped by the tip of a pool cue.

      We weren't that high up, but it didn't matter. I struck her again, and again, now traveling at a forty-five-degree angle to the earth, and with each ram of my nose against her flesh, I drove her sideways and down, the clouds covering us from sight as I followed her ass closely enough to never lose sight of her.

      I smashed into her a half dozen times, rattling her bones, her brain, and smacking her clear out of Paris and beyond the suburbs into the countryside before we finally came streaking out of a low-hanging cloud bank.

      The moment the cloud cover broke, I dropped the flames, dropped the dragon form, and caught up to Scout one last time in the air.

      Her eyes were lolling, her head was whipping loosely on her neck, and she was wobbling. All her plasma had bled off; there was no sign of lightning in her fingers or eyes, and she wasn't even flying anymore.

      In boxing terms, she was out on her feet.

      That didn't stop me from catching up to her, looking her in those eyes, and saying, “This is why you should never get too high on your own awesomeness.”

      Then I punched her in the face so hard it closed her eyes.

      She slammed into the earth about thirty feet from a single-story white farmhouse, and boy did it make a noise. I looked around; I was about a hundred feet off the ground, naked, and thankfully not visible to anyone, just hanging there in the nude. As one does, in France. Usually on the beach, but I was all about pushing those boundaries, obviously.

      All the same, I darted swiftly to the ground, coming down next to Scout. I rolled her head back–

      She was out. Not dead. Just unconscious. Bruises were already forming on her face and her naked body. When she woke up, she'd know she'd been in a fight.

      Which was cause for concern. I needed suppressant, because who knew when she'd wake up and–

      Something thudded on the ground next to me. Drawn to the motion, I looked–

      It was a small leather case marked SUPPRESSANT in large letters.

      I spun–

      On the porch of the house, holding a wine glass filled with a full-bodied red I could smell from here...

      Was Harry Effing Graves.

      “Well,” he said, nodding at the parcel he'd just tossed at my feet, “you gonna dose her? Or do I have to?”

      Torn between wanting to tear his head off and wanting to finish the fight, I chose the latter. For now.

      Burying the needle in Scout's neck, I injected the suppressant quickly and without a lot of concern about her feelings. She was already so busted up that without her meta healing powers, she'd be feeling this for a long damned time. Not my problem, of course, but still...

      Once the suppressant was in and I was sure it had had time to work, I rose and spun on my wayward boyfriend. I opened my mouth to give him an earful–

      Another package landed with a plop at my feet.

      “Clothes,” he said, heading me off at the pass. “Also, you probably want to drain her memories of you using your full powers. You know, while she's helpless.”

      I was caught between wanting to give Harry a piece of my mind – fairly large piece, filled with fire and anger and maybe just a little sexual frustration – but also seeing the logic behind his suggestion. Grumbling, I dropped to a knee and shoved my bare hand against Scout's face.

      “I'd steer clear of those souls of hers,” Harry said, then sipped his wine. I could hear it, and it made me a little angrier.

      Once I'd safely grabbed Scout's memories, I picked up the clothing he'd tossed out for me and struggled into the bra first, facing away from him. “Have you been here all along? Since St. Thomas?” I asked, enough time having elapsed from when I'd first seen him – and wanted to kill him – to now to mostly come off calm.

      “No,” he said. “I was in London until yesterday. Setting up the fake trail with the government to that lab where she found the one mysterious vial of the thing she wanted.”

      I paused, hands twisted up fastening my bra, and looked over my shoulder at him. Harry had seen me naked any number of times; my anger was the only thing keeping me from looking at him full-on while I dressed. And that also kept me wearing approximately underwear-shaped flames below the waist. “You set that up?”

      “Yup,” he said, taking another sip of his wine, the cocky bastard. “Couldn't have her develop actual Hades powers. That'd be bad.” He smiled, and it was sort of insufferable and sort of endearing. “For your pals, you know. And the battle.”

      I jabbed a finger at him as I slipped the provided blouse over the bra. “You could have stopped this thing before it even happened. You could have taken out Scout early on, before North Dakota, even.”

