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1: Threats From A Toad 

Ty Wilcox was sitting at the main bar in the Concubine Club with the rest of the staff occupying other stools or standing around him. 

For once, the ceaseless pseudo-music that typically thudded throughout the Club was nowhere to be heard. It was still fairly dark, but at least there weren’t any flickering strobes and dancing lasers. The Club was half an hour from opening, and even though he’d had to come in early, it was still Ty’s favorite way to experience it.

Although, “favorite” might have been overstating things. Ty didn’t like the noise, the cloying, the rank smell of exhaled alcohol, or the way the soles of his shoes stuck to the floor. Yet without the perpetual noise and strobes, the place was at least tolerable. Even though Angie the Hutt was addressing all the staff as if she despised every last one of them.

“Honestly, I don’t see how any of you expect to keep working here!” the grotesque woman said from the center of the floor. In the dim lighting, her body modifications were less apparent than normal. She appeared almost human, but Ty knew that her skin had been turned a sickly green so that she looked like a toad. 

“The numbers are in for last week, and they are even worse than usual. Drink sales are down, as are the receipts from the kitchen. The only stable revenue stream is the income we get from the gaming machines. And that means virtually none of you are doing your jobs!” she thundered, spittle flying in every direction.

Ty could feel the dislike and hatred emanating from his fellow workers. He knew that most of them did the best they could. Many survived on the tips they received, so made it a point to keep people happy. Yet beyond that, there wasn’t much they could do. They certainly couldn’t make additional customers appear out of thin air.

Ty wasn’t the best placed to know how busy the Club was when compared with previous weeks, but Badger, one of the bouncers, had mentioned it felt a little light.

Not that it mattered. This was one of Angie’s normal motivation techniques. Or demotivation techniques. She would berate the staff with everything she had, lashing at them with a tongue made of venom and spite. And while they might hate her, they would still end up working harder than they might otherwise.

Ty knew from experience that the technique worked on him as well.

“But there’s nothing we can do if the customers aren’t there,” said one of the servers, a new girl who couldn’t have been more than twenty. Deb, if Ty’s memory served. 

At her words, a collective wave of anxiety spread through the room. It was as if everyone there was silently willing the new girl to stay quiet.

Naturally, Angie immediately rounded on her. “Nothing you can do?” she said, her eyes bulging from her head. The girl had few mods on display. Just a purple pigment in her pupils that made them seem luminescent, and elongated canines. She looked around at the others, vaguely puzzled, but didn’t understand what she was sensing.

“It stands to reason, doesn’t it?” she asked. “If we get two hundred customers in one night and just one hundred the next, we can’t expect to get the same return, can we?”

Deb spoke as if talking to a rational person. Her words were logical and the way she expressed herself was completely inoffensive. Yet it was like waving a red flag in front of a bull. Angie the Hutt shifted her bulk so she could face Deb more directly. Then the loathsome woman swelled like a toad sucking in air, preparation to croak.

“Did you hear me ask for your opinion?” Angie screamed, her broad mouth a straight line filled with rancor and disgust. “Do you think I give a rat’s ass about your opinion?”

The look on Angie’s face might have been mistaken for anger that the serving girl dared to speak out of turn. Yet there was a hint of relish in it, as if Angie actively enjoyed the opportunity to berate the poor serving girl.

Ty had seen that expression many times before. She had used it on him as well, whenever he had been foolish enough to say something, often in his own defense, that contradicted Angie’s view of the world. He pitied the serving girl and knew that many of his co-workers did as well. It didn’t matter that what she said was correct. All that mattered was Angie’s perspective.

“Um,” Deb started, but that was as far as she got.

“Because I do not!” Angie said. “You have been with us for what, three weeks? Do you think that gives you the right to have an opinion? Because I’ll tell you right here and now, sweetheart, it does not!”

Perhaps Deb was a little slow on the uptake. Angie was at her repulsive, unreasonable worst. She had positioned her unnecessary bulk mere inches from the younger woman, her chins quivering in righteous anger and her eyes flashing dangerously in the dim club light. Most others would have backed away if only to introduce some distance between themselves and Angie. But Deb stood her ground. She looked more puzzled than afraid, and largely unconcerned by Angie’s closeness. 

“But –” she began.

“But nothing!” Angie overrode her. “Your three weeks here entitles you to obey my commands and no more than that! If I tell you to do something, you do it. No back chat, no second-guessing, nothing. So if I tell you that sales on drinks are down this week and it is your responsibility to bring them back up, that is what you will do!”

As one, the Club staff glared at Angie with eyes full of hate, at the same time as glancing at Deb with expressions of sympathy. But Angie was as immune to that hate as she was to the idea of positive, normal relationships with her staff.

As for Ty, a week ago, he would have felt uncomfortable and powerless just being in the room. He would have done all he could to shrink into a corner, or otherwise hide from Angie’s gaze for fear it might land on him.

But he had changed a lot since then. Thanks to the cybernetic device clasping his wrist hidden beneath his shirt sleeve, not only was he taller and stronger, but he was more capable and confident as well. 

Ty had awakened a skill within himself that had the potential to change everything. He had joined a real-life superhero team, faced real villains (one of them superpowered), and walked out alive.

Perhaps just as importantly for his sense of self worth, he had formed meaningful relationships with not one, but two of the most spectacular woman he’d ever known.

Tempest Flaire and Dinah Lore. The other two members of his superhero team. Tempest was fiery and passionate, and Dinah was the soul of warmth and elegance, and each of them was beautiful enough that they should have been well out of Ty’s league.

In his old roommate’s vernacular, Ty hadn’t just leveled up. He’d changed class entirely. His character in the game of life had gone from about a level two loser through to a level six hero, and it might have been even better if it weren’t for the fact that he still needed this crummy job.

And it wasn’t just the trappings of life he counted. As well as his newfound strength and confidence, as well as the woman who had come into his life, Ty felt different as well. For the first time ever, he could step back from the situation he found himself in and look at it objectively.

He sympathized with Deb as Angie continued to hurl insults and abuse her way. He felt the wash of sympathy and dislike that flooded the room. Yet at the same time, it was meaningless. A tiny drama that had no real impact any more.

Ty had faced life and death. Even now, Bain was still out there. As was the mysterious teleporter, and whoever it was who was pulling their strings. Worse, the villains knew where Tempest and Dinah lived. Even now, Bain’s cohorts could be planning another attack, and Ty was stuck at work at the Concubine Club.

Ty knew that Tempest was stronger than him. She was the better bet to defend both women against any attack. Yet the danger was real, and Ty hadn’t been happy to leave them to potentially face it alone.

It was a reality that put things into perspective. No drama Angie conjured could possibly compare to real, life-or-death danger. So instead of shrinking into a corner, Ty stayed where he was and let the various petty hates and power posturing drift over him like a breeze on a summer’s day.

“You have only been here for such a short time and you’re already getting on my bad side,” Angie was saying. “Let me tell you, you’re not smart enough or pretty enough or valuable enough to survive here very long. Just remember, like the rest of you, I can replace you in a heartbeat. Think about that next time you want to say something out of turn!”

Ty realized he had missed part of the tongue lashing. His mind had been elsewhere entirely. No longer was Deb able to stand up to Angie’s wrath. The poor girl had nowhere to go, but she looked like she would have run if she could. Her face had crumpled and she was trying hard not to cry. 

Angie’s expression was one of gloating and triumph.

Ty didn’t even think. He didn’t consciously decide to say anything. But the words came out just the same.

“Leave her alone,” he blurted. “Can’t you tell she’s had enough?”


2: Everyday Heroism

Several things happened all at once. The atmosphere in the room changed from sympathy to a kind of relief. It was as if Ty had voiced what was on everyone else’s mind to say. Someone actually barked a laugh. And Angie spun as swiftly as her slug-like bulk would allow.

“Who said that?” she demanded.

Ty knew that speaking up to someone like Angie was not a career enhancing move. The toad-woman was vindictive and mean, and much of her bulk was made up of spite. He also knew that his own role within the Club was fragile enough that he should keep his mouth shut. 

Yet he couldn’t help himself. He didn’t enjoy seeing people suffer for no reason.

“I did,” he said. He figured that at the very least, he could draw Angie’s venom to himself rather than Deb. 

“You!” Angie said. Her voice was filled with real glee. Her usual sneer turned into an approximation of a smile. It was as if she was truly delighted to have been gifted another target. 

Immediately forgetting the poor serving girl, Angie lumbered in Ty’s direction. 

Before, Ty might have given in to despair. He might have hung his head and just accepted his fate. But he had leveled up. Angie was not even a minor boss in the game he was playing. And yet, she still had power over him. He still needed his crappy job.

“If my eyes do not deceive me,” Angie said, her voice filled with glee. “Ty Wilcox, the latest in a steady stream of cannonballs to work in your position. The boy who is literally begging to be fired.” 

She came right up to Ty as she had done to Deb, her intimidation tactics not changing at all. She even giggled at her own joke, but Ty had heard it before. Cannonball. Something to be fired. Funny.

Ty was twenty six years old. Angie calling him a “boy” was intentionally demeaning.

“Ty Wilcox, who thinks he can abandon his shift whenever he chooses without any consequence,” Angie continued. And in her mind, she was doubtless just telling the truth. Ty had left his shift halfway through the previous evening. He and Tempest had set a trap for Bain and his men, but the monstrous villain had been a step ahead of them. Instead of stalking Ty at the Concubine Club, Bain had gone to the penthouse and captured Dinah. 

Instead of continuing his shift, Ty and Tempest had done all they could to secure Dinah’s return. 

“It was an emergency,” Ty said flatly. “I left a message. It was all I could do.” He would make the same choice again in a heartbeat if the situation recurred.

It wasn’t enough to satisfy Angie’s malicious intent. “An emergency?” she  barked. “What was it, did you leave your laundry out in the rain?” Angie’s voice was a condescending sneer.

Ty couldn’t stifle his response. Even though this woman had power over him, he could no longer accept her nonsense. “If you must know, one of my girlfriends got kidnapped,” he said.

Angie was confused. “One of your …?” she started. At the same time, a ripple of amusement went around the room. Angie became aware that she was losing the initiative and replaced her confusion with a snarl. “I don’t care what your reason might or might not have been,” she said. “All I care about is that it will not happen again. Do you understand me?”

Ty could have told her that she didn’t get to define what constituted an emergency for him. He could have told her the truth, in that if Tempest or Dinah needed him, he would drop whatever he was doing to go to them. He could have even asked if she really expected him to value work over legitimate life and death situations. 

But he could see no value in any of that. He had achieved his purpose. Angie the Hutt was no longer picking on Deb. Nor did he want to escalate the conflict to the point where she might fire him for real. 

He nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

Angie loomed over him like a mountain of green jello. Her expression indicated that she thought him revolting, like a bug she found crawling over her shoe. 

Maybe she wanted to spit additional bile his way, or threaten to fire him. Maybe she wanted him to beg for forgiveness. 

It didn’t matter. Whatever she wanted to say or do, she didn’t get the chance.

“I’m sorry, Angie,” someone interrupted from behind her. “I think we may have a problem.” 

It was Martin, the DJ. A studious-looking man with thick glasses, the DJ had gone for luminescent tattoos in lieu of the more overt body mods that most seemed to favor. He was slim and completely bald, and it wasn’t normal for him to attend these staff meetings.

Angie’s expression became one of pure fury and she spun about to face this new intrusion. Ty could tell at a glance that Martin was worried, although he had no clue what it might be about.

“What do you want?” Angie demanded. “Can’t you see I’m in the middle of something?”

Within the Concubine Club, Martin existed in a rare state of relative power. The Club was nothing special as far as clubs went. It was fairly spacious, with a number of rooms, and customers could order food and drink, dance, and play arcade and casino games if they wished. All fine as far as it went, but nothing to write home about.

The one thing that drew the crowds was the music. Day in, day out, the Concubine Club pumped out a weird blend of ambient techno punk that filled every last corner of the place. Angie the Hutt knew as well as anyone that it was Martin who kept the music playing. 

As such, Martin was largely untouchable. The only person Angie deemed too important to lose.

“Sorry, Angie. The system’s shat itself. Can’t get a peep out of it at all. Thought you’d like to know right away.”

For a moment, it seemed she didn’t know how to respond. She just stood there, gaping at Martin as if he had told her that she needed to lose weight and the green color of her skin made her look awful. 

“It’s dead? Are you sure?”

Martin nodded. He didn’t look happy about the situation. “Yeah. Started her up just like normal, and at first, all was good. Then the main mixer spat a bunch of sparks at me and let out a big cloud of smoke. It’s a wonder the fire alarm didn’t go off. I cracked her open, but it’s a mess in there. Circuit board is fried.” He shrugged. “I can replace a needle or a snapped turntable belt, but this is beyond me. We have to get someone in.”

Despite Angie’s ongoing complaints, the club typically ran fairly smoothly. True calamities were few and far between, and when they happened, it quickly became apparent that Angie was out of her depth.

She gaped at Martin as if she didn’t understand. Her natural instinct was to rage at a problem until it went away. But even she understood that raging at the DJ’s mixer wouldn’t bring it back to life.

Nor would it be easy to get someone in. In a city like New Lincoln, it could take days to get anyone out to have a look. Weeks, even. Angie knew this as well as Ty did, so instead of offering a solution, she opened and closed her mouth a few times and flapped her arms like a chicken.

It was almost enough to make Ty laugh out loud. He watched for a few seconds, then said quite clearly, “I can fix it.”

Angie apparently hadn’t finished gaping. She turned the vacant expression on Ty and stared at him.

“You can fix it?” she said.

Ty shrugged. “Sure. If it can be fixed, I can do it,” he said.

He could almost see the calculations taking place within Angie’s head. She stopped gaping and instead looked at him shrewdly. Her sneer was back in place. 

“You think you’re clever enough to fix a sound system without even seeing what’s wrong?”

“I fix the gaming machines. And Martin said what happened. The mixer is fried. I might need to scavenge some parts, but like I said, if anyone can, I can fix it.”

Slowly, Angie started to nod. Completely ignoring Martin’s hopeful expression and overlooking the rest of the staff as if they didn’t exist, Angie licked her lips. It was as if she had been offered an unexpected dessert that she was looking forward to consuming. 

“Okay,” she said. “You have your chance. Despite your insolence, if you get it working, you can keep your job.” Then her expression darkened so that her malevolence was clear for all to see. “But if you fail, if the sound system isn’t back up and running in good time, then you are done. Do not pass go, do not collect two hundred dollars. Your lazy, good-for-nothing ass is out of here, and I never see your ugly face again. You got that?”

Randomly, Ty found himself wondering at the source of Angie’s rancor. Had she suffered a lifetime of torment that she now felt she had to inflict on others? Or was she just a loathsome troll for no real reason?

In the end, it didn’t really matter. All that mattered was that for the moment at least, he still had a job. And he didn’t have to suffer through the rest of the staff meeting.

He stood up from his bar stool, and as he and Martin headed away, he distinctly heard Angie mutter, “Now that’s what I call a win-win.”


3: Fried

Ty could hear Angie resume berating the rest of the staff. She had recovered from her shock at Martin’s news and was back to dealing out her particular brand of misery and spite. Ty was more than happy to leave them to it, but Martin was worried.

“Sorry, man,” he said. “I might have just cost you your job. The system is totally screwed. I don’t see how it can be fixed.”

Ty offered him a quick grin and kept walking. “Don’t write it off yet,” he said. “I have a bit of a knack for this type of thing.” 

He didn’t tell Martin that since he’d been wearing the device on his wrist, his “knack” had become something special. Through a process he could only partially understand, the device had analyzed Ty’s potential on a genetic and cellular level, and had released thousands of nanites into his bloodstream. 

Those nanites had worked wonders. In the last few days, Ty had grown several inches taller. He had put on perhaps twenty pounds of muscle, and even his complexion had cleared up. He was now the best version of himself that his genetics enabled him to be.

And that wasn’t the end of it. Locked in his genetic code was a skill that elevated him beyond most others. Technological enhancement. He was still at a low level, but even that enabled him to work miracles.

He had built a stun gun out of a toaster and parts of a microwave within twenty minutes. With the help of the tools in the Architect’s workshop, Ty had made improvements to the device itself. He had created a miniaturized energy converter that produced unlimited power, and he had modified a couple of blasters to give them a serious kick. 

He had also designed a mesh suit that projected an energy shield that could stand up to nearly anything. It was like his durability had been granted a boost. Instead of being made of flesh and bone, it was as if he was armored like a tank. 

Even now, he wore the mesh suit, complete with energy converters, under his shirt. And he had one of the blasters tucked down the back of his trousers. At a moment’s notice, he could bring both to bear.

He could stand toe-to-toe against the superpowered villain Bain himself if he needed to do so.

“You might need more than a knack,” Martin said. “You might need a miracle.”

Ty just grinned.

Instead of heading directly to the DJ’s booth, Ty went to the janitor’s closet to pick up his tools, as well as box full of broken game parts and wires he had collected during his time at the Club. That done, he turned to Martin, who was looking at him with a quizzical expression.