      He shrugged. “Yeah, but then you wouldn't have gotten to go on this incredible, world-spanning, team-building adventure. You and Reed would still be at odds, you'd be chafing each other back in Minnesota, having not gotten to the real revelation about where each of you stands...so sure, I could have nipped this in the bud before it got started. I could do that with a lot of things.” He waved a hand at Scout. “But she'd be dead, because I don't have the ability to turn prisoners over to the Cube and have them receive a fair trial. You doing all this adventure saved her life – and kind of yours, too, because now you've got your cool family thing going again. Oh, and they're on their way right now, just FYI, so you might want to hurry and get those pants on. Not that I mind seeing you in flaming boy shorts.” He smacked his lips together. “It's kinda been a while, after all.”

      “You...ass,” I said, but snatched up the underwear and pants he'd provided, slipping into them hurriedly. “Did you just AirBnB this place when you envisioned I'd land here or what?”

      “Yep.”

      “And you've just been hanging out the whole time?”

      “I don't know how much effort you think goes into killing a guy in the US Virgin Islands and then hopping directly to London to set things up there, but let me assure you – this is the first chance I've had to relax since before things went off in Washington.” He swirled the wine glass, then downed the rest before tossing it over his shoulder. It landed in the most improbable way on a table, rolling slightly and then coming to rest perfectly upright, as though someone had just set it there. “And that's all I'll get, at least for now.” He grabbed a jacket off the porch rail and put it on as he watched me hop, both legs at the same time, into my pants. Socks and boots waited on the steps, I noticed. “Still mad?”

      “You tell me,” I said.

      He pulled a water bottle out of his coat pocket and plopped it down next to the boots. “What about now?”

      I hadn't realized how thirsty I actually was. I eyed the water, my steaming vat of rage bleeding off quickly. “Maybe a little less so. But–”

      “Hey, Sienna,” he said softly. “At what point are you going to trust me?”

      That stopped me right in my tracks. “I trust you,” I said uncertainly. All verbal evidence to the contrary.

      “Okay,” he said, after a brief pause. I sensed there might be more to come, but for now, he seemed ready to let it go. “You know...I thought about doing a slow clap to get your attention instead of tossing the suppressant at your feet.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah,” he said, smirking, “but that would have actually made you about thirty percent madder.”

      “Seems low,” I said, lacing my boots swiftly as Harry joined me, and together, we walked out to Scout's unconscious body to wait for our ride. He did not take my hand. Which was wise.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One Hundred Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      “We are clear of French airspace,” Greg's voice announced. It reverberated through the seat of the living room in which I sat with the others, all circled together around the fairy light-webbed Scout. She was unconscious and naked but covered as appropriately as I could make her with my web powers. Her face, among other locations, was covered in bruises. “Should make it back to Minnesota in a few hours.”

      I put my head back against the couch, looking down lazily at Scout's unmoving body. Well, not unmoving. Her chest rose and fell regularly with every breath she took, and that wasn't nothing.

      “Got anything to say?” Reed asked. He sat to my left, Harry to my right. They weren't squeezing in on my personal space. Much. I could maybe have handled a little more from each of them, these guys that I loved, each in their own way. These guys that I was also mildly irritated with, also each in their own way.

      “I'd like to thank the Academy,” I said, “by which I mean you guys and gals. Couldn't have done it without you.” I looked seriously at Jamal, Scott, Olivia, and Augustus each in turn. “Every single one of you.”

      “If you get down to thanking your aesthetician, I'm out,” Augustus said, sitting opposite me in his own recliner. Greg did know a thing or two about traveling in style.

      “Pfffft,” I said, waving a hand over myself, “you cannot possibly take even one look at all this and think there was an aesthetician involved anywhere.” I glanced at Jamal, who was very seriously staring at his keyboard. “Any sign of footage on the internet of me at my worst?”

      Jamal looked up. “Not even a whisper.”

      I peered at him. “Whatcha watching?” It had me curious, given there was probably no longer wifi or cell service on this plane given we'd just left the French coastline behind.

      He slid his computer around a little guiltily. I recognized a few frames of Quentin Tarantino's Once Upon a Time...in Hollywood by the shot of Leo and Brad and their period dress. “I checked the 'net, and once I was sure we were good...” He shrugged. “It's a long flight, y'know.”

      “How do you hear it?” Augustus asked.

      Jamal pulled his finger away from the port of his computer, and a long strand of lightning followed his finger.

      “Ohhh,” Augustus said. “That's smart.”

      “So...we're taking this one straight back to the Cube?” Olivia was keeping a wary eye on Scout, as though she might erupt from the table at any moment. Which was possible, technically, though given that she was suppressed, the probability was vanishingly low. Still, I respected the vigilance.

      “Well, I'm not keen to stop off for ice cream along the way, so...yeah,” Reed said. “Unless anyone else can think of a compelling reason for us to do anything other than haul ass for the prison and get her locked down?”

      “I talked with the president right before Greg got us on the plane,” I said. “The Cube is waiting, and she's going to get the full treatment. They'll be waiting for her at the intake with a fresh dose of suppressant.”

      “Does it ever make you...uncomfortable sending people there?” Scott asked. “You know...after you went there?”

      I shrugged. “They've changed it some since then. People are getting fair trials now, with due process and lawyers and everything. She'll get all that – but also suppressant, and maybe a trip to solitary if she decides to be a jerkass. So to answer your question – no, it doesn't bother me. Frankly, I'm just glad we escaped getting sent to the French version of it.”

      “How long do you suppose she'll get for all this?” Augustus asked.

      “A long time,” Reed said. “Think about all she was complicit in. Oil spills in North Dakota, the destruction of the ship and refinery in Texas, the plant in Arkansas. With Jamal's testimony, they might even be able to link her crew to the near meltdown in Jersey, and we can definitely tie her to the attempted murder of everyone in Madison Square Garden.”

      “She's not going to see the light of day for a really long time,” I agreed. “Unfortunately for one of us, her lifespan is probably like mine, which means five thousand years of misery–”

      “No,” Lethe said, shaking her head slowly.

      I cocked my head at her. She'd been so quiet since I got back in the plane. “What do you mean?”

      “You said it yourself,” Lethe said slowly. “She'll be on suppressant the moment she gets to the Cube. Five thousand years is the lifespan of a succubus, but as long as that stuff runs through her veins...” She nodded at the light-webbed, insensate figure on the table, hair partially covering her face.

      “She's human,” I whispered.

      “And she'll die in the same span as one,” Lethe said.

      I made a face, unsure of how to feel about that. I glanced at Harry, but he said nothing. Still probably wisely.

      “I guess she kind of earned that,” Olivia said, though her nose was wrinkled in concentration, as though she were really thinking her way through all the consequences of this. “She did make a hell of a mess, after all.”

      “And people died,” Reed said, looking sideways, past me and at Harry. I knew what he was thinking, because I was – at least low-key – thinking it myself.

      “People die every day,” Harry said, without really looking up. “Whether you try and save them or not, it inevitably happens. The question you have to ask yourself is...how do I minimize it? And that's a hell of a rub, let me tell you.” He shook his head, still not looking at either of us. “Enough to drive a man to drink and gamble and...well, you know.”

      “No,” Reed said stiffly, “we don't know. Maybe you can tell us about it sometime.”

      “Maybe,” Harry said. His voice sounded very far away.

      “I guess I'm just glad it all worked out in the end,” Olivia said, slipping in like the conciliator. “Minimal-ish damage, you know? I mean, for all the chaos they unleashed, only about five or six people died, right? That's...that seems low.”

      “Could have been lower,” Reed said under his breath. Harry didn't go for the bait.

      I just didn't answer. Because I didn't have one.
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      When she woke, Scout found herself in a darkened room, with a glow illuminating concrete walls. Tight sensations gripped her wrists like fingers of iron, and something wrapped her torso and body like a mean-spirited hug, threatening to squeeze the life out of her.

      “I...I can't breathe...” she said, blinking bleary eyes in the near-dark.

      “Sorry,” came a voice from behind her. Things loosened by a bit, then a bit more. Her breathing returned to steady, and a face loomed in front of hers.

      Dark hair. Pale skin. Flashing, intelligent blue eyes, cold, but interested.

      “You,” Scout said to Sienna Nealon.