“Have you changed something?” Martin asked. “You look different, somehow.”

Ty had been getting many comments like that over the last few days. He just shrugged. “I’ve been working out a bit is all,” Ty replied. Martin continued to frown at him, still uncertain. “Come on,” Ty said. “Let’s see what you’ve done to your setup.”

<<<>>>

Martin’s booth was in the Club’s main room. Although, “booth” wasn’t entirely accurate as a description. It was more a nook, an alcove, a section of the floor that had been commandeered by the DJ and his equipment.

From the main floor, it looked like a bank of speakers, with one large woofer surrounded by stacks of smaller ones. Ty knew that hidden among the speakers and elsewhere throughout the entire club, there were also strobe lights and laser emitters.

He had seen all this before and had even replaced some of the strobe bulbs when they burned out. But he had never been into the booth itself. It was hallowed ground. A place where magic happened. And while Angie might have trusted Ty with the gaming machines, this was at a different level.

Martin’s booth was the heart of the club. The beats he produced were the lifeblood that kept it all going. In Angie’s mind, it was not the place for someone like Ty. 

To her, it was like letting a monkey loose in a room filled with old metal toys. The monkey could play as it wished and there was little risk of real damage. But that monkey would not be allowed to play in a room filled with fine, delicate china.

There were three low steps that led up to the booth. Ty grinned as he climbed them and looked about at Martin’s equipment.

“It’s all top-of-the line gear,” Martin said. “Never had a problem with any of it until now. The turntables – you’d be surprised how many times someone’s managed to spill a drink on them. They just keep on turning. Even the computer screens. The crystal displays are more robust than the holographic ones, which is why I use them. But the mixer is the heart of everything. Without that, all we’ve got is some stacks, a couple of keyboards, and tens of thousands of dollars worth of silence.”

Ty was impressed with the DJ’s set up. Martin kept everything spotless. Everything was in place, the turntables on separate shelves above the main speaker, the screens hidden from the clientele by the speaker stacks, and the keyboards tucked away behind Martin’s chair. He could spin about and access everything within a heartbeat. 

In the middle of it all, next to the microphone and headphones, was what could only be the mixer.

Martin had taken the top off, exposing the innards. He was right. It was a mess. Something had blown, maybe a transistor or capacitor. It had been catastrophic on a minor scale. The circuit board itself was charred and covered in soot, and there was the distinct odor of burnt plastic and ozone in the air.

“You don’t have a spare?” Ty asked. He knew the answer before Martin even replied. The DJ was too overtly anxious for such a simple solution.

“Nah, man. There used to be a controller somewhere in storage. You know, one of those all-in-one jobs, with turntables and mixer all set up to go. Baby toy compared to this, but it would have done in a pinch.” Martin shrugged. “It disappeared maybe a year ago. A light-fingered staff member or customer, maybe. I told Angie at the time that we should get a replacement, but here we are. A year later.”

Ty nodded. So much for the easy solution.

For the first time since offering to fix it, Ty wondered if he could. It wouldn’t have been a problem if he had access to the Architect’s fabricator and holographic imager. He would just scan the mixer, blow up the holographic image, and test each component individually. Then he would replace whatever wasn’t working, and that would be that.

But this was the Concubine Club. Not the Architect’s mansion. Ty had access to only the most basic tools. A voltmeter. Screwdrivers. A soldering iron. A few spare parts. And that was about it.

“Can you fix it?” Martin asked.

Ty stared at the mess for some moments. He knew that a certified repair man working under the auspices of the mega-corporation that produced the equipment would simply rip out the motherboard and slot in a spare, typically after waiting a fortnight for the spare to be delivered. 

But Ty wasn’t a certified repair man. A week ago, he would have had to resort to prodding about with the voltmeter, peeling back the clear plastic coat and doing his best to isolate the parts that weren’t working. Then, without truly understanding what the various sections did, Ty would have done his best to replicate them with wires and transistors and anything he could cobble together.

Maybe he could have got it to work again. Maybe he couldn’t have. It would have been a complex fix either way, and without a full workshop, Ty just didn’t know.

But that was then, and this was now. And now, with the device on his wrist, Ty had an insight into technology that he’d never had before. 

And there was something about this particular failure, this technological burnout, that just didn’t smell right.

He looked at Martin. “When did the warranty for this run out?” he asked.

Martin looked at him blankly. “Uh,” he said, then found an answer. “About three months ago.”

Ty grinned. He’d been expecting an answer like that.

“Typical, isn’t it?” the DJ said. “Damned thing worked like a charm since new. Never had a problem. And now that the warranty is gone, look at it.”

“Yeah.” It was a common enough complaint, and Brad, Ty’s roommate, had always maintained that it was on purpose. It was one of his favorite conspiracy theories. The mega-corporations programmed these failures into their products so that they could charge again for either repairs or replacements. 

Brad also suggested that it was why the corporations were so successful, and why more honest companies failed. Which of two competing companies would win out between one that could only sell you a product once, and one that could sell you not just the product, but a lifetime of repairs and replacements as well?

Ty wasn’t as suspicious as Brad, but he could see the logic. Yet at the time, he’d offered a counter. “Then how come you can sometimes buy an appliance that lasts for decades?”

“If they programmed the failures into every single product, it would be clear to everyone what’s going on. They’ve probably got some mathematician or other working out just how many programmed failures they can get away with before it becomes too obvious.”

Ty hadn’t wanted to believe him. Yet now, he found himself staring at the proof.

His skill gave him the ability to do what should have been impossible. Like a skilled tracker who understood the hints left by broken branches and disturbed earth, Ty could look at a circuit board and understand what each part of it did.

As far as he could see, the part that had blown had only one purpose: to fail. And to take out a network of critical junctures at the same time, making it difficult to fix.

Ty almost laughed out loud. He doubted that anyone else would have understood the pattern. But to Ty, it was clear. There was no doubt in his mind at all.

It was also clear that he could fix it. The circuit board was reasonably efficient and elegantly designed. Yet to Ty’s perception, there were circuits that didn’t really need to be there. Components that weren’t in an optimal position. 

It was tiny and complex, and obviously machine-wrought, yet to Ty, it was like a roadmap. He could see it all clearly enough that it might have had signposts.

He could get the mixer working again. He was sure of it. It would even be fun!


4: Wires And Solder

It took no more than half an hour. Ty was in the zone, focusing all his attention on the ruined circuit board. The rest of the Club faded into the background. Even Martin ceased to have any reality for him. Only the mixer mattered.

In a way, it was like when he cannibalized the toaster and microwave to make a stun gun. His hands had worked automatically, intuitively, without his conscious control. Then, he had spent his time chatting with Brad as he worked.

This time, he found himself humming tunelessly instead. He didn’t focus on what he needed to do so much as on what he needed to solve. And he just let his hands do what was needed. 

Slowly but surely, he Frankensteined a solution. The Architect’s fabricator would no doubt have been able to recreate the precise lines of the original circuit board. But Ty wasn’t a machine. He was lucky to even be able to see the circuitry he was repairing. Several times, he had to resort to peering through a lens to magnify what he was looking at, and he had to hold the soldering iron very still to ensure he didn’t make any errors.

Fortunately, the soldering iron had a very fine tip.

As he completed each section, he used a heat gun to melt a layer of clear plastic over what he had done to keep it separate from everything else. The air filled with odors of electronic construction, solder and plastic mixed with the heat from Ty’s soldering iron.

When he was done, the insides of the mixer no longer looked clean and precise. It was a mess, a mixed-up jumble of wires and components all crammed into the smallest of spaces. Ty knew that nobody would have been able to figure out how it all worked. Yet to Ty, it was clear. He looked at the mess and saw elegance. To him, the different parts he had put together appeared to shine. They would do what he wanted, and do it more efficiently than the original circuit board had enabled.

All through his life, Ty had been interested in electronics, but had never been truly gifted. Yet he had known a few who were. Not necessarily with tech, but with math. He remembered talking to one of them, a girl in his class who breezed through everything she did.

“How do you know when it’s right?”

The girl’s name was Diane. She had messy hair and teeth that protruded, and should have been unattractive because of it. Yet she was open and honest, and held no pretenses. She was a geek through and through, and in a weird way, her acceptance of it made her appealing. 

“When it’s right, an equation is elegant. I don’t know how to explain it, but it just feels right. It’s like a perfectly balanced teeter board on an apex. The slightest tremor or gust of wind should blow it over, but because it’s perfect, it just stays there.” Diane spoke quickly and accompanied her words with rapid gestures that seemed to hold meaning to her, but to Ty didn’t add anything to her words. “Sometimes an equation will have colors associated with it. It’ll shine, like the sun in the morning. When it’s right, it will be beautiful.”

At the time, Ty hadn’t understood what she meant. To him, equations were no more than lines on the page. He couldn’t see the symmetry, the beauty that Diane was trying to express.

But now, he understood completely. It was like that for him with what he was doing. 

Ty put down his soldering iron and just stared at what he had done. He breathed deeply, satisfied on a level he’d seldom known before. He knew without any doubt it would work.

“Let’s crank her up,” he said to Martin.

The DJ looked unconvinced. “You’re done?” he said.

Ty nodded. At the same time, he flipped the mixer’s lid back over and slotted it into place. Then he offered Martin a grin. “Let’s see, shall we?” He stepped back from the system. “It’s all yours. Try it out.”

Still looking uncertain, Martin did as Ty suggested, and started his system.

Screens burst into life right away. The hum of technology filled the air. Martin looked at Ty with an incredulous expression. 

“You did it!” he said.

Ty just grinned. “Test it out. Make sure it all works.”

Martin did so. He selected a record from those that lined the back wall above the keyboards and placed it reverently on a turntable, setting the needle in place. At once, the techno sounds of exactly the type of music Ty loathed filled the air, the beat loud enough to echo within Ty’s chest. The screens displayed a number of graphs and electronic settings that reminded Ty of the displays on the Architect’s holographic imager. 

Martin caressed the dials and knobs on the mixer with the confidence and surety of a virtuoso and the graphs leapt in response. At the same time, the music changed in ways that were both subtle and profound.

Ty couldn’t help but grin broadly as Martin looked at him with newfound respect. “Man, you are a God-damned miracle worker!” Martin said. “I would have sworn that the mixer was done. Toast. Just so much plastic and metal, destined for the scrapheap. And you just went in there and brought it back to life.”

Ty grinned even more broadly. For much of his adult life, his skills had remained unappreciated. Angie had never thought to compliment him when he fixed a machine. Instead, she derided everything he did, doing her best to convince him that he was worthless.

To have someone overtly appreciate what he did was both refreshing and enjoyable. It was almost enough that, for the moment at least, he could put up with the horrible noise he had helped bring about.

Nor had Martin finished in his praise. “I thought you had signed your own death warrant when you offered to help. I thought you were going to end up being fired.” Martin shook his head as if he still couldn’t believe it and caressed a few of the knobs on the mixer, changing the music again. “Man, you’re wasted in this place. You should be working for one of the manufacturing corps. Or maybe a repair business. I’ve even got a cousin who could use someone like you.”

That caught Ty’s interest. Working as an electronic repair person might not be his absolute ideal, but it was a lot closer than working for Angie. Yet Martin hadn’t finished. He was still waxing lyrical. 

“Better yet, maybe you could invent something and license it. Sell it to thousands. You know what people are like these days. Any new gadget and they’re all over it. I bet you could make a fortune!”

It was another good idea. Ty would have to give it some thought, but off the top of his head, he didn’t know what he might invent. Again, Martin tweaked the mixer, changing the nature of the music once more. He pushed his glasses back up his nose and focused on the screens 

“So it’s all good?” Ty asked. “It works the same as before?”

“Too right it does! If I hadn’t seen what you did with my own eyes, I would have sworn it was a new system. It’s perfect!”

Ty was happy with that. “Good,” he said. “Maybe Angie won’t fire me for another day or so.” He said it with a laugh and started packing his tools away.

“I should damn well hope not,” Martin said. Then he looked past Ty to the main entrance. “I guess we’ll find out. There she is now. Looks like the music summoned her.”

Ty didn’t even bother to look. He just continued to pack his tools away so that when Angie arrived, he was all set to go. Only then did he glance up to see that her expression was a mixture of irritation and anger.

Ty wasn’t surprised. Anyone else would have been pleased by his success. But to Angie, it signified a status adjustment that she wasn’t willing to accept. Ty had stepped out of the box she had put him in. Even worse, she couldn’t punish him for leaving before his shift was done.

“He fixed it, then?” Angie said, her words directed at Martin as she glared thunderously at Ty.

“He sure did. Angie, Ty was amazing. The system was dead for all money. I don’t think anyone would have been able to fix it other than him.”

Angie continued to glare as she offered a snort in response. “I bet it was no more than luck.”

“It was a lot more than that,” Martin said, and Ty could tell by his tone that he knew full well what he was doing. He was deliberately lending his voice in Ty’s support. “Angie, Ty has just saved us a whole bunch of cash at the same time as making sure that we’re ready to go. If he hadn’t been here, there would be nothing but silence for entertainment this evening. And there would’ve been nothing I could do about it.”

Angie transferred her glare from Ty to Martin and couldn’t keep the sneer of from twisting her lips. “So you say,” she said. “I find it hard to believe that he was able to manage anything useful at all. The system must not have been as badly damaged as you thought.”

At this, Martin visibly bridled. He was about to leap to Ty’s defense, but Angie didn’t give him the chance. “In any event, he still has his normal job to do.” She switched her glance back to Ty. “Your disappearing act last night left a number of tasks undone. You can start by taking out the trash,” she said. “And while you’re out there, clean out the grease traps. It’s been a while since they were done.”

Cleaning the grease traps was the absolute worst job in the place. But Ty wasn’t surprised. It was Angie’s way to punish successes.

“I cleaned the grease traps just a couple of weeks ago,” he began.

“And they need it again,” Angie said. “Or are you really going to disobey me in this?” 

The way she said it, with that combination of relish and disgust, told Ty all he needed to know. His success with the sound system hadn’t secured his position within the club. If anything, it had made it more uncertain.

Ty sighed deeply. “Yes ma’am,” he said.

It was enough. Angie favored him and Martin both with a sneering grin that spoke volumes of her state of mind. “Good. And when you’ve done that, come find me. I’m sure I can find some other jobs more suited to your skill set.”

Ty could see that Martin wanted to say something. He shook his head to silence the DJ, knowing full well that it just wasn’t worth it, and waited while Angie spun her bulky form about and waddled away.

When she had gone, Ty grinned at Martin. “What was that you said about your cousin?” he asked. 


5: From Thin Air

The New Lincoln sky was starting to darken behind its usual layer of clouds when Ty lugged the last of the garbage bags into the alley behind the Concubine Club. He and Martin had talked briefly about the DJ’s cousin before Ty left to do as Angie commanded. 

Apparently, the cousin ran a successful second-hand tech business specializing in all manner of items. Cybernetic implants of various types. Artificial limbs. Communication devices. Wearable tech of all types, as well as an assortment of more traditional appliances. 

The business model was to scavenge the discard piles from the mega-corporations, fix up what they could, and sell them on to whomever needed good tech at discounted prices.

To Ty, it sounded like the type of thing he could enjoy, but he stopped short of asking Martin for an introduction. There were too many things happening in his life at that moment already. He didn’t need another to juggle, yet it felt good to have a possible option should he need it.

Ty breathed deep of the dusk air and immediately wished that he hadn’t. The alley behind the Club wasn’t as thick with alcoholic miasma of the Club itself, but it was dirty and damp and was home to three separate dumpster bins filled with trash. 

It stank like the pile of fetid, decomposing garbage that it was. Ty couldn’t help but screw up his face in disgust as waves of the noisome odor hit him. It was a long way from the fresh, clean air he had hoped for.

Muttering under his breath, he gripped the top of the green, plastic bags tightly and swung first one, then the other into the closest bin. 

In times past, he had struggled to swing the heavier trash bags high enough to get them over the edge. More than once, a bag had opened or ripped, showering Ty with the worst sorts of waste that the Club could produce.

Ty glanced at his sleeve where the device was hidden. The nanites it had injected into his system had caused him to grow several inches. He figured he must be close to six foot, where before he had stretched to claim five foot eight. 

Yet even that was a minor difference compared to some. The villain Bain had grown much bigger and stronger as well. The monstrous man must have been more than eight feet tall, and he was built bigger than Arnie at his very best. Yet Ty was happy enough with his own gains. He had been expecting nothing when he picked up the device. 

And anyway, it was his skill with electronics that was the most important.

The trash taken care of, there was nothing else for it. It was time to turn his attention to the grease trap.

Unlike in other places, the Concubine Club’s grease trap was outside, in the alley with the dumpsters. Ty stared at it with an expression of disgust. He had cleaned it at least once a month since he had started working there, and it was never much fun. He had to get down on his hands and knees and scrape layers of the worst rotting foulness he could ever imagine out of the trap. 

It was so bad that more than once he had thrown up at the stench, and he would have preferred to do almost anything else. Even cleaning out the worst of the bathrooms wasn’t as revolting as this.

Yet it was the job he had signed up for. At the time, he’d had little choice. Ty had been broke to the point of starvation, and any job had been better than none. He had bills to pay, and his student loan wasn’t going to take care of itself.

So he had done his job, imagining emptying his buckets of sludge over Angie’s head as he did. And he would do it again, because despite how much his life had changed, his bills still remained.

There was no point in putting it off any longer. He had already brought out his buckets, scraper and thick, rubber gloves. Wishing for a nose-peg or maybe a gas mask as well, he approached the trap with the same wariness he might have shown on entering a sewer, and told himself that this was only temporary, that sometime soon, he would leave all this behind him. 

“Some superhero you are,” he muttered to himself. He might have said more, postponing his least-favored task for just a bit longer, but before he could do so, everything changed.

He was still in the alley behind the Club. The last of the daylight was fading. The air was still filled with the stench of decaying food and waste. But instead of the normal faint chill causing the small hairs on his skin to stand on end, the air became filled with energy.

It was as if the entire area had become charged. As if the gods had chosen the alley as the next place to be struck by lightning. With the air filled with static, Ty wouldn’t have been surprised if a ball of energy suddenly appeared with lightning sparking left and right, and for Arnie himself to step out, fully naked, and demand Ty give him his clothes.

It was a fleeting thought, and yet it was surprisingly apt. There was pop! of energy, but instead of Arnie appearing in the alley, it was the demoness. The woman who had appeared from nowhere to spirit Bain away when the villain had been on the verge of defeat. 

The teleporter.

She was a woman with devil horns growing out of her temples, a demonic tail, and a pair of wings that a small dragon would have been proud to display. She wore little more than strips of cloth wound about her, and sported a device on her wrist that matched the one Ty wore.

It was Dinah’s device, taken from the deerkin by Bain and his men and given to this woman.

She was standing there in the alley. Tall and dangerous, her eyes filled with green fire and her open, beautifully-formed face twisted into a severe expression severe, she had appeared as if by magic.

Ty made a strangled noise of surprise mixed with fear. He didn’t know how this woman had found him. Nor did he have any clue what her purpose might be. Part of his mind acknowledged that she was, in her own way, as stunningly beautiful as either Tempest or Dinah. For a moment, it was all he could do to stand there and stare, and if she had chosen to act at that time, there would have been nothing Ty could have done to prevent it. 

Then he shifted his stance to a defensive position as decades-old martial arts lessons came back to him. “Activate!” he said, and his mesh suit responded. All at once, he found himself enclosed in an energy field of his own making and immediately felt more secure. 

But the shield was purely defensive. It was no good at all should he wish to take the attack to the woman.

Which was why he carried a blaster tucked into his trousers.

As fast as thought, Ty reached for the weapon, drew it out and aimed. Without pausing to stop and think, operating under the assumption that this woman was there with malicious intent, Ty fired at her.

The blaster was one of those he had modified so he could adjust the strength of the blast. For the sake of nothing but caution, he had set it at its weakest strength. Yet the demoness was only a few yards away. At this distance, the blaster should have blown her backwards. It should have knocked her unconscious and left her with multiple bruises. Perhaps even a fracture or two.

But it didn’t. It didn’t hit her at all.

Not that Ty missed her, exactly. At this distance, it would have been difficult to do so. Ty had never had any formal training in using a blaster, but his roommate Brad was a professional gamer. Ty had played more than his share of first person shooters and knew how to aim and fire a gun.

Yet none of that mattered. Between the time Ty aimed the blaster and pulled his trigger, the demoness vanished with a pop and a distinct smell of ozone, only to appear an instant later balanced on top of one of the dumpsters.

Ty had been aiming down the length of the alley. The plasma blast from his weapon dissipated before it hit anything.

As fast as he could, Ty aimed and fired again. Once more, he was too slow. The demoness vanished with another pop! and whiff of ozone. Ty couldn’t help but think that the popping was wrong. His mind told him that the sound should have been “Bamf!” which to him was a completely different noise. Yet it was definitely a pop!, like the sound a tiny balloon might make when squeezed until it exploded.

This time, the force of Ty’s shot expended itself against the lid of the dumpster. The blast was concussive and explosive at once. The dumpster lid flew apart, its edges melted, and the dumpster itself was thrown back a few inches, as if knocked by a truck.

Ty whirled about, looking for the demoness. His heart was pounding and sweat formed on his brow despite the cool of the evening. He knew that she could be anywhere. There was nothing stopping her from appearing right behind him and doing whatever she wished.

Yet despite his panicked reactions, he was still surprised when she called out from above. 

“Stop that!” she said, her voice filled with urgency and irritation both at once.


6: Lilith

Ty ignored her. He sighted again and fired, but it was too late. She was already gone.

“I said stop that!” she snapped from back where she’d first appeared. “I don’t have time for this nonsense!”

Ty was too rattled and scared to figure out what she meant. He fired again, knowing that he couldn’t hit her other than by sheer chance but hoping to get lucky. At the same time, he yelled out, “What do you want?”

She answered from behind him. “If you stop that, I’ll tell you!”

Ty whirled about. He had no intention of stopping. For all he knew, his attempts with his blaster were the only thing keeping him safe. He and Tempest had already rescued Dinah from Bain’s clutches. He didn’t want them to have to rescue him in her stead. 

He fired again, and watched the blast dissipate against the brick of the Club. He wondered briefly how much charge his blaster retained. At the lowest setting, a single cartridge should be good for perhaps a hundred shots. But he had taken this cartridge from one of Bain’s men and didn’t know how much charge it retained.

Then the demoness appeared right in front of him, so close she was almost touching him. Ty flinched and jerked his arm back so he could aim at her again. Despite the overwhelming stench from the dumpster and the general grime of the alley, Ty caught a hint of her scent. To him, the demoness exuded an earthiness that put him in mind of forests and moss. 

Even as he sought to defend himself, he couldn’t help but feel that in her own way, the demoness was as intoxicating to him as both Tempest and Dinah. 

Before he could properly bring his blaster to bear, the demoness wrapped her arms around him as if drawing him into a hug, and then Ty felt the world lurch. It was as if he missed the last step and stumbled onto the ground. 

Fearing the worst, Ty looked about, but nothing had changed.

“What the hell?” the demoness exclaimed. She had tried to teleport him away, but something had gone wrong. Perhaps his shield interfered with her ability.

He didn’t have time to wonder about it. The demoness gripped him more tightly and tried again.

It felt like Ty had been kicked in the chest. There was a moment of cold, as if all semblance of heat had vanished forever. He felt disoriented and instantly nauseous, and he opened his mouth to give voice to a wordless scream that never came out. He knew in his bones that during that moment, Ty and the demoness were no longer in New Lincoln. They weren’t even on Earth, or anywhere within the known universe. 

Somehow, she had taken them somewhere else. Through a different dimension, perhaps. Somewhere where human beings were not meant to be.

It was terrifying and amazing and awful all at once, and Ty fervently wished that he would never have to experience it ever again.

And then they were back. Ty knew it the instant it happened. Wherever they had gone, wherever the demoness had taken him, they were no longer there.

He felt the most profound sense of relief in his entire existence. Ty swallowed hard on the bile that was rising in the back of his throat, then realized his relief was premature.

The demoness had teleported them straight up into the air.

“Now will you listen to me?” the demoness asked. She was still holding onto him as if they were lovers. Pressing his body against hers the way Tempest and Dinah had done. Yet this was no time for Ty to appreciate the woman’s warmth or voluptuous curves. Somehow, they were hovering in the air. The demon woman’s wings were unfurled and flapping, but Ty didn’t believe for an instant that they were big or powerful enough to keep them aloft.

He couldn’t help himself. This time, he did let out a cry of fear. At the same time, he started flailing about, twisting and turning in an effort to get out of the woman’s grip. What he would do if he succeeded, he didn’t know. Ty wasn’t thinking clearly. He wasn’t thinking at all. He was gripped in a mindless fear and simply reacted.

The demoness cursed out loud. “I don’t have time for this!” she repeated. Then, “Fine, then!” she said.

With that, she let Ty go.

Ty screamed in mindless terror. He lost his grip on his blaster and it went sailing away into the gloom. He desperately kicked and struggled, but there was nothing he could do. He was falling, and would hit the ground within moments.

Desperately, he wondered if his shield would protect him, but even as he had the thought, he figured it probably would not. His shield nullified the strength of an impact. Bain could hit him with an iron girder and he would barely feel it. But if his momentum was suddenly halted, that would be a different story.

The shield wouldn’t slow him down. If anything, it would protect the ground against the impact of him falling. 

But Ty himself would take fall damage.

In the last few moments before he hit the ground, Ty understood that the defensive technology that had worked so well against Bain had at least one serious flaw. All he could do was bring his arms up to cover his head and cry out as the ground approached.

Then the demoness appeared at his side again, wrapped her arms around him for a second time, and teleported him back up into the sky.

“Now will you listen to me?” she demanded.

Ty was breathing hard. His heart was hammering in his chest and he could hear the blood charging through the veins in his ears. His stomach had turned into one big knot, and his mouth had become dry. He had never been so intensely afraid in all of his life. 

The demoness could have killed him. Instead, she had caught him and brought him back into the sky.

It was all Ty could do to nod. Then he found his voice. “Okay. I’m listening.” It wasn’t as if he had any choice. He no longer had his blaster and knew that against her, he was next to defenseless.

It was enough. The demoness took him through the moment of non-space one more time, and they were on the ground next to the dumpster. If it had been Tempest, she would have held him for long enough to ensure he’d regained his equilibrium. But this woman let him go at the first opportunity and stood back.

Ty almost collapsed onto his knees. He bent over and breathed deeply, trying to forget the moment of cold, the feeling of dislocation and the terror that he’d experienced mere moments before. Then he forced himself to stand upright.

The demoness was studying him, her flat and determined expression again at odds with her innocent, delicate features. Her eyes were no longer pits of green fire, but were instead were a normal, luminous green. Bright enough to be artificial, body mods like her wings, horn and tail.

As soon as he thought his voice wouldn’t shake, Ty started to speak. “Who are you? What do you want?” he asked.

“My name is Lilith, and I need your help.”


7: Unwilling Servant

There was a light over the back entrance of the Concubine Club, so Ty could see clearly even in the gloom of late evening. He took a moment to really look at Lilith. Not as an enemy combatant or ally of Bain, but just as a person. He tried to see past the modifications that gave her a demonic appearance as well as the power that made her a threat. 

Instead, he took in her expression of determination mixed with anxiety, so at odds with the stamp of innocence on her face. He noted that her clothing was rumpled and smudged. Her skin, while modified, showed shadings that could have been bruises. And her pink-tinted hair around the demon horns was decidedly untidy, as if it hadn’t seen a brush in more than a week.

That she was beautiful was undeniable. More voluptuous than either Tempest or Dinah, she was the epitome of modified perfection. Only Dinah came close to her, and Lilith had wings!

Ty couldn’t help but be attracted to the demonic woman. It was the same reaction he’d had with both Tempest and Dinah. And that reality made him wonder. 

Tempest had said that the attraction felt between those who wore one of the Architect’s devices varied. She’d also said that her response to Bain was akin to loathing. To her, he was repellent on a visceral level, a hideous monster so different from her that he couldn’t be considered the same species. Tempest had theorized that this might be due to the villain’s alignment. 

Like Ty, Tempest and Dinah were both neutral good. They didn’t know what alignment Bain had, but Ty wouldn’t have been surprised to find he was evil.

If Lilith was also evil, wouldn’t Ty find her just as off-putting as Tempest found Bain?

It was a question for later. More immediate was Lilith’s apparent desperation and need. 

“What do you mean?” Ty asked. Despite his assessment, he wasn’t ready to trust the demoness. 

Even so, Ty saw a measure of relief steel across Lilith’s face. She took half a step toward him, but he backed away and raised a hand in defense. 

“Stay back!” Ty said. He didn’t want to be teleported away again any time soon.

Lilith appeared disappointed, but nodded and did as Ty said.

“They have my father,” she said.

“They what?” Ty asked.

“Bain. The others. They have my father. If I don’t do what they say, they’ll hurt him.”

Ty stared at her. He wanted to believe her. It made perfect sense, and explained the apparent contradiction between her actions and his attraction to her.

“How do I know that you’re telling the truth?” he asked, still suspicious. “How do I know that you’re not here on Bain’s orders? How do I know that you’re not after my device even now?”

Lilith clenched her fists in obvious frustration. Yet she stayed where she was and didn’t make any threatening moves. “If I was, I could have just taken you back to them. You’d be under their control even now, and there would be nothing you could do about it,” she said. “They don’t know I am here.”

Ty realized she was right. She had teleported him three times already. At any moment, she could do it again. She could whisk him away to Bain’s lair in a heartbeat. For all he knew, she could even teleport him into the sun, if she had a desire to do so. He was completely at her mercy.

Yet her response gave rise to another question. “How did you know where to find me?”

She ignored him. “Look, I don’t have much time. The longer I’m gone, the more likely it is they will notice my absence. And that isn’t a risk I’m willing to take. I ask you again, will you help me?”

Ty didn’t know what to say. His first instinct was to give her what she needed, but he still had too many questions. 

“You can teleport,” Ty said. “Why don’t you rescue your father yourself?”

Before he’d even finished his question, Lilith was shaking her head. “It’s not that easy. I don’t know where he is.”

“Then find him.”

“I can’t. They watch me too closely.”

Her answer confused Ty. “Then how come you are here?

At this, the demonic woman offered a ghost of a smile. “They think I’m with them. They don’t fully understand what I can do. Nor do I, really, but if they did, they would have sent me after you. But that isn’t their plan.” 

As she said the last, Lilith looked away. It was almost as if she had something to hide.

Ty noticed. “What is their plan?” 

Lilith didn’t look at him. She didn’t want to answer.

“Lilith,” Ty said, starting to feel anxious. “What is Bain’s plan?” 

The demonic woman’s shoulders slumped. It was as if she feared he wouldn’t help her if she answered. “It isn’t Bain,” she began. “He’s injured, but he’s recovering quickly. It’s the Master. He still wants your devices. He sent me and all the mercenaries he could spare to get them. He figured you would be unprepared. Given your defeat of Bain, you wouldn’t be expecting another attack so soon.”

Ty gaped. He had a million questions, not the least of which was who this “Master” actually was. But there was one that dwarfed all others in importance. 

“Where is this attack going to be?” he demanded.

Lilith didn’t want to answer. It was as if she was ashamed. “The Master called it your base of operations. The penthouse.”

It was as Ty feared. Tempest and Dinah were in danger, and he was wasting his time working. Ty gritted his teeth. He stood straight and tall. Even though the thought of teleportation filled him with dread, he didn’t hesitate at all.

“Take me there!” he said.

Even as he said it, he knew that Angie the Hutt wouldn’t take kindly to a second disappearance. At least when he’d left the night before, he’d given her a message. This time, there was no opportunity to do that. He would just disappear, leaving the grease trap uncleaned.

He would be in a world of trouble because of it. Yet before Lilith could respond, Ty had another thought. “Do you know where it is?”

She nodded. “They don’t know that I do. But I can get you there.”

“Then do it,” Ty said.

But Lilith had her own agenda. “You will help me?” She said.

Ty nodded. “I will do what I can.”

It was enough. This time, when Lilith approached, Ty didn’t object. The demonic woman wrapped her arms around him in a way that Ty would have found delightful in any other circumstances. Then, before he could catch his breath, he was plunged into a moment of cold like no other.


8: Preparing For Battle

The cold lasted longer than before. Ty could see and feel nothing at all. There was only emptiness, and he thought he understood what it would be like to be dead. He knew that he would go mad if it lasted much longer. Yet even as he experienced the emptiness, the nothing, he thought maybe his earlier analogy was wrong. 

The sound of Lilith vanishing shouldn’t be bamf! This was no Hell dimension that she traveled through as she teleported. Rather, it was more like between. The emptiness felt right. Even Lilith’s wings reminded him of those of a dragon.

In a moment of absurdity, Ty wondered if he should somehow add an apostrophe to his name.

He had barely started to grin at his own private joke when he and Lilith popped back into existence. Again, Ty experienced a wave of nausea. He felt as if he’d been twisted into a new dimension and then wrenched back out. 

Nor did it seem an easy teleport for Lilith. The demoness, still holding Ty tightly, let out a gasp of pain. Yet she didn’t let him go and had the presence of mind to beat her wings. And Ty understood why. A glance quick glance around told him that once more, they were high in the sky.

This time, they had appeared above the mansion on top of the abandoned building.

Lilith appeared to be struggling. “Where do I land?” she grated between clenched teeth.

Ty was holding onto her as tightly as she was to him. His skin felt both frozen and charged at the same time. He had no intention of letting her go even to point her in the right direction, but he nodded toward the mansion. “There. That bridge outside the main door.”

Lilith let out a groan of effort, and before Ty could prepare himself, they blinked out of existence again. An instant later, they were on the bridge.