      The perverse, amused joy that so often covered Nealon's face was strangely absent. “Still me,” Nealon said, running a hand over the bindings on her chest. They were heavy cloth, with metal jutting through them. They bound Scout hand and foot, like Hannibal Lecter without the mask. Nealon made a show of checking the ones at her legs, loosening them slightly, too. “But not for long.” She stood, not quite looking Scout in the eye, because she was short and Scout was on some sort of gurney that elevated her a foot or so above her normal height.

      “I'm in the Cube, then?” Scout asked, looking around. The room was dense concrete, lit by a few recessed lights in the ceiling. A steel door with a window slit in it waited over Nealon's shoulder, and someone was looking in. “Or the European version?”

      “It's the Cube,” Nealon said, checking the strap across her chest one last time, tweaking it slightly, cloth running against a metal buckle. “I don't know what they do with metas in Europe, and I wasn't going to throw you into that particular meat grinder.”

      Scout looked down. “You suppressed me.”

      “Yep.”

      “I can't hear them in my head,” Scout said, almost choking on it. Isaac, she wouldn't miss, but she'd gotten accustomed to Francine and AJ.

      “I wish I could say you'd get used to it,” Nealon said, standing before her, looking almost...sad? “But you won't. Still, this is the way it is from now on. They'll let you call your lawyer soon. I'll be back to testify at your trial.”

      “I don't care,” Scout said, wanting to spit at her. “Your laws are bullshit. Protecting the powerful but not the planet. And you – you – you're–”

      But Scout faltered, unable to come up with the right word. Instead she glared at Nealon.

      “You want to know what I am?” Sienna Nealon asked. Then her voice dove into a realm where even dogs couldn't hear it. But Scout could.

      “I...am lower than snake shit.”

      Scout blinked. Of all the things she might have expected Nealon to say...that wasn't it.

      “I am,” Nealon said, her face firmly in front of Scout's, unflinching. “I'm a killer. I'm broken. I'm a piece of shit.” She leaned in a little closer. “And I am acutely aware of it, every day. I know just how bad I can be, how rancid I can feel inside. I'm neither better than you nor worse. But I am...aware of it.”

      “Are you?” Scout whispered.

      “I know what I am,” Nealon said. “And the only thing that keeps me going sometimes is the thought that I have to stop people like you from wiping humanity out. You only see the faults; the damage, the bad things we do. You consume it like rotten food, and it taints your perceptions; it's all you can see.

      “But I'm all those things I told you – and more. Maybe even sometimes less. There's good in me to go with the bad.”

      “What you've done here,” Scout said, “is not save the world.”

      “To quote Mencken, 'The urge to save humanity is almost always a false-face for the urge to rule it.'” Nealon stared at her. “Ask yourself this – if you're trying to save the world...why are you taking it so damned personally that someone's fighting back against you?” Nealon shrugged. “Destroying the world doesn't save it. Living in it, trying to convince people to change...that'd be a way to save it. Getting them to listen to you, to implement a workable solution, to make them want to? That'd have been a better use of your time than trying to tear apart at the foundations a world that most people just want to live in. I guess that'd be a little harder than blowing shit up, though.”

      “And keeping me from blowing shit up is helpful?” Her face became a stiff mask. “You're lower than snake shit all right. And another thing – you're no hero.”

      “Maybe not,” I said. “But let's talk about you for a second. You claimed to be against carbon emissions, but you set half of North Dakota on fire. You did the same in Houston, making another huge mess. Destroyed a factory that would have resulted in more lower emission cars coming onto the road and pushing older, higher emission models out to junkyards–”

      “That's not true. I–”

      “And the nuclear thing in New Jersey?” Nealon went on, ignoring her. “Nuclear is the number one power source that could help curb emissions. You and your friends set the fear level so high that no one's going to be able to build a nuclear plant for a decade. Everything you did has made things worse.”

      “But I cared!” Scout shouted in her face. Nealon didn't flinch. “I cared enough to try and change the world–”

      “Before you got bitter and decided to destroy it,” Sienna said. “So...was this really about saving the world? About your cause? Because you wrecked that. Or was it really about...you?”