Ty’s knees buckled as he sought to regain his balance from the unnatural mode of travel. Nor was he the only one to struggle. Lilith had already let him go. Panting with effort, she backed away from him and reached for the bridge’s handrail to steady herself. 

Despite the fact that he was still unsure of Lilith’s allegiance, Ty reached for her. “Are you okay?” he asked. If she had been Tempest or Dinah, he would have let her lean against him until she was back to full strength. But this wasn’t Tempest or Dinah. This was Lilith, a powerful woman who was wearing Dinah’s device, and who may or may not be in league with Bain.

Ty held himself back.

“I’m okay,” she replied. “I’ve never traveled such a distance before. Not even by myself. And your energy shield – it interferes somehow.” For the first time since he’d met her, Lilith’s words seemed unguarded. She was simply responding to his question. 

Then, as if realizing she may be revealing too much, she frowned and clamped her mouth shut. 

“I have to go,” she said. Her expression hardened. “Remember your promise.” She said it as if it was a threat, and then blinked out of existence, leaving behind the popping noise of a bursting cherry balloon and a faint whiff of ozone mixed with her own earthy scent.

From his place on the bridge outside Tempest’s penthouse mansion, it was a little lighter than it had been on the ground. Ty could still see a faint line of blue on the horizon through the New Lincoln cityscape. For a moment, he breathed deeply, simply enjoying the cool air, so different from the frozen nothing he had experienced with Lilith. 

Then, his nausea fading and the urgency of Lilith’s message impelling him into action, he headed to the main door. 

“Tempest!” he shouted. “Dinah! We are about to be attacked!” 

<<<>>>

Tempest met him in the main entryway as soon as the door opened. The blonde superhero was dressed in her usual black, body-hugging costume, and looked as spectacular as ever. She was stunning, a literal bombshell, and even now, even after all they had been through together, the merest sight of her was enough to take Ty’s breath away. 

If she hadn’t been a superhero, she could have been a movie star or a model, and it amazed Ty even now that she had chosen to be with him. He would have stood there, just staring at her, drinking in her beauty if his need wasn’t urgent.

“Ty! What’s the matter? How come you’re here?” Her expression was a mixture of puzzlement and concern.

But Ty didn’t want to explain it all twice. “Dinah!” he shouted into the mansion. “I’ll tell you in a moment.” He could understand the superhero’s confusion. She had dropped him off to work at the Concubine Club barely an hour earlier. He hadn’t expected to be able to return until the small hours, or even later if Angie remained true to her nature. For Ty to be back already must have been surprising for her. And for him to suddenly appear outside the mansion, more than four stories up, was beyond unexpected.

They didn’t have to wait very long. Dinah appeared within seconds. Like Tempest, she also wore skin-tight leather, but unlike the blonde superhero, Dinah had covered much of it with an apron. She was sucking on a small lollipop.

Like Tempest, and for that matter like Lilith as well, Dinah was astonishingly beautiful. Darker than Tempest and with an elfin cast to her features, Dinah looked like a forest creature even without the aid of her mods. As it was, the impression was reinforced a hundredfold. Dinah sported a full set of delicate antlers and her legs were those of a doe. She also had pale markings around her eyes, and while it was currently hidden, Ty knew that she had a furry tail she could wiggle.

Dinah was a deerkin, and the opposite of Tempest in nature. Where the blonde superhero tended to react with passion and flair, Dinah was more patient and gentle. Yet she too looked at Ty with an expression of confusion and worry. 

She took the lollipop out of her mouth. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

Just like with Tempest, Dinah’s simple presence was enough to make Ty gasp. If Tempest was spectacular to look at, then Dinah was amazing. It was as if each of them had been created by a benevolent God to redefine the standards of beauty.

If Ty had been asked to choose between them, he wouldn’t have known what to do.

Fortunately, he didn’t have to. Through an overwhelming, cosmic display of incredible luck, Ty Wilcox, the lowly janitor of the Concubine Club, a twenty-six-year-old man with few prospects in life and a boss who lived to grind him under her heel, was in a relationship with both of them at once.

Ty thought about everything that had happened. He wanted to tell them everything, but there just wasn’t time. So he skipped to the important part. “There’s another attack coming. Bain’s boss – the Master, he’s called – he still wants our devices, and he has men to burn. They aren’t taking the time to regroup. They’re on their way.”

Tempest and Dinah both spoke at once. “Attack? Where? When?” Tempest demanded, her eyes narrowing as if in response to a threat. Dinah was more thoughtful. “How do you know?” she asked. The way she said it wasn’t an accusation. She was just interested in his source of information.

“Here! Now!” Ty said. “I’ll fill you in later.”

The two spectacular women shared a glance that Ty couldn’t interpret. It was as if they were privy to some secret communication that they both understood on a cellular level. Tempest gave a short nod, and just like that, Dinah spun on her heels. 

“I’ll find them,” she said cryptically, and waved the lollipop at them as she left them alone in the entryway.

“Are you armed?” Tempest asked.

Ty had all but forgotten that he’d left his modified blaster somewhere in the alley behind the Concubine Club. He knew it was far too late to think of retrieving it then, but he didn’t have to. He’d given one of his modified blasters to Dinah so she could protect herself, but the third one was waiting for him beside Tempest’s bed. 

He’d left it there when he got ready for work only because he was already hiding his mesh suit, energy converters, and another blaster beneath his shirt. Or Zach’s shirt, to be more precise. While the dead superhero’s clothing was loose enough that it still fit, Ty didn’t want to push his luck. There were already more than enough unnatural bulges beneath the fabric that would be hard to explain. 

And besides, he figured that a single blaster should have been enough. He was just going to work, after all. It was simply ironic that he had been proved wrong.

“I will be in a moment,” he said, and took off at a run.

He found the blaster on the side table where he left it and tucked it into his belt. He also found Gremlin, his cat, curled into a dark ball of fur on the bed. She looked up at him as he turned to go and gave him a questioning, “Meow?”

Despite his urgency, Ty couldn’t help but grin. He had taken her with him when Bain and Tempest had crashed through the wall of the apartment Ty shared with Brad. The cat had really made herself at home in the mansion. 

Ty reached out and scratched Gremlin’s head for a moment, and was pleasantly surprised when she leaned into his hand and started to purr. 

“Sorry, Furball,” Ty said. “I have to go. Look after Dinah while I’m away, okay?” 

As if in response, Gremlin stood and stretched, then settled herself back down. Then Ty was gone, hurrying through the mansion back to where he’d left Tempest. 

“I’m ready. What’s the plan?”

In matters of heroism and danger, Ty deferred to Tempest automatically. She was by far the most experienced superhero on the team. And she was the strongest. Her power gave her enhanced strength and durability, she was fast and she could fly. She was as close to the archetype of a superhero as it was possible to get, and much of that was due to her ability to manipulate energy.

But the blonde superhero didn’t need to answer. An alert sounded on both of Ty’s and Tempest’s devices at once. Ty hadn’t yet moved Tempest’s device back to her wrist. It was currently wrapped around her ankle, which made it less practical when responding to calls. Instead of attempting an awkward, one-legged hop, Tempest simply waited for Ty to answer his.

A representation of Dinah’s exquisite face filled the holographic image that Ty’s device projected. He held his arm so both of them could see clearly.

“What’s happening?” Tempest asked.

Despite still intermittently sucking on her lollipop, Dinah was all business. “The building is yet to be breached. Cameras all around show furtive movement. I count maybe forty, all armed and armored like Bain’s men. They are getting ready to attack.”

Ty gave Tempest a quizzical look. She grinned at him. “There are cameras all around the building. My father’s efforts. He didn’t want anyone to be able to sneak up on us.”

Ty nodded. His heart was already pounding with fear mixed with excitement. “What’s the plan?” he repeated.

“They are preparing to storm the building. Expecting to find us somewhere within. So I vote we outflank them. Come at them from behind, and hit them with everything we have. How does that sound?”

Ty found himself grinning. “Works for me,” he said.


9: The Battle Begins

“Dinah, it might be a good idea to call the police,” Tempest said. The holographic image of the deerkin nodded, then disappeared.

Tempest turned to Ty. “Are you ready for this?” she asked.

Even though all he’d done so far was hurry to Tempest’s bedroom and back, Ty was breathing hard. He was focused and felt angry that anyone would seek to attack Tempest’s home. He swallowed hard and nodded. “Ready,” he said.

She gave him a sardonic look. “When this is done, we have to move my device back to my wrist.”

Ty grinned. “Will do,” he said.

Together, they walked back out through the main door, then Tempest stepped in close to Ty, much as Lilith had done, and wrapped her arms around him. An instant later they were flying through the air.

Ty had learned over the past few days that flying with Tempest was one of life’s great pleasures. He knew in his heart that if flight had been one of the skills his device had given him, he would have done little else. He could imagine drifting about in the clouds, spending his days traveling around the globe, moving about like a leaf blown in the wind. 

To him, it was akin to ultimate freedom. If he could fly, he wouldn’t have to worry about anything. Not his crappy job or the apartment with the hole in the wall, nothing. 

Yet even as he had the thought, he knew it to be no more than a passing fantasy. The life he had discovered with Dinah and Tempest was not something he would ever give up.

Maybe one day, hopefully soon, he would sit down in the Architect’s workshop and figure out how to give himself the ability to fly. But when he did, he would use it not to travel the world, but to be more of a superhero at Tempest and Dinah’s side.

Unbidden, the dream he’d had several days before came back to him. He was flying, a blue nimbus of power all around him, with dozens of superheroes to his left and right. In his dream, he and the others had formed a ring of protection around the whole world. They were superheroes in the truest sense of the word, defenders of justice and the downtrodden. To Ty, it was a shining vision of a possible future, and even then, even with so much to do to bring it about, Ty found it compelling.

They would be the comic book heroes of a new golden age. And the world would be a far better place.

In far too short a time, Tempest touched down the roof of a low building no more than a hundred yards away from the one she called home. From there, they could see the entire front of their building and some distance down one side. Ty looked as hard as he could, but down at this level, it was already very dark. There were few neon signs in this part of the city, and what streetlights there were refused to illuminate much more than shadows. 

“I can’t see anyone,” Ty whispered. He felt Tempest nod in response, but the blonde superhero said nothing. “Are we sure they are there?”

“The cameras work in very low light. But that doesn’t mean we have to. Call her,” Tempest said. 

As quickly as he could, Ty touched the controls on his device and brought up the communication screen. Seconds later, Dinah’s exquisite face filled the holographic image. Before the deerkin could say anything, Tempest grabbed Ty’s wrist and spoke into the pickup. 

“Light them up,” she said.

“Will do,” Dinah replied, and ended the call.

Within seconds, the entire street was flooded with so much light that it could have been the middle of the day. Ty couldn’t help but wonder at it. He’d been thinking about security for the building ever since they’d found out Bain knew where it was. Surveillance and lighting had featured heavily in his plans, but that was already well under control.

Yet there were still things he could implement that would help.

The street below no longer looked empty. From where Ty and Tempest stood, they could see a number of mercenaries in position, ready to attack. Nor did the lights go unnoticed. It caught the mercenaries off guard.

All of a sudden, they weren’t hidden in shadows, making their way stealthily toward their target. Instead, they are shown in stark relief, two separate columns of men in dark uniforms. They had their blasters out and wore body armor much like that favored by the police.

Yet these men weren’t the police. These were soldiers for hire, and they worked for the Master.

The formerly quiet streets filled with curses as the men realized their approach had been observed. Ty couldn’t help but feel an instant of satisfaction at this small victory. But beyond that, he wasn’t sure what to do.

Heroics of any sort were still foreign to him. He had no concept of tactics and no battle plan. Only his childhood martial arts classes combined with his newfound strength and agility gave him any confidence at all. That, and his shield and blaster.

Tempest wasn’t so hesitant. She launched herself from the roof and hovered over the men below. “You have one chance!” she shouted, looking like an angel in black. “Turn around and leave! Do it now and you will come to no harm! I give you my word!”

Ty could sense the uncertainty of the men even from where he stood on the roof. They had expected this to be a stealth mission. Perhaps they’d anticipated no resistance at all until they reached the penthouse itself. That they had already been spotted was an obvious surprise.

A surprise due entirely, Ty knew, to Lilith’s intervention.

Nevertheless, the men were professionals. Mercenaries. Muscle for hire. What their background and experience might have been, Ty didn’t know. Yet it was clearly military in nature. The confusion lasted only a moment or two before one of their number, perhaps a commander, raised his voice.

“She’s one of them!” he bellowed. “She has a device! Blow her out of the sky!”

With that, many of the men turned their blasters toward Tempest and did their best to turn the words into action.

The air was suddenly filled with concussive detonations. At the sight, Ty’s heart caught in his throat. He was immediately afraid for Tempest’s safety, at the same time as being enraged that anyone would try to hurt her. 

However, Tempest was fast and durable. She easily avoided the first barrage of blasts, and would have been proof against them at that distance anyway. But the mercenaries weren’t done.

“Alpha unit, maintain your objective!” came the same, strident voice. “Bravo, keep that bitch off our backs! And where in Hell is Delta? It’s time to see if the demon is all she’s cracked up to be!”

At the man’s words, several things happened at once. One of the teams formed quickly into a defensive circle and kept firing at Tempest, who was buzzing about like a hummingbird around a tub of nectar. The other team ignored their comrades in arms and headed directly for the building. Where Delta team might have been, Ty couldn’t see. But he had a pretty good idea who they were talking about. 

Unless there was another demon they were keeping back in reserve, it could only be Lilith.

Ty could see right away that their tactics were good. This was quite a different area when compared to where Ty kept his apartment. It was far less rundown, with wider streets and fewer dark alleys. It made for fewer hiding places for the mercenaries, but also gave Tempest less to work with. 

In a different part of town, she might have picked up a dumpster and used it to hammer at the mercenaries. Or ripped a wheel or two from an abandoned car and used them. But here, there were no dumpsters or abandoned cars. Tempest could do nothing more than dive at them like a crow might dive at a cat before pulling up and speeding away so that she wouldn’t get hit by a stray blast.

Watching it all, Ty became nearly incandescent with rage. He wanted to be down there on the street in the middle of it all. He wanted to help Tempest as best as he could. But the blonde superhero had left him on the roof of the building. From there, even his blaster could do little damage. 

Ty cursed under his breath. If he’d been a real superhero, he would have just jumped. But if he did, he would take fall damage, even with his shield. He would break both of his legs and would be useless to anyone.

With no fire escape – the building he was on was too low to need one – Ty’s only option was the downpipe. He studied it suspiciously, knowing before he even tried that it wasn’t built to take his weight. But at least it was steel rather than PVC piping.

He hesitated for a moment and cast a glance back at the conflict. Tempest had changed tactic, aiming instead for the Alpha team, and was doing her best to prevent them from entering the building. Instead of diving at them in an ineffectual way, she approached them at real speed from down low, bringing her arms up as if to protect her head at the last. 

Several of the men fired their blasters, and Ty watched with growing fury as at least one of the shots caught Tempest on her arms. He heard her grunt in pain, but her momentum was undiminished. She ploughed into the mercenaries like a wrecking ball, bowling half a dozen of them over before climbing swiftly back into the night. 

Two of the men were down screaming. One was a limp mess on the road. But the others were not badly injured and were able to rejoin their line. 

Ty felt a moment of pride combined with real worry for Tempest’s safety. He didn’t know how many such blasts she could take. His shield was based on her skill. He knew she could control energy like that from a blaster. But he also knew that the strength of a blaster increased dramatically the smaller the distance.

Could Tempest survive a shot from close range?

Ty didn’t want to find out. With a snarl, he flung himself at the downpipe and gripped it with both hands and feet. For a moment or two, it felt like it would hold. And that was all Ty needed. He shimmied halfway down, then leapt the rest of the way, landing awkwardly on the ground.


10: Player Two Has Entered The Game

Once before, in fact earlier that very day, Ty had faced a similar small army of mercenaries. He and Tempest had been intent on rescuing Dinah at the time, and Ty had been willing to risk much to achieve that goal. Yet he had still been scared. He’d never really been in such a conflict before, especially up against so many armed and dangerous men. 

His heart had been pounding and he had been breathing in short, shallow gasps. Ty remembered that his palms had started to sweat, yet his throat and mouth had gone dry. 

He had made it through the battle on the back of his concern for Dinah and Tempest, as well as his outrage against Bain. And one other thing.

Ty had likened the conflict to playing a first person shooter. Thinking about it like that, as if it was no more than a game, made it easier. Especially given that his shield was like a cheat code that granted him invulnerability.

He had survived that conflict, as had Tempest and Dinah. Many of the mercenaries, however, hadn’t been so fortunate.

This time would be no different. Except that instead of fear so acute it formed a knot in his stomach, Ty was driven by anger.

How dare these people attack Tempest like that? How dare they approach her home with evil intent?

It was enough that Ty didn’t need to pretend to be in a first person shooter. This time, instead of sweaty palms, he could feel the blood in his face. He was angry, and he intended to take that anger out on these men.