      Scout lowered her head. “I thought you were a hero. I was wrong.”

      “Funny. I never thought that about you.” She hammered the door and it opened; then she was gone, leaving Scout all alone – truly alone – for the first time since this whole thing had begun.
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      The sounds of a party in full swing permeated the ground floor of Ariadne's Eden Prairie house, the sounds of DMX's “Party Up” bouncing off the beige walls of her tasteful abode.  The noise of many conversations was audible underneath the music, and all these – noise, conversation, music – were hallmarks of a nightmare scenario for Sienna Nealon:

      A party.

      A welcome back party.

      For me.

      A banner proclaimed that fact, stretching from one side of the kitchen to the other, brightly colored printing announcing my triumphal return to Minnesota. As if the people in attendance weren't already aware.

      “Use a coaster!” Ariadne told someone, across the room. I was just trying to focus on what was happening in front of me. Trying to make it through the noise and the chaos alive, the press of people around me just a little more chaotic than I was comfortable with.

      But I knew them all.

      And I loved them all.

      And that made it worth bearing.

      “I'd like to propose a toast!” Reed said, raising his glass. Dr. Isabella Perugini had an arm curled around his waist and was dressed to the nines. Because she liked to look good, I believed, not because she wanted to welcome me back with a fancy dress. Reed's eyes found me across the thinly populated room. “To the prodigal sister's return.”

      I made a face. “Prodigal means 'extravagant or wasteful.'”

      “Well, you lay waste to lots of stuff,” Augustus chimed in, “and sometimes it's extravagant stuff. Like the entire electrical system of the Eiffel Tower.”

      “That was Jamal,” I said, pointing a finger at the offending party. He was sitting on the couch with his laptop on him, looking even more out of place here than I did.

      “It was your idea,” Jamal fired back, not looking up from his laptop. I wasn't sure what he was watching, but hopefully it was more entertaining than people having conversations.

      “The point is...welcome back, Sienna,” Reed said, and he raised his glass. “To the Slay Queen...long may she reign. But with less actual slaying in the future, please.”

      I drank to that. With grape juice, of course. But I drank to it. Then I checked my phone, because it buzzed.

      EU DEMANDING YOUR EXTRADITION. I TOLD THEM TO BUZZ OFF. LOTS OF PANTIES IN A TWIST AT UN. WHAT'S THE WORD YOU KIDS USE FOR THAT? LOL, I THINK? –Richard

      I chuckled at the president's missive and pocketed the phone. “'LOL' indeed,” I muttered.

      “I swear, we're like friends passing in the night,” Augustus said, greeting me with a half-hug. “You just get back and I'm off to the wilds of NoDak to clean up a mess.”

      “Well, I'll be waiting here for you when you get back,” I said. “How's that cleanup mission jibe with you finishing college?”

      Augustus shrugged. “I emailed my professors and after I told 'em what I was doing, they fell all over themselves figuring out ways to help me telecommute. Turns out cleaning up oil spills is a popular position.”

      I chuckled as he nodded, falling into the jam and bopping his head to the music, wandering off toward his brother. Olivia and Angel were standing by the fireplace, and Olivia waved at me.

      My grandmother caught me before I could get over to them. “So...” she said, in that staid, just-below-a-glare kind of way she had, “...what now?”

      “Just trying to get back to normal,” I said, sipping my grape juice. “Whatever that means.”

      “In my experience, there is no such thing,” Lethe said, arms folded in front of her. “Every time things settle down, you get hit by a Viking invasion, a Roman incursion, or something of that sort.”

      I pursed my lips. “Are these things you consider likely to happen these days...?”

      “Just an example,” she said. “Perhaps not a very modern one, but the idea holds. Every time you start to think things are squared away, something blows up.”

      “Now that is an analogy I can fully get behind,” I said, “because things are always blowing up around me.” I glanced around the room; Dr. Zollers had not yet arrived. Nor had Eilish or Kat, though I was expecting both. Harry was hanging out in the corner, but kept checking the door, and I could tell he, too, was awaiting his mother's arrival with at least some anticipation.

      “My only point is...don't get complacent,” Lethe said quietly.