As he approached, he pulled the hood of his mesh suit out from under his collar. It was still active from his confrontation with Lilith, but he wanted to make sure of his own safety. With his hood in place, he dug out his sleeves with the thumb holes and hooked them in place. That done, he knew that his shield covered him completely.

Then he took his blaster from where he’d tucked it into his belt and dialed it up to maximum.

The mercenaries never knew what hit them. Both groups were studying the night sky, striving to see Tempest before she dive-bombed them again. None of them paid the slim, sandy haired young man in the glowing blue nimbus any attention at all.

Until it was too late.

Ty approached to within twenty yards and took aim at Bravo team. He pulled the trigger and watched as an eruption of fiery green plasma leapt from the end of his blaster. It blew into the mercenaries like a gigantic fist, flinging them this way and that. 

Ty couldn’t help but think of a bowling alley. He hadn’t exactly scored a strike. More than half of the mercenaries were standing. But he figured he could pick up a spare with little effort. 

He aimed and squeezed the trigger a second time, flinging men about like rag dolls caught in a storm.

Ty aimed a third time, but the men in Bravo team unit still standing were quick to react. They flung themselves left and right, out of his range, and Ty had to aim individually.

How many were dead, Ty didn’t know. Likely, most were just hurt. Already, he could hear groans of pain and discomfort. Their armor may not have been as effective as Ty’s, but it did its job well enough for many of them.

Ty would have to get closer to do real damage.

Tempest made good use of the distraction. She swooped down like a hawk and plucked one of the prone men from the ground. Furthering the bowling image still in Ty’s mind, she hurled that man into Alpha team, knocking many of them flying. 

More yells and curses filled the air. Ty’s shield flickered once or twice as the remaining mercenaries returned his fire, but to Ty, it was like no more than a gentle breeze. Just as Tempest had found it difficult to find weapons on the wide open streets, the mercenaries now found cover to be scarce. Those who could do so ducked behind streetlamps or around the corner of Tempest’s building. The rest crouched low or used their fallen brothers for cover. 

All the while, one of their number was shouting orders, although now he was far less coherent. His orders came out as screeches of rage mixed with a babble of fear and anger from the rest. 

Ty felt powerful, invulnerable. This was the type of thing his armor had been built for. Not to protect him from falling, but to save him from blows that might otherwise have killed him. He was like a tank, implacable, invulnerable. He stalked forward like an angry giant and took aim at the few who could still return fire. Yet even then, the mercenaries hadn’t given up.

“Delta unit!” somebody cried out. “Delta unit! Where the hell are you?”

Ty ignored it all. He shot again and again, putting an end to any threat he could see. Tempest had come in to land and was taking on the remnants of Alpha team by the building entrance. To Ty, the conflict seemed at an end. There were fewer than half the mercenaries still upright, and even they were in disarray. Ty was already thinking they had won.

Then Lilith appeared in front of him.

It was so sudden and unexpected that for the briefest moment, Ty didn’t know what to do. It didn’t help that he found her just as impossibly attractive as he did Tempest and Dinah. She was close enough that he could have kissed her simply by leaning forward, and her expression was one that mixed determination with sorrow.

“Sorry,” she said clearly. “But I don’t have a choice.” 

Ty had barely a moment to wonder what she was apologizing for. Then she hit him with some sort of shockwave. It was powerful beyond measure, and even though Ty had tested his shield against the best Tempest could offer and found it more than up to the task, this was different. 

Lilith’s blast picked him up and tossed him backward. Ty was a tumbleweed blown in the wind. He rolled and tumbled, his arms and legs flailing, and his blaster knocked out of his grip. 

It was uncomfortable and humiliating all at once, yet it could have been worse. Ty’s shield helped to protect him. Instead of grazing the flesh from his elbows and knees, he remained remarkably intact, suffering no more than bruises. Yet he was shaken, and when he came to a halt, it was like his senses were jumbled. It was all he could do to lie crumpled against the wall of the building he had climbed down.

“Ty!” Tempest bellowed.

All at once, Ty’s vision clicked back in. From across the road, he clearly saw Tempest’s expression of horror. She had seen him tumble and fall and feared for his safety. He struggled to raise a hand and tried to shout that he was okay, but Tempest had already fixed her gaze on Lilith.

The demoness was still staring at Ty with an expression of sadness. She had no idea that Tempest was looking her way, or that the blonde superhero’s expression was full of murder. 

Ignoring the last of the mercenaries around her as if they were nothing, Tempest launched herself at the demoness, and Ty knew that if they collided, it would be fatal.

All at once he regretted not telling the full story. Tempest didn’t know Lilith had warned him. She didn’t know that the demoness was acting under duress. Nor could Tempest see Lilith’s expression of sorrow mixed with concern. 

All Tempest knew was that Lilith had spirited Bain to safety at the end of their earlier battle, and that she had just knocked Ty on his ass. To the blonde superhero, Lilith was no more than a villain, and a dangerous one at that.

“Look out,” Ty managed to say.

It was never going to be enough. He was still too badly shaken. He couldn’t so much as raise more than a whisper. If Lilith had been right beside him, she still wouldn’t have heard his warning.

She didn’t know the danger she was in. 

Ty didn’t want to see the collision. At the last moment, he closed his eyes and looked away.

From somewhere nearby, he heard sirens approaching.

Perhaps that was what warned Lilith. The sirens, or Ty looking away. Or perhaps she heard some small sound from behind her, maybe Tempest herself grunting in effort. Either way, Ty heard a distinct popping noise that told him all he needed to know. Moments later, he caught a whiff of ozone, and had to smile as Tempest let out an inarticulate noise of frustration.

Ty opened his eyes again. Lilith had disappeared. Tempest was standing over him. Even in the midst of battle, she looked like a goddess, full of power and capability, her blonde hair a picture of perfection and her eyes flashing with anger mixed with concern. The blonde superhero glanced quickly all around, but Lilith was nowhere to be seen. 


11: Boss Fight

Tempest reached for Ty’s hand to help him up. “Are you okay?” she asked.

“Yeah,” Ty replied as she hauled him to his feet. He shook his head in an effort to clear it. “A bit rattled. I’ll be okay in a moment.”

“Then let’s finish this!” Tempest said. With that, she turned back to the remnants of the mercenaries, some of whom were starting to organize themselves. Ty looked about and spied his blaster on the pavement. Stiffly, knowing he would be in pain in the morning, he made his way to the weapon and picked it up. He wondered idly if there was some way to integrate it into his device, or maybe his mesh suit. If there was, he wouldn’t have to worry about being disarmed in the future.

As he turned back to help Tempest mop up the rest of the mercenaries, he wondered where Lilith had gone. Then he decided it didn’t matter, as long as she stayed out of Tempest’s sights. With the things the demoness had told him, he didn’t want her to be in any additional danger.

Yet it seemed his wants and desires weren’t those that governed the universe.

He had barely taken a step toward Tempest before Lilith appeared again, flying above the battlefield. Without hesitation, the demoness let out a shriek and made a gesture with her hands. Ty had no idea what her skill actually was or whether she had more than one. 

All he knew was that Lilith was enormously powerful. 

When she rescued Bain, she had hidden her efforts within a localized dust storm. Moments before, she had hit Ty with such a blast that even his shield couldn’t protect him.

This time, it was as if she called forth an earthquake. The street shook and buckled as if an unknown fault had suddenly ruptured. None of the combatants were able to maintain their footing. The mercenaries, those still playing an active part, were thrown from their feet. Ty felt he was trying to ride a bucking bull. He couldn’t do it, and had to steady himself with his hands. Not even Tempest was proof against it. She stumbled, tried to steady herself, then looked about for the cause.

She spotted Lilith and launched herself into the air with a battle cry that sounded like a shriek of pure anger.

Once again, the demoness saw the danger in time. She blinked out of existence with her familiar pop! all but drowned out by the rumbling of rocks. As soon as she did, the earthquake ceased, and Ty was able to get back to his feet.

Yet the battle wasn’t over. Lilith appeared again, still flying, higher up in the sky. From where Ty stood, it was difficult to see her expression clearly, but he got the impression she was wondering how to deal with Tempest’s power and fury.

But what she should have been worried about was the blonde superhero’s speed.

Before Lilith could even begin to react, Tempest had spotted her and used her speed to come up behind her. Ty watched with his heart in his mouth. He didn’t want Tempest to hurt Lilith any more than he wanted Lilith to hurt Tempest. Yet there was nothing he could do to stop either of them. All he could do was watch and hope.

Tempest let out a howl of rage as she careened into the demon woman in midair. Ty heard Lilith gasp in surprise and unexpected pain at the collision, and with Tempest still holding her, she began spiraling downward like a wounded butterfly.

“No!” Ty shouted. He knew that Tempest was proof against such a fall, but he hadn’t seen Lilith’s character sheet. He had no clue if she was durable enough to survive an impact from such a height. For all he knew, her strength, durability, healing etc were no greater than his own.

Locked together, each of them crying out in either anger or fear, Tempest and Lilith both fell – only to blink out of existence a few feet from the ground. 

Ty looked around wildly. He knew that Lilith’s range wasn’t limited to the immediate area. She had teleported Ty across several miles and could doubtless do the same with Tempest.

Yet for no reason other than sheer intuition, he expected her to remain close by.

And he was right. Lilith and Tempest popped back into existence between Ty and the mercenaries, about where they would have landed anyway.

Both of them cried out, although whether from pain or rage, Ty couldn’t tell. All he knew was that they were  no longer standing. Instead, Lilith was lying flat on her back, with Tempest above her. The blonde superhero raised her fist as if to smash Lilith’s face, but the demoness wasn’t yet done. She gave a groan of effort and aimed her power at Tempest. 

Whatever she had done to knock Ty into the wall and shake the whole street, she did again, flinging Tempest from her as if the blonde superhero weighed nothing at all.

Whether by design or just bad luck, Tempest landed among the mercenaries. Those who still stood immediately turned their attention to her and started firing their blasters.

“No!” Ty yelled again. Heedless of his own injuries and the uncertainty of his strength, Ty took off at a run. He could see that Lilith was injured. She was hauling herself back to her feet with one of her wings hanging limply, and there were several grazes on her skin. 

But Ty’s greatest concern was for Tempest. At least four of the remaining mercenaries were firing at her with their blasters at a range Ty considered too close for comfort. The place where Tempest had landed had become obscured by detonations of plasma.

Ty took aim and fired for all he was worth. In seconds, he had crossed the distance between himself and the mercenaries. He fired again and again, doing his best to thin the enemy’s ranks as quickly as he could. On their part, they turned their attention from Tempest to Ty and kept firing, at the same time as shouting curses and orders to one another.

“Tempest!” Ty shouted. He was more than happy for the mercenaries to aim at him instead. His shield could take it. This was what it was built for. He aimed his blaster at a solid, belligerent looking brute of a man and fired again, dimly aware that the sirens he’d heard earlier were much louder than before. He fired again, clearing the last of the group of mercenaries away, and found himself beside Tempest.

The blonde superhero was more durable than Ty could imagine. The plasma blasts she had taken had had little impact. She was dusting herself off in a way that suggested annoyance more than anything dire.

And then, just like that, it was over.

“This is the Police!” came an amplified voice. “Drop your weapons! If you do not, we will be forced to fire upon you!”

The words were enough to take the last of the fight from the mercenaries. While it had been them against just Ty and Tempest, they had a chance. But now, with the police involved as well, there was nothing more they could do, and they knew it. 

Several of those still standing dropped their blasters as the police demanded. Others hurried away to hide in the shadows. For a moment, Ty was uncertain what he should do. He looked around in time to see Lilith vanish again, and suspected she would not reappear any time soon. His only other concern was for Tempest, and she seemed perfectly fine.

More than fine. Despite the battle, despite the blasts she had endured, she appeared to be in total control. 

She was looking about with a calculated expression. As if coming to a decision, she nodded once. Without saying a word, she reached for Ty, wrapped him up in an unexpected embrace, and took off directly upward.

She dropped him on the bridge outside the main entrance to the mansion. Ty’s heart was pounding in his chest and he was still breathing hard. Real-life battles took more effort than those in games. There was so much adrenaline in his blood that he was starting to shake.

Tempest held him until he regained his balance, then stepped away. “I’ve got to go back down and talk to the police,” she said with obvious regret. “They are going to need help figuring this mess out. It might take a while.”

Ty nodded. His first thought was that he should talk to them as well, but Tempest’s next words dissuaded him. 

“Stay here. Protect the mansion. Whoever Bain reports to hasn’t given up, and that demoness is still out there. I can’t protect Dinah from someone like her, but you can. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

There was much that Ty wanted to say. He wanted to tell Tempest what Lilith had said to him. He wanted to reassure her that the demoness wasn’t their enemy.

At the same time, he didn’t know for sure that she wasn’t. Lilith might have apologized to Ty, but she’d still knocked him on his ass. How far she would be willing to go to protect her father, Ty just couldn’t know.

And anyway, Tempest didn’t give him the chance. Before he could open his mouth, the blonde superhero threw herself back into the air and was gone.


12: An Unwelcome Reward

Ty stood on the bridge over the koi pond and stared after where Tempest had gone. He could hear snippets from the aftermath of the battle below. Fragments of sirens as more police joined in. Occasional loud voices. But nothing more.

For the first time, he noticed that it had started to drizzle. Whether it had been doing so all along or if it had just begun, Ty didn’t know. He just stood there on the bridge until his hands stopped shaking.

“Deactivate,” he said. The blue nimbus that indicated his shield was working faded away, and he pushed the hood away from his face.

He had been part of Tempest’s and Dinah’s superhero team for only a few days, depending on how he counted. In that time, his life had been a rollercoaster. He had been attacked multiple times by faceless men working for a secretive villain.

In turn, he had done extraordinary things.

For someone who had never really been in a fight of any significance, the last twenty-four hours had been particularly brutal. He didn’t know how many people he might have killed. Yet surprisingly, that thought didn’t bother him as much as it might. The men he had shot had intended to harm both himself and the women Ty cared for. He knew without a moment of doubt that he would do the same again.

But the physical rigors of combat were something else. He had never been hit the way Lilith had hit him. Although “hit” wasn’t exactly correct. Whatever her power was, his defenses were not proof against it.

Yet he had survived, and, beyond a few bruises, emerged relatively unscathed. 

The experience left him contemplative. How long he might have stood on the bridge in the damp of the night, just thinking, Ty didn’t know. He’d been standing there for less than a minute before his musings were interrupted by a familiar alert. 

In a world where nearly everyone had traded in their phones for wearable tech or implants, Ty’s old-fashioned smartphone was a good indicator of his relative status. With his job at the Club, he could barely afford to keep himself afloat. The latest tech trends were beyond him.

The alert meant that someone had left him a voice message. Despite all that had happened with Lilith and the mercenaries, Ty still thought he knew what the message might be. There weren’t many people who contacted him by phone or any other way. His roommate Brad, his mother and sister, and that was about it. 

Except for Angie the Hutt, his boss.

Instead of checking the message, he thought about flinging the phone into the pond. But that wouldn’t help him in the long run, so instead, he unlocked the screen. With a feeling of dread, he listened to the message.

It was as he feared. The person who left the message was indeed Angie. 

“Ty Wilcox, you are truly a worthless piece of shit,” the message began. Angie’s voice was so shrill Ty had to pull the phone away from his ear. “In all the years I’ve been in this business, seldom have I come across anyone with so little actual capability and yet such a disregard for the rules. Leaving partway through one shift was bad enough, but two shifts in a row? And without even showing me the simple courtesy of letting me know? If you think your meager success with the sound system buys you any leniency at all, you are sadly mistaken! Any half-trained tech-monkey with a screwdriver in his hand can do the things that make you in any way valuable, and in case you hadn’t noticed, there is a surplus of half-trained tech-monkeys in the world!” 

As he listened to Angie’s recorded rant, Ty could clearly picture the loathsome woman’s twisted expression of anger and glee. There was nothing she enjoyed more than making the lives of those around her more miserable, and Ty could hear the pleasure in her voice. 

More than ever, he wanted to stop listening to the endless stream of bile and venom. But Angie was a master of manipulation. She hadn’t actually delivered her message, and even though Ty could guess what it was, he had little choice. 

He had to listen, in full, in case he missed anything of value.

Angie the Hutt raged on for a good several minutes before she got to the point. “And because of all that, it is with great joy that I’m telling you that your services will no longer be required. Don’t turn up to your shift tomorrow, because you don’t work here any more. Ty Wilcox, you are fired!”

With that, the horrible woman uttered what could only have been a laugh, and ended the call. 

Ty knew that a more reasonable boss might have tried to find out what was happening. But Angie had never been reasonable. She was cruel and vindictive, and Ty’s first response to the message was one of relief that he wouldn’t have to deal with her any longer. 

But that relief was quickly followed by worry. He still needed a job. Still needed an income. Even a superhero had to pay the bills.

With a heavy sigh, he tucked the phone back away and stared out into the night.

<<<>>>

Not long later, the main door slid open to reveal Dinah inside, with Gremlin held happily in her arms. 

“Are you going to stay there all night?” the deerkin asked. “Or would you like to come in?”