      “It's hard not to,” I said. “Every once in a blue moon, you know?” I looked around the room. “I mean, come on. This is the first time I've really been home...or had a home...in three years. Had hope. Life is...looking up. It has some good points.”

      “You mean sex?” She cast a look past me at Harry.

      “That's on the list, sure,” I said, feeling suddenly very uncomfortable at my grandmother's line of questioning. And not for the first time, because she definitely had no problems stepping over the awkward line. Hell, vaulting over it with super-powered leaps.

      “I just know you don't drink anymore, so I figured it had to be up there.” Lethe squinted at me. “But please, go on.”

      “I'm sitting in an air-conditioned room drinking a glass of squeezed grapes that came to me via a just-in-time logistics web that kept it cold and from fermenting,” I said. “I'm here with friends and family here from all over the damned place, Ireland to Italy to...wherever the hell you would classify yourself as from–”

      “Greece, originally. Duh.”

      “–and we all got here via planes, which take hours to make those trips instead of months or years or never,” I went on. “We've got background music that was performed in a studio in LA but being blasted out of an electronic device put together somewhere in Asia.”

      She stared at me, and I thought I detected a smile. “Your point?”

      “Modern life is pretty damned good.” I took another sip of my grape juice. “We get the best of everything. We live in the freest, most prosperous age man has ever known, where we can actually look up from scraping by trying to survive and subsist...and think about larger concerns.” I shrugged. “And I just...want to enjoy that peace for a minute before I return to my regularly scheduled business of trying to save the world.”

      She stared at me for a long moment before finally cracking the slightest smile. “That seems like a good plan. I–”

      “Hey, Sienna,” Jamal said, rising and leaping over the couch, laptop in hand. “Something you oughta see.” He thrust the laptop in my face.

      The tableau upon it was not immediately recognizable; a woman with a blond bob that curled just above her shoulders was speaking in front of a podium with a state seal. It took my brain a moment to decode the player.

      “Who is that?” Lethe asked.

      “Bridget Shipley,” I said. “Governor of Minnesota.”

      “It's a press conference,” Jamal said. “Started a few minutes ago. I queued it up to the important part.”

      “Yeah, but I can't hear it–” I started to protest. A spark from his fingertip quieted me, because suddenly the volume was audible right in my ears. “Weird. Thanks for that creepiness.”

      “No problem. Listen.”

      “–of course we've been monitoring the events in the US, and in Europe,” Governor Shipley said, her wire-framed glasses catching the light from all the bulbs pointed at her, “with greatest concern. To see our allies humiliated in front of the world by our own citizens, to see their landmarks defaced–”

      “I suppose she'd prefer to see their cities laid to waste,” I sighed.

      “–is a bad look, and a humiliation brought to us by one of our own native daughters of Minnesota. While there's nothing I can do about the president's decision to thumb his nose at our allies,” Shipley said, “I can offer a local solution. Today I am directing my allies in the legislature to advance bill HF 1066 to the floor for a vote.” A rumble ran through the press gaggle. “HF 1066 is an answer to the concerns of everyday Minnesotans about the dangers springing from the cottage industry of near-vigilantes with uncontrollable powers operating from our state.”

      “What the hell?” Reed loomed over my shoulder, a dark look on his face.

      “Their conduct is a black eye for the face of our civic government,” Shipley said, in her Minnesotan accent. “If President Gondry wants to give aid and comfort to people with unchecked powers, then it is within his purview to do so.” She looked up, adjusting her glasses. “In Europe, we see sensible policies in reaction to valid concerns about powered people. But our country is a union of states, and here in the State of Minnesota, we should be able to reserve the right to say that this is a danger to our children, to ourselves, and to our safety, and just the same as any other dangerous weapon...” Shipley clutched the edges of the podium, white-knuckling, “...should be regulated as such.”

      “Is this a joke?” Lethe peered over my other shoulder. “Did she just suggest...?”

      “It's no joke,” I said, trying to deem how much weight needed to be apportioned to what I'd just heard. “That's the Governor of Minnesota,” I said, trying to ignore the sinking feeling in my belly. “And it sounds like she's threatening to adopt the EU model here...and push us out of our home.”
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