Dinah’s voice was warm and melodic and instantly soothing. Ty’s spirits lifted immediately, and he had to smile as he pushed himself away from the railing. “I’m coming in,” he said. “Just needed a moment.” 

As if it hadn’t been just a little while since he’d seen her last, Ty took a few seconds to study the deerkin. She was exquisite. A work of art sculpted by a master. So many people had body modifications that looked artificial. Irises that shone in spectacular colors but didn’t quite blend in with the wearer’s natural complexion. Extra height that made them look slightly disproportionate. Horns, fur, fangs, or pointed ears that looked fake somehow, as if they were made of plastic even when they had grown as a result of a genetic graft.

Dinah’s modifications were as graceful as she was herself. Her antlers should have looked strange, but on her, they were as natural as her eyebrows. The subtle mottling of her skin around her eyes and all over her body was so perfect she might have been born with it. And her hooves! To balance her weight on such tiny points should have made her clumsy, yet she moved with the lithe grace of a dancer.

Whoever had crafted the deer DNA into Dinah had been a true master of the art.

Dinah’s grin gained a playful aspect. “See anything you like?” she asked, and Ty realized he was staring at her.

“Absolutely,” he replied. He realized that this was the first time Dinah and he had been alone together. Always before, Tempest had been with them. Because of this, she might have held a subsidiary position. But to Ty, she loomed as large in his heart as Tempest did. He couldn’t have chosen between them.

“Well, maybe we can do something about that later,” Dinah said. “In the meantime, how about you tell me what happened?”

“Oh!” Ty said. “Of course!” But before he began, she interrupted.

“Just the bits I don’t know. There are cameras all around the building. I was watching the fight. But where is Tempest? Why isn’t she here as well?”

Ty nodded. “She went back down to talk to the police. She seemed to think it might take a while.” Then he frowned. “What else don’t you know?”

“How did you get back here? How did you know the attack was coming?”

So Ty told her everything that he’d wanted to tell Tempest but hadn’t had the opportunity. He started his story at the point where Lilith appeared in the alley behind the Concubine Club. He briefly described their conflict and admitted how woefully inadequate his shield was against someone like her.

“She dropped you?” Dinah asked, her expression incredulous.

“Yeah. But she caught me again. I think she just wanted me to stop shooting at her.”

Ty then told Dinah what Lilith had said about her father.

Dinah listened to him speak with a thoughtful expression. When he finished, she asked a question. “Did you believe her?” she asked.

Ty nodded. “She didn’t have to warn me. If she wanted to, she could have dropped me at Bain’s feet. Or those of this mysterious Master. She could have done that with any of us. Including Tempest, and you. Somehow, she already knew where we were.”

“And yet, she didn’t seem to be holding back during the battle.”

Ty didn’t know what to say to that. “Her power is formidable,” he said. “I think she could be more dangerous than Bain. But I do think she was holding back.”

Dinah was looking at Ty with an assessing eye. “She has my device,” she said.

“Yes,” Ty replied. He wasn’t sure, but he thought he detected a note of rancor in Dinah’s voice. “But it wasn’t her who took it from you. And from the way she talks, it wasn’t her choice to wear it. She was coerced.”

Dinah tilted her head to the side as if weighing Ty’s words. Abruptly, she nodded. “Well, we might not be able to verify everything she told you, but there are a few things we can check. Lilith, you say? With a splice job like the one she has, she shouldn’t be too hard to find. Come along. We’ve got work to do.” 

With that, she turned and led Ty into the mansion.


13: Information Control

Ty had seen much of Tempest and Dinah’s home over the past couple of days, but neither of them had given him a full tour. The closest he had come to that was when he and Tempest searched room to room, hoping that Dinah was somewhere within, and even then he’d only seen about half.

Tempest and Dinah had used the short time Ty had been at work to clean up. The mercenaries who kidnapped Dinah had made it their mission to ransack the place. Yet somehow, the two women had managed to tidy much of the mess away. There was still evidence of items that were broken or out of place, but all-in-all, they had done a marvelous job.

The deerkin led Ty through to a part of the mansion he hadn’t seen before. He’d spent much of his time so far in the kitchen, one of the lounges, and the Architect’s workshop. And Tempest’s bedroom, of course. But Dinah led him to another wing entirely. 

Yet again, Ty didn’t have the time to explore. Dinah was on a mission. She flowed up the stairs and through hallways at a pace Ty struggled to match, all the while holding Gremlin in her arms.

“Here,” she said, glancing back at him from a doorway. She had a twinkle in her eye that Ty didn’t understand until he stepped through into the room. Then he figured it out. 

Her twinkle was one of pride.

The room was a communication center, a technology hub the like of which Ty had never seen before. The room was essentially empty aside from a large, curved screen that covered all four walls. The only gap in the display was at the door through which Ty and Dinah had entered.

It was all Ty could do to stand there and stare. He knew without asking that the screen was top-of-the-line. One step down from a holographic display. Yet perhaps it wasn’t a step down at all. The screen was overflowing with different images, with one whole wall taken up with the scene from outside the building. 

Ty could see the aftermath of the battle very clearly. There were police, ambulances, and even fire engines on site, and to Ty, it looked like a war zone. Wounded mercenaries were being treated by the medical teams while the police did their best to talk with those who were up to it. The image was so clear it was almost like being there.

Yet that was only one part of what the screen displayed. Other walls showed different images, hundreds of them, all different sizes and squeezed in together. There were camera feeds from elsewhere in the city, static pictures of documents, and a bewildering array of other items on show. There was even a cute clip of a litter of puppies all moving in a circle as they ate from a shared bowl.

A holographic display wouldn’t have been able to capture so many diverse scenes. It would have filled the room in such a way that an observer could feel like they were part of the scene, but wouldn’t have the flexibility to display so much all at once.

“You like it?” Dinah asked.

“It’s amazing! I’ve never seen anything like it.” Ty looked to the beaming deerkin. “This set up – what do you use it for?”

“It’s my skill,” she said. “Information control, remember? It’s what I do.” Clutching Gremlin with one arm, she used the other to gesture at the screen. “We’re patched in to every database I could get access to. All the New Lincoln camera feeds, the city maintenance records, everything you can imagine. If you have a library fine, I can find it.” She twinkled again. “I could even expunge it for you.”

Still smiling, Dinah gave a small shrug. “I may not be out there fighting the bad guys, but you’d be surprised how much crime can be uncovered simply by looking. Most times, it’s easiest to just call the police and let them deal with whatever I find. Muggings, murders, kidnappings and the like. I have direct lines to several departments. But there are some things the police just aren’t set up to help with. That’s where Tempest and Zach come in,” she said, and her grin faded. “Or used to, anyway.”

Once again, Ty was reminded that another member of their team had died only a few days before. Ty was even wearing the man’s shirt and trousers. 

“Zach used to like some of the simpler things I sent him to do. Cats stuck in trees, old ladies with flat tires. That sort of thing. He was also good at talking people down from suicide attempts, and just generally helping out where he could. You know, the feel good stuff, the kind of thing that makes you happy to be human.”

As she spoke, Gremlin started to purr in her arms. Ty looked at the cat, vaguely bemused. Gremlin had never liked to be held for long before. Yet she seemed perfectly content in the deerkin’s arms.

“Tempest preferred the bigger stuff,” Dinah continued. “Before Bain came along, she was on a mission to disrupt as many of the New Lincoln crime families as she could. You know, the type of thing the police can’t deal with because they’re in on the game. Protection rackets, drugs, smuggling operations, you name it. I’d spot the opportunity, and Tempest would go in and disrupt it.” 

Dinah gave another small shrug, as if what she was saying wasn’t a big deal. “It was fun. But now that Bain and this Master are here, all that has changed, at least for the moment. They are the bigger threat, and we don’t even know what they’re planning. Yet.”

Ty looked at Dinah with newfound respect. Since he had met her and Tempest, he had assumed it was Tempest who had the greatest impact on the city. She was the one who could fly and throw cars about as if they were nothing. But the blonde superhero could only be in one place at a time. She could only help small numbers of people.

Dinah, on the other hand, could monitor fifty different situations at once, and with Tempest and the police at her fingertips, there was no limit to the number of people she could help.

Ty knew from Dinah’s character sheet that she was only at level four with her skill. He couldn’t help but wonder what she would be capable of if she leveled up. 

Would she some day be able to pluck the information she needed out of the air without resorting to technology at all?

If Tempest was the right arm of this superhero team, Dinah was the nerve center. And if that was an appropriate analogy, what did that make Ty? Another hand, weak and malformed compared with Tempest, at least for the time being? Or something different? His enhancement skill was less direct than Tempest’s energy manipulation. Yet its potential impact could be profound.

It was something to think about.

“Right,” said Dinah. “Let’s see what we can find out about our demoness, shall we?”

With that, she lowered Gremlin to the floor. The cat looked up at her with an inquiring expression, uttered a vaguely disgruntled, “Meow,” then sat down and started cleaning herself. She ignored Ty’s presence as if he didn’t exist.

“Full control, on me,” Dinah said. She raised her arms and began making gestures that her system instantly translated into commands. She was like a conductor leading an orchestra, swiping the air in front of her to discard existing images, miming expansion to fill up a wall, and a myriad of other motions that all had specific effects. She didn’t limit herself to a single wall, instead spinning about so she could make use of all the available space. At the same time, she punctuated her gestures and movements with verbal commands.

“New search. Person, first name Lilith. Extreme body modification. Demon horns, wings, tail. Ty, anything else?”

Ty was mesmerized by everything that she did. The screens shifted and moved with a speed he found alarming. He couldn’t keep up with the bewildering display, and barely caught that she had asked him a question. 

“Um, hooves? Like yours, a little.”

“Hooves,” Dinah repeated. “Go.”

Immediately, the wall in front of them filled with thousands of results. Dinah responded with a series of gestures that flipped the results around the room, then sorted through them at a pace Ty could barely believe. It was like a dance, an intricate ballet, and Dinah was the star of the show.

Nor was it silent. Somewhere in the room, there were speakers that Dinah had activated. A dozen different voices and segments of music burst into life, all at high volume. Ty flinched away from it all, and Dinah laughed at him as she lowered the volume. 

“Sorry,” she said. “I usually do this alone. It’s easier to hear something subtle if the volume is high.”

Before Ty could respond, Dinah was back into her dance, flicking many of the images and voices away, sorting through them at an unbelievable rate.

“Aha!” Dinah said. She focused on one small image and blew it up so that it covered a larger part of the screen. It was a picture of Lilith, her innocent features no longer countered by the serious expression Ty was familiar with. She was smiling instead.

“Is this her?” Dinah asked, her voice filled with the excitement of the chase.

“Yeah. That’s her.” Ty had no clue how Dinah had managed to find her so quickly. But the deerkin wasn’t yet finished. 

“Image search. Go,” she said, and once again the screen exploded into similar images.

Dinah discarded them just as quickly, until just one remained. As well as the image, also recognizably Lilith, there was a name associated with it.


14: Lies

“Lilith Wagner,” Dinah said. Then she frowned as if something about the name puzzled her. “Strange. She seems familiar,” the deerkin said. 

“You know her?” Ty replied. 

“I’m not sure. Maybe.” Dinah shook her head, as if dismissing the thought. “It’ll come to me,” she said. “Let’s see what we can find out about her. New search. Lilith Wagner.”

Another explosion of search results filled the wraparound screen. Ty watched Dinah work her magic while stifling a private grin. To him, Wagner was the perfect last name for a teleporter. Yet his quiet amusement couldn’t last.

As Dinah brought up and discarded image after image, her demeanor changed. She started to frown again, although this time Ty sensed it had little to do with confusion. She was starting to find documents of interest, and what she saw concerned her. As she blew up several items, she bit her lower lip in an expression that Ty found almost irresistible.

“Hmmm,” she murmured.

“What is it?” Ty asked. He hadn’t been able to keep up with what Dinah was doing. He saw the different items on the screen, but hadn’t yet figured out what they meant. 

At first, Dinah didn’t respond. Then she made a series of gestures to organize what she had found. 

“It seems our friend Lilith has quite a history. She has been arrested more than once, for dishonesty offences. Dropped out of school young and worked a series of low-end positions. The splice job came with strings. Seems she worked in a strip joint to pay for it.”

Ty couldn’t help it. He felt disappointed, and, even though he had no claim on Lilith at all, surprisingly jealous as well. Yet he knew it was a difficult world, especially for someone without formal qualifications. People had to do what they could to survive.

He wasn’t yet ready to give up on Lilith. She had risked much to warn him.

“She was popular, I’ll give her that,” Dinah continued. “And she must have been determined. She paid back her debt within a couple of years.”

At this, Ty couldn’t help but grin. Maybe if stripping had been a viable option for him, he would have gone that route as well. He was still struggling under a mountain of debt that would never do him any good.

“Oh,” Dinah said.

“What? What is it?”

“Look,” Dinah said, indicating another image. At first, Ty couldn’t see what the issue might have been. It was basic biographical information, the type of thing normally kept by government organizations. Dinah blew it up so it covered most of the screen, and Ty saw what had drawn her attention. 

“Father – deceased,” he read.

“Yes.”

Ty drew a deep breath. He felt betrayed. Lilith had lied to him. Her father wasn’t being used against her. Her father was dead.

Nor did Dinah give him any opportunity to rationalize it away. “So what we have is a woman with a history of dishonesty who told you something that is verifiably untrue. What else was she lying about? What was her purpose in talking to you at all?”

Ty couldn’t hide his disappointment. He felt deflated, and he let out a huge sigh that was so loud and dramatic that Dinah laughed at him.

Her eyes sparkled. “Ty!” she said. “Do you like her? Lilith? Did you want her to be all innocent, a victim in all this?”

Ty felt his cheeks turning red. Dinah had read him perfectly, which wasn’t really a surprise given her skill. He hadn’t been thinking of Lilith as an enemy, but someone who needed his help.

Now that he knew she had lied to him, he felt let down. And there was more to it as well. Knowledge of the lie was one thing. What to do about it was something else entirely.

Ty didn’t answer Dinah directly. He didn’t have to. There was no hiding the truth from the deerkin. He mustered a half-grin. 

“Well, that makes it simpler, at least,” he said. “I guess I have work to do. The cameras and floodlights are a great start, but we need a way to stop people, including those who can teleport, gaining entry to the mansion itself.”

As if she was adding her voice in approval, Gremlin chose that moment to look up at Ty and meow at him.

With a happy laugh, Dinah swooped down and plucked the cat from the ground and squeezed her tight for a moment. Ty knew that if he tried the same thing, Gremlin would have struggled and maybe even scratched him in an effort to get away. But with Dinah, all things were apparently tolerable. 

“Aren’t you a good girl?” Dinah said, responding to the cat instead of Ty. “You’re hungry, aren’t you? Come along, let’s find something for you to eat while Ty does his thing.” Then she gave Ty a warm smile that was nevertheless tinged with sadness. “One of the things I’ve learned watching this screen is that not everyone is innocent. Sometimes, people do bad things. They lie. They scheme. And they end up hurting others.” 

She gave another of her small shrugs. “And sometimes, there is no justification.” 


15: Work

The Architect’s workshop was quickly becoming one of Ty’s favorite places to be. He took in the clean, white lines and display cabinets filled with the prosthetic devices that Tempest’s father had worked on and gave a satisfied smile. The workshop soothed his spirit the same way that Dinah’s presence did. It was a safe place, a place of thoughtfulness and calm.

Ty hadn’t known the Architect in person, but in his mind, the original superhero was a figure of transcendence, insight, and peace. With the Japanese water garden outside serving as inspiration, Ty could easily imagine him as a thin, older man sitting in the lotus position on the workbench in a meditative trance as he came up with his ideas.

It was as if the spirit of the man was still there, providing hope for the future. And more than hope. The Architect had packed the room full of wonders. 

The filing cabinet alone was bursting with potential. Ty longed to investigate the plans and ideas within those hallowed drawers to his heart’s content, and indulge all of his technological desires. He was confident that the things he found within could change the world many times over.

Nor was the cabinet the only wonder in the workshop. With the Stark Holographic Imager, Ty could design anything he could think of, and model its effectiveness at the push of a virtual button. Once he was happy with the design, the Fabricator could turn it into a reality within just a few minutes.

Ty had used both tools already, to improve the performance of the devices he, Dinah and Tempest all wore. He had analyzed Tempest’s ability to manipulate energy and used it as a model for his own mesh suit. And, with the Architect’s help, he had created an energy converter powerful enough to give life to all of his creations.

It was the mesh suit and the energy converter that played on his mind even now. As a basis for securing the mansion, as well as the building it sat upon, Ty couldn’t think of anything better. All he needed to do was make the projection discs bigger and he could generate a shield over everything. 

Once activated, there should be little that would be able to get through.

The thought was enough to set Ty grinning broadly. Wasting no time at all, he activated the holographic imager, called up the specs for his mesh suit, and had the machine display a holographic image of it over the workbench. 

“Zoom,” he said. At once, the holographic image of his suit doubled in size. Then, using gestures that were surprisingly similar to those Dinah had used in her information dance, Ty separated the holographic projection discs from the rest of the suit, which he discarded. 

Then he had to pause. He needed to generate a shield large enough to cover the entire building, but didn’t know exactly how big the building was. He wondered briefly how he might find that out, then almost laughed out loud at his own foolishness.

Dinah’s skill was information. If anyone could find out what he needed to know, it would be her.

Ty called her through his device, and a holographic image of Dinah appeared over his wrist. She was smiling broadly. 

“Yes?” she said.

Ty grinned in return. He couldn’t help it. Her positive humor was contagious. “I was just wondering,” he began. “I need to know the dimensions of this building, including the penthouse.” Then he thought about it some more. “Preferably separately. Do you think you could find that for me?”

“Is that all you wanted? How disappointing. I was hoping for something a little more fun,” she said. The way she said it left Ty in no doubt at all about her intentions. But she didn’t give him a chance to respond. “Sure. I’ll get it to you right away,” she said, and her holographic image blinked off.

Ty barely had time to return to what he was doing before his device sounded an alert. It was Dinah.

“That was quick,” Ty said as he brought the image of the deerkin back up.

“You’ll have to give me something more challenging next time,” she replied. “So, I’ve brought up the building plans, including those of the penthouse. It’s got length, width, elevation, the works. How do you want it?”

“Uh,” Ty responded. He hadn’t thought that far ahead. “Can you send it through somehow?” he asked.

“Your wish is my command,” she replied, and blinked off again. Less than a second later, his device sounded a different alert. This time, when Ty brought up his display, there was an attachment notification. He opened it, and an image the plans Dinah had described unfolded in front of him. 

He quickly realized that the building was substantial. It was one hundred and sixty feet by ninety and four stories high, and that didn’t include the penthouse. By those measurements, Ty estimated that any shield he created would have to cover just short of fifty thousand square feet, including the roof and the floor. 

All by itself, the penthouse came in at sixty feet by eighty, and two stories. He didn’t count the Architect’s workshop, because as a basement, it was already included within the main building. 

To Ty’s hasty calculation, even that came in at around seventeen thousand square feet, or maybe twelve thousand if he didn’t bother with the floor. 

He stared in dismay at the hologram of his mesh suit, still floating about the workbench. Each projection disc could generate a shield that could cover only about half a square foot. Did that mean he needed somewhere around a hundred and forty thousand of them to do the job right?

Then he shook his head. “Don’t be an idiot,” Ty said to himself. For the second time in just a few minutes, he found himself laughing at his own foolishness. He’d kept the projection discs small on his suit because the power supplies were small. But with this, he didn’t have those limitations.

“I can make the energy converter as big and powerful as I want. And the discs as well, for that matter.”

<<<>>>

 Forty minutes later, Ty’s focus was interrupted by Gremlin wandering into the workshop. The cat looked at Ty as if she wanted something and said, “Meow.”

“Hey, Furball,” Ty said affectionately. He moved to pick her up, but she casually stepped out of his reach and bounded up onto the workbench, upon which the holographic images of Ty’s work were displayed. 

The last time she’d been with him as he worked like this, the cat had tried to play with some of the holograms. This time, she walked right through a projector disc that was as big as a plate and sat herself down partially within the image of a large energy converter.

Ty grinned at the furry creature. “What, is this your way of helping?” he said. But the cat ignored him completely.

Ty snorted out loud. “Typical. I look after you for two years, and this is what I get in return? How am I supposed to see what I’m doing with you in the middle of everything?”

Despite his words, Ty wasn’t really upset. He enjoyed Gremlin’s company even if she barely seemed to notice his.

Nor, as it turned out, was Gremlin alone. Ty’s first clue that she was the advance party for Dinah was a delicious aroma that filled the air. It was warm and spicy and Ty recognized it immediately. Thai green curry. An aroma that set his taste buds watering in anticipation before he even knew he was hungry.

He closed his eyes and inhaled hugely, savoring the exotic bouquet, and when he opened his eyes again, Dinah was there.

“I thought you might be hungry by now,” the gorgeous deerkin said with a smile. She was carrying a tray upon which she had set two bowls of the delicious curry, along with another piled high with perfectly-done rice.

She flowed past him with consummate elegance and set the tray on the workbench. Then she raised a quizzical eyebrow. “Unless I’m interrupting?” she said.

“Not at all,” Ty said, acknowledging to himself that he would have welcomed her presence even if he was at a critical point. “I was just getting ready to test this,” he said.

“Oh? Did you want to do that before eating?”

Ty shot a hungry look at the food she had brought. It was beyond enticing, and he wanted nothing more than to inhale it all in one go. Yet he hesitated. The test was important. Not only would it give him the chance to make sure everything worked, but he had been more than impressed watching Dinah in her control room. Testing his work would give him the opportunity to show off his skill for her.

“Yes. It’ll only take a moment,” he said.

With that, Ty zoomed the holographic image out so that the different parts he had been working on were all contained within a small area. 

“These discs,” Ty gestured, “are the same as those woven into my suit. My onesie, as you called it. But they’re different as well. When I fabricate them, they will be about as large as a dinner plate, and square rather than round. If you look closely, you can see they’re slightly different shapes and sizes. That’s because I needed to control the energy field they project.”

As he spoke, Ty arranged six of the discs so there was one on each side of an invisible box, including the top and the bottom. He figured he probably didn’t have the relative positions exactly right, but knew he could correct it later.

“The moment of truth,” he said to Dinah. Then, “Activate model, and display,” he said. 

All at once, the holographic image lit up like a neon sign. A plane of blue energy extended out from each disc, making the invisible box look much like Ty when his shield was activated.

“Cool,” Ty said. He hadn’t been entirely sure that the holographic imager would be able to represent the energy field he was looking to create.

At the same time, Dinah gave a small squeal of delight and clapped her hands, startling Gremlin. “That’s amazing!” the deerkin said.

Ty grinned at her and stared at what he’d done for a moment. He had created the type of force field that science fiction films were fond of. As far as he knew, there wasn’t anything else like it in the entire world. 

At the thought, he wondered about what Martin had said back at the Club. “Maybe you could invent something and license it. Sell it to thousands.” Could this be the type of thing that would work for that?

Yet even as he thought about it, he dismissed the idea. As soon as shielding like this became popular, someone would come up with a way to breach it. And then where would he be?

Best to keep ideas like this to himself for a while.

“It’s like your shield, but for the whole building, right?” Dinah said.

“Exactly.” Ty said. As expected, he hadn’t got the proportions quite right. As displayed, the sides of the shield projected above the top by some distance, and the front didn’t quite connect to the sides. Ty reached in and adjusted it until it was perfect.

“Will it work?” Dinah asked.

“It should do. I’ll put the projector discs on the walls, ceiling and floor of the building. It should stop pretty much anything getting in.” He gave Dinah another grin. “It’s a good thing the building is empty. If it wasn’t, I could still do a shield around the penthouse, but this way is much more secure.”

Dinah returned his grin. “What about Lilith? Will it stop her as well?” she asked.

That was the critical question. “I don’t know,” Ty said. “My shield seemed to interfere with her power, and she had trouble with Tempest as well. This shield should be stronger. Maybe it will prevent her from entering. Maybe it won’t. But I’ve got something else in mind in case we need it.” 

As he spoke, his disappointment reasserted itself. Lilith had been so convincing, and he still couldn’t figure out what she had to gain by warning him of the attack.

Dinah nodded. “How will we get through it?” she asked.

“I’ve designed a remote we can use to turn the shield on and off. At some point, I’ll make it automatic, so we don’t have to think about it. But for now, it’s more important to get it to work.”

Ty decided that he was satisfied with what he’d done. There was nothing stopping him from finishing it. 

“Fabricate,” he said, and the fabricator woke up and started to work.


16: Food and Flirtation

Dinah and Ty had seated themselves on the stools next to the workbench and ate as the fabricator whirred and buzzed down the other end.

The food Dinah had brought was fantastic. Ty had eaten Thai green curry a couple of times before, but this was at another level entirely. It was rich and spicy, and every mouthful was a symphony of flavor. Even the rice, once soaked in the curry itself, was more flavorsome than any meal he’d had until then.

Nor was he the only one to enjoy it. Dinah obviously appreciated her own efforts as well. 

“This is even better than I’d hoped,” she said, and it was all Ty could do to make inarticulate grunts of pleasure as he split his focus between the food and the company.

To Ty, Dinah was the visual equivalent of the meal she had produced. Exotic, exquisitely put together, and full of interesting characteristics. Somehow, she made even the process of eating seem graceful, and she studied him with the same interest as he did her.

They were simply sharing a meal, and yet the atmosphere between them was somehow electric. Ty couldn’t help but compare Dinah to Tempest, and knew that while the blonde superhero was direct in her desires, the deerkin was more subtle. 

She seemed to smolder as she cast sly glances his way. Ty started to feel unexpectedly warm from the inside, and wasn’t sure that it had anything to do with the spice Dinah had added to the food. 

Yet when the first of their hunger was sated, their primary topic of conversation was all business.

 “So, this Master, whoever he might be, is still after our devices,” Dinah said. “What I can’t figure out is why? Why didn’t he just create more? Why does he need ours?” she asked.

It was an innocuous question, yet the deerkin packed it with secret smiles and quirked eyebrows that oozed sensuality. It was as if Dinah was deliberately sending provocative signals just to see what Ty would do.

Ty had known the two superpowered women for such a short time. And, if he was honest, his experience of women in general wasn’t exactly extensive. He didn’t know how to react.

“Uh, I can think of two reasons,” he said, responding just to her words. “The first is that he doesn’t want anyone else around who has superpowers. He wants our devices at least in part because of what we can do. Whatever his plans might be, he doesn’t want us standing in his way.”

“That makes sense,” Dinah said, almost purring. “What else?”

Ty forgot what he was saying for a moment. He stared at her until she flashed him a knowing grin, then pulled his thoughts together. “I, um, it also isn’t that easy to make them. That was my first thought when you were captured. But the technology includes the use of manufactured crystals that the fabricator can’t replicate. That’s why I had to use the Architect’s prototype – the one Tempest is still wearing now. If it hadn’t been for that, I’m not sure what we would have done.”

As Ty spoke, Dinah put down her cutlery and looked at him with an expression quite different from her normal one. It was an open expression of desire, and it came with a quiet smile. “Yes,” she said. “That makes sense. And it reminds me. I haven’t yet thanked you properly for your part in my rescue.”

The way she said it left no doubt in Ty’s mind what she meant by “thanking him.” Ty no longer just felt warm. He felt immediately aroused and slightly confused, because in his memory, all three of them had taken to Tempest’s bed not long after they had brought Dinah home.

Once again, Ty found that he was unable to think. It was as if a thousand tiny explosions had gone off in his brain, destroying all the neurons he was currently using. 

“Ty?” Dinah said.

“Uh, what about Tempest?” Ty blurted.

Dinah just grinned and tilted her head to one side. 

Ty tried again. “I mean, do you think she would mind, given she isn’t here?”

Dinah’s grin grew broader. “You haven’t figured all this out yet, have you?” she asked.

Ruefully, Ty shook his head.

For a moment, Dinah said nothing, and Ty understood why. She was enjoying his discomfort, teasing him subtly. Yet he was a match for it. He smiled and waited, and eventually she started to speak.

 “Think of it this way. Tempest and I have been lovers for years. Ever since we both gained a device. But with Zach being gay, there being a lack of other men in our circle of heroes, and all the others being so far away, there has always been something lacking. And now you’re here. I don’t know if you’ve figured it out, but both Tempest and I have become very fond of you very quickly. She would no sooner deny you and me the chance to explore one another more fully than I would deny her the same.”

As she finished, she looked him up and down and delicately licked her lips. It was as if she was wondering how he might taste.

Ty didn’t know quite what to say. His life had become filled with danger to the point where even now, his body ached as a result of Lilith’s attack. Yet it was exciting as well, in so many different ways. The possibilities were incredible, and he didn’t want to miss a minute of it.

Especially this. It was as if all his secret desires from when he was a teenager were coming true. He wouldn’t trade it for anything.

“But if you really want to make sure, we could give her a call,” Dinah said, raising an eyebrow.

Ty blinked in surprise. He hadn’t even thought of that. “Yeah. Maybe that would be good.”

Dinah took him at his word. Without any hesitation, she brought up her device and dialed for Tempest. But the blonde superhero didn’t answer. Instead of talking to her directly, Dinah left a message.

“Hey, we were just wondering how long you’re likely to be. And our lovely Ty wanted to make sure you were okay with the idea of me taking him to bed without you. Let us know when you can.” With that, the deerkin dismissed the screen.

“Satisfied?” she asked Ty, her tone still teasing.

Ty nodded, although in truth, “satisfied” wasn’t the right word. “Excited” was perhaps more accurate. Or, “aroused.” It felt as if there was a promise between him and Dinah that he couldn’t help but look forward to.

Satisfaction, he thought, would come later.


17: Installation 

After that, Ty had a hard time focusing on his food despite the rich flavors. All he could think about was Dinah’s message to Tempest and the promise contained within.

It wouldn’t be the first time he and Dinah had slept together, but always before, Tempest had been with them. Ty couldn’t help but imagine what they might get up to without her.

As for Dinah, she seemed to understand where Ty’s mind had gone perfectly, and took great delight in finishing her meal in a way that could only be described as teasing and sensual. She didn’t say much, but expressed herself instead with quiet moans and gasps of pleasure at each succulent mouthful.

She could have been responding to the delight she found in her food, but Ty knew better. Her sly smiles and knowing looks were driving him wild, and she knew it.

Ty would have liked to pick her up and have his way with her on the Architect’s workbench, but couldn’t. Not yet, at least. Though he expected Dinah to be right in her assessment of Tempest’s response, they had yet to receive her reply. To him, it wouldn’t be right to go ahead without it.

But more than that, there was work to be done! The fabricator was busily putting together not just the projector discs, but also the associated energy converters and the remote controls Ty had designed. The machine had been programmed to stack them all neatly to the side of the bench. When they were done, he needed to install them.

If he did not, the mansion would stay vulnerable. Only when it was secure could Ty think about relaxing.

So he did his best to keep his breath steady and tried not to think of the way every nerve he possessed seemed to be alive with interest.

<<<>>>

The fabricator completed its work as Ty and Tempest put their cutlery down. Dinah looked at Ty with a mischievous expectation, as if he was dessert. Every fiber in Ty’s being wanted to bring her close and kiss her perfect lips, but he knew that if he did that, he wouldn’t stop.

Instead, he cleared his throat. “Um, I need to install the discs.” It was all he could manage. His eloquence had deserted him part way through the meal.

Dinah grinned at him. “Of course. Would you like some help?” she asked.

Ty wasn’t entirely certain that Dinah’s help would speed up the process. Yet he nodded. 

“Absolutely,” he said. “The sooner we get this done …” He wanted to say that the sooner they got this done, the sooner they could move on to more interesting occupations. But he didn’t finish putting his thought into words.

 Dinah understood anyway. “Yes,” she said, grinning broadly. Then, to Ty’s combined relief and disappointment, the deerkin shifted gears a little. “What’s the plan?” she asked.

It was enough to free Ty’s tangled tongue. “Each projector disc is associated with an energy converter. The energy converters will keep the shield running for as long as we wish. All we do is fix the discs to the appropriate walls, floor, and ceiling, hook them up to the energy converters, and turn them on. The shield will be inside the building, and won’t be visible from outside at all.”

Dinah nodded. “Sounds good. Let’s get to it.”

They got to it. The only tools they needed were a measuring tape and a screwdriver, both of which Ty found in one of the workbench drawers, and a coil of electrical wire that he knew would come in handy. He packed these, together with the largest of the discs and two of the energy converters into his backpack. 

He would have packed in more, but the energy converters were heavy. If he had Tempest’s strength, he would have been able to manage it, but as it was, two was more than enough.

Then Ty turned to Dinah. “Lead the way,” he said. “We need to get to the ground floor of the building.”

The deerkin nodded, but before they left, she turned to Gremlin. “Take care of the place, will you?” she said to the cat. At Dinah’s words, the cat shifted her shoulders, but didn’t look up.

Installation proved simple enough. The main building was empty, but the lights were still on, if a little dim. Everywhere Ty looked, there were signs of neglect. The carpets were faded and worn to the point where the wooden floors were visible beneath. The paint on the walls was cracked and chipped, and countless spiders had made the place their home. 

To Ty, it could have been the setting for a ghost story. It was spooky, made all the worse by the emptiness of the place, and the all-pervasive silence.

New Lincoln was a crowded city with too many people jammed into too small a space. The apartment Ty shared with Brad was no different from thousands of others spread throughout many suburbs. Even in the darkest parts of the night, in the small hours, there was always something going on. Somebody running through the hallway or stomping about on the floor above. Maybe an argument from somewhere nearby. 

But this was different.

The only sounds Ty could hear were those he and Dinah made. Their breathing. The movements of their clothing. The tread of their feet on the threadbare carpet.

It was enough to put Ty on edge. His breathing became shallow and he started to sweat even in the cool air. He kept looking about as if expecting some monster to creep up on him, maybe a mummy or some sort of zombie. He even forgot about Dinah’s promise as they made their way down to the ground floor. 

Nor did his discomfort go unnoticed. Dinah didn’t say anything. She just watched, and dropped back a little. Then, deliberately and with a certain amount of mischievous glee, she pinched his left butt cheek

Ty let out an involuntary squeal and jumped a foot in the air, and Dinah burst out laughing.

“What’s the matter, Ty?” she said, grinning impishly. “You’re not afraid of ghosts, are you? Don’t worry, we haven’t seen any for weeks, now.”

Ty understood she was laughing at him and forced himself to relax.

After that, it was easier. Dinah kept the mood light with teasing and jokes, and soon enough, they made it to the ground floor.

Ty used the floor plans Dinah had sent through as well as the measuring tape to position the first projector disc. Fortunately, the building was symmetrical. The center of the floor was in the middle of a hallway, which meant they didn’t need to break into any of the rooms. It took Ty only a few minutes to fix the projector disc in place and hook it up to the first of the energy converters. When he was done, he looked at Dinah. “The moment of truth,” he said, and she gave him an encouraging look.

“Activate,” Ty said.

Almost at once, the energy converter started to hum. Moments later, a soft, blue nimbus appeared all over the floor. 

“It’s working!” Dinah said. The deerkin couldn’t hide her excitement. She clapped her hands and danced about, then drew Ty into a quick embrace and kissed him on his cheek. “This is amazing!” she said.

Ty beamed at her, enormously pleased that she was enjoying the process. 

“One down,” he said. “That should stop anyone trying to dig in from underneath. Let’s get on and do the rest.”

The rest went smoothly. They had to return to the Architect’s workshop to pick up more energy converters several times, but only ran into difficulties once, with the disc that needed to be fixed to the ceiling. But even that wasn’t insurmountable. They just grabbed one of the stools from the workshop, and Ty stood on that.

“Perfect,” Ty said when he was done.

They had started working on the discs for the mansion itself when Dinah received a message from Tempest. The deerkin called it up and Tempest’s movie-star face appeared above her device.

“Sorry, they aren’t leaving me alone much, so this has to be quick,” she began. “I’d hoped to be home before now, but for some reason the officer in charge is being overly officious. It’s like he wants to make it more difficult than it needs to be. It’s irritating, but it looks like I’m going to be here for a while yet. Might be an all-nighter.” The blonde superhero’s beautiful face twisted into an expression of annoyance, but then she brightened. “As for that other thing, have at it, with my blessings,” she finished.

As Dinah listened to the message, she looked concerned at first, but broke out into a broad grin towards the end. She raised a single eyebrow at Ty. 

“Told you,” she said.

Ty almost dropped the projector disc he was trying to affix to a wall.

Half an hour later, they were done. Ty activated the last of the projectors, and the whole building was shielded.

“So that’s it?” Dinah asked. “It’s done? No one can get in?”

“Not unless we allow it. It would take heavy weaponry to get through the shield. Mercenaries with blasters won’t stand a chance. Not even Bain could force his way in.”

“Lilith?”

Ty shrugged. “I’m not sure. But I’ve got something special for her, just in case.”

 Dinah nodded. For a moment, she just stood there, studying Ty closely. Then she started to grin. “About time,” she said. “Come with me.”


18: Dinah’s Bedroom

For some reason, Ty had expected Dinah to lead him to Tempests’ room. Instead, she headed in the opposite direction, to the wing of the mansion where Zach had lived. As Dinah passed the dead superhero’s door, she touched the frame in a gesture that seemed to mix grief with respect. But she didn’t say anything, and a few moments later showed Ty into her room.

“Come in,” she said.

 Dinah’s room was nothing like Tempest’s at all. The blonde superhero had managed to feminize what had once been the Architect’s room. Zach’s room was filled with so many pink and purple fur-covered cushions that it looked like a flamboyant explosion of tribbles.

 Dinah’s room was more cozy. Only a little smaller than Tempest’s, to Ty it seemed woodsy, with rustic furnishings and a four-poster bed where the posts had been carved to look like trees. Where Zach’s room was covered in mirrors, Dinah’s had none. Just a single large picture of a log cabin in the woods. Yet Dinah’s room was at least as cluttered as the others. The floor was covered in rugs, and there was a myriad of candles and decorative vases on every available surface, and a jar of lollipops on the bedside cabinet.

To Ty, it seemed a good representation of Dinah herself. It was warm and comfortable, and it seemed like a welcome refuge from the city of New Lincoln.

“Do you like it?” the deerkin asked, her voice surprisingly quiet. Ty looked at her and saw that she was, for the first time since he’d known her, uncertain. It was as if she really wanted him to like where she lived.

“I think it’s beautiful. Peaceful,” he said. “Like a woodland hideaway.”

At this, he could almost feel Dinah’s relief. It was as if her room was a window into who she really was, and she had feared for a moment that Ty wouldn’t like it.

“I’m glad,” she said, smiling broadly again. “But you’re still standing there. Come in!”

But Ty hesitated. “Um, give me a moment,” he said. “There’s something I need first.”

Dinah seemed puzzled. “You’re coming back, right?” she asked.

 “Absolutely!” Ty said. 

As fast as he could, Ty left the room and ran down the stairs. He had to pause to turn off the shield that prevented him from getting into the workshop, but in moments he found what he was looking for. Then he turned and headed back up.

By the time he reached Dinah’s bedroom again, everything had changed. Dinah had lit several of the candles and turned down the lights. There was gentle music playing from somewhere, and the smell of incense hung lightly in the air. 

As for Dinah herself, she had changed out of her normal clothes and into the flimsiest negligee Ty had ever seen. It was black and as delicate as a cobweb, and it hid precisely nothing of her as she sat on the edge of the bed.

Ty stopped in the doorway and just stared.

Dinah grinned broadly, with no shyness at all. “How many times am I going to have to ask you to come in?” she asked.

Ty swallowed hard. His mouth had gone dry and he felt suddenly warm. He had seen her naked before, but with this fine layer of almost-nothing covering her, he found the exquisite deerkin even more alluring than usual. It was as if someone had wrapped one of his favorite gifts in a way that it highlighted all the best bits, but came with the additional bonus of being able to be unwrapped.

It was enough to stop Ty’s brain from working entirely. Or maybe that was simply because all his blood had rushed elsewhere. 

Even so, he found the presence of mind to speak. “You are beautiful,” he said. He stumbled towards her, barely remembered to place the object he’d run off to get on the bedside cabinet, and began to awkwardly climb out of his clothes.

Dinah laughed at his clumsy efforts and moved to help him as best as she could. Finally, he managed to free himself of the last of them, joined her in her bed, and reached for her.

They made love for the first time without Tempest’s presence. Ty learned that while Tempest enjoyed control and wasn’t afraid to let loose, Dinah was gentler and preferred him to take the lead. He was more than happy to do so, unwrapping her from her negligee like a gift and exploring her every inch with his hands, lips and tongue. In the flickering light of the candles, he traced the doe-inspired mottling on her skin and enjoyed the small sounds of pleasure she made as he worked his way from her neck, over her breasts, and down the smooth perfection of her belly.

Where Tempest was happy to tell or show him what she wanted to do, Dinah subtly encouraged him to do whatever he wanted. Ty found her supple and willing, and he had to pause several times to wonder at the deerkin’s perfection, and how amazing it was just to be with her. 

With Tempest, making love was intense and passionate, and left them both breathless. With Dinah, it was more like a dance, filled with sensuous warmth and enjoyment of each other. 

For Ty, the pace and gentle rhythm were perfect. His body still ached from the battle earlier on, and he might not have been a good match for Tempest just then. But Dinah’s needs and desires were ideal. 

Their lovemaking built more slowly, following a luxurious rhythm, and yet reached a mutual climax at least as satisfying as any other. And even then, Ty’s desire for her remained undiminished. They maintained their embrace for long minutes after, moving gently still, not yet willing to let go of the sensual pleasure they found in each other.

Finally, Dinah favored him with a broad, languid smile, her arms draped contentedly around his neck. “I take it back,” she said, her voice pitched a little lower than normal. “Maybe Tempest would have been a bit jealous.”

Ty returned her grin and rolled on to his side. “She doesn’t need to be,” he murmured. As he spoke, he couldn’t help but wonder if he was finally beginning to understand what the three of them had between them.

Dinah made a noise that sounded suspiciously like a purr and snuggled close to him. In less than a minute, she was asleep, leaving Ty to stare up at the ceiling and marvel at how lucky he was. He no longer had a job, his apartment was a mess, but all that mattered to him was that he had Dinah and Tempest. Everything else could take care of itself.

Ty started to drift off to sleep with his mind and body content, perfectly relaxed and at ease. 

He was nearly asleep when the bed shook a little. He wondered at the cause until he felt something move on top of the covers next to his feet.

Gremlin, his sleepy mind supplied. The conclusion gained weight when he heard the distinct sound of the cat purring in the darkness. Somehow, Gremlin had found them, although Ty suspected the traitorous creature was more drawn to Dinah than to him.

Either way, it seemed that the cat had chosen to keep them company for the night, and that was enough for Ty. As the last remnant of his consciousness faded into dreams, he found himself smiling.


19: Raging Hellspawn

Ty’s dreams were filled with images of peace and tranquility, shapeless expressions of comfort and enjoyment. Within them were hints of Dinah and Tempest, and also, surprisingly, of Lilith, but there was nothing cohesive enough to have form or function. They were simply a reflection of his state of mind, and he would have been happy to enjoy them until he woke naturally in morning. 

But he wasn’t given that option. Sometime near dawn, his peace and tranquility were shattered. One moment, he was fast asleep with Dinah beside him, and the next he was wide awake with his heart pounding as he wondered what was going on.

“Wake up!” someone was shouting. “I don’t have time for you to sleep!”

To Ty, it was like the shout of a demon reaching into his dreams and wrenching him awake. He gasped in shock and his heart started to beat loud and fast in his ears. He found himself scrambling to a sitting position against Dinah’s headboard, realizing belatedly that he was still naked.

Nor was he the only one to be startled. Dinah uttered a squeal and ducked under the covers to hide, her reaction the complete opposite of what Tempest might have done. 

Gremlin took off like a rocket and disappeared into the hallway outside.

There was just enough early-morning light for Ty to see. It was Lilith, the demon woman hovering at the foot of the bed, her wings flapping in the air. There was blood on her lip and it looked as if her cheek had been bruised, and once again there was a whiff of ozone in the air mixed with the woman’s own warm, earthy scent. 

“You promised you would help!” she bellowed. “And what have you done? Nothing! I am still trapped, and so is my father!” 

It took Ty’s brain cells a few moments to catch up. A small part of his mind told him that at least now he was certain that the shield was not proof against the demoness. He cast a quick glance at the object he’d left on the bedside cabinet, a thick cylinder of steel no more than eight inches long.

The woman seemed deranged or furious, or perhaps both at once. Ty was actively frightened. He knew what Lilith was capable of and knew also that he wasn’t wearing his personal shield any more. Except for the device that never left his wrist, he wasn’t wearing anything at all.

Yet he wasn’t frightened for himself so much as he was frightened for Dinah. The deerkin had already been kidnapped once by Bain’s men. She had been taken from this very mansion against her will. 

There was no way Ty would let her be taken again.

“Lilith!” Ty yelled the woman’s name if only to make himself heard through her fury. “Why are you here? What are you doing?”

The demon woman looked even more distraught. She brought up the hands as if to claw at her face, then pulled them away again. Yet she didn’t provide any additional information. 

“You promised!” she shrieked. At the same time, Ty thought he felt the bed start to shudder.

 “That was before I found out you lied!” Ty replied. Without looking away from the demon woman, he snaked a hand out and grabbed the metal cylinder. It was the weapon he’d had in mind to use against her, but as yet Lilith was too far away. He had to keep her talking. Had to prevent her from teleporting him or Dinah away. 

“I did not lie to you!” the demoness wailed, a little confusion taking some of the volume from her rage.

“Your father is dead!” Ty said.

A myriad of expressions passed over Lilith’s features. Shock and horror were there, then confusion and fear. It was as if Ty’s words came as unwelcome news. Then she seems to understand. 

“It’s my stepfather they have,” she said, more quietly. “He raised me from when I was a child.”

It was as if Ty had been kicked in the chest. All at once, he didn’t know what to believe. Was everything Lilith had said true again? Or was this just another lie to cover the one that had been exposed? 

Why had Lilith gone out of her way to warn him of the attack?

Ty didn’t know what to do. Nor, apparently, did Lilith. She hovered at the foot of the bed with an expression of frustration and rage twisting her beautiful features. All at once, as if making up her mind, she clenched her fists and let out a bellow of fury that was more than just noise. It was infused with her power as well, and this time Ty was certain. The bed was shaking. As was the floor, and the walls, and perhaps the entire mansion.

This was the demon woman’s special attack, and it could rip up roads like an earthquake. Ty thought it likely that Lilith could level the whole building if she chose to do so. He had no choice but to act.

Heedless of his nakedness, Ty lunged toward Lilith with his weapon charged and ready.

It was a police baton he’d taken from one of the mercenaries. He didn’t want to hurt by Lilith, or anyone. But she gave him no choice. With a quick shake, he extended the baton to its full length and flicked the on-switch so that a blue line of energy ran along its length.

He touched her with the end of it, and the charge it contained did the rest. It was like the stun gun Ty had made from cannibalized bits of his toaster and microwave oven.

Lilith’s cry of rage turned into a shriek of pain and she crumpled onto the floor.

<<<>>>

Ty’s lunge had taken him partway off the end of Dinah’s bed. He had one foot on the floor and was kneeling on the other, and breathing as heavily as if he’d just run up four flights of stairs.

His primary concern was to ensure Lilith was no longer a threat. Still ignoring his state of undress, he left Dinah’s bed completely with his police baton gripped in his fist. The line of blue energy that ran along its length indicated it was ready to be used again at any moment. Yet it seemed unlikely that he would need it.

Lilith was on the floor, curled up into a fetal position. Her hands were pressed against her side where Ty’s baton had touched her, and her face was a grimace of agony.

She was still conscious. Although the demon woman was shivering and whimpering at the effects of the baton, Ty knew that the stun gun he’d built from a toaster had been more powerful.

But that didn’t make him feel any less guilty at what he had done. Lilith was in obvious pain, and he was the cause. Yet he couldn’t have done anything else. Whether the demoness had been telling the truth or not, she was still a threat to his and Dinah’s safety. Her power could have done significant damage.

Ty’s instincts were confused. Dinah had been right. He was drawn to Lilith in the same way he was drawn to the Tempest and the deerkin herself. Part of him wanted to comfort the demoness, to hold her until she recovered from the shock. But the more sensible part of him rooted Ty to the spot, his baton raised and ready.

Beyond that, he didn’t know what to do.

Fortunately, Lilith wasn’t just his problem. Dinah must have sensed what was happening. She no longer hid beneath the bed coverings. Instead, she had wrapped them around herself and joined Ty facing Lilith on the floor.

“Why did you come here?” the deerkin demanded.

Lilith didn’t respond. She stayed as she was on the floor, but her whimpering had turned into sobs.

“Answer me!” Dinah demanded. “Who sent you? Are you here to capture us? Or kill us?”

The accusation in Dinah’s voice must have penetrated. Lilith flinched away from it, then looked at Dinah and Ty with obvious fear in her eyes. Still on the floor, she shook her head. 

“Nobody sent me,” she said. “They don’t know I’m here.” The tone of her voice was one of defeat. “It doesn’t matter now, anyway,” she said. “Do what you want with me.”


20: A Promise To Help

Ty and Dinah exchanged a quick glance. When Lilith had first appeared to Ty outside the concubine club, he had believed her tale of woe. Then Dinah’s research had cast doubt on her story. But now, with the added information that it was her stepfather who had been captured, Ty was inclined to believe her again. 

Her actions didn’t fit what he would expect from a true enemy. She had raged at them, but to Ty, that rage was born of fear more than viciousness or hate. And in her defeat, she seemed hopeless. Despondent.

To him, that was the response of someone who had tried everything they could to get out of a nasty situation and still failed. It wasn’t the response of someone hell-bent on causing harm.

“We’re not going to hurt you,” he said. 

Dinah nodded her agreement. Yet her expression was studiously neutral, as if she was unwilling as yet to pass judgment. She might have taken Lilith out of the “mortal enemy” category, but they were as yet a long way from friends. 

Lilith still wore Dinah’s device.

“You can sit up,” the deerkin said. “Tell us why we should trust you.”

Lilith looked from Ty to Dinah and back again. It appeared she wasn’t yet ready for hope, but she accepted Dinah’s words and heaved herself into a sitting position with her back and wings against the wall. As she moved, she kept a careful eye on Ty’s baton, and made no uncertain moves.

Then Lilith’s eyes flicked off the baton for just a moment and focused somewhere else. Ty realized he was still naked and started to blush. He couldn’t grab the bed coverings, because Dinah had draped them around herself. The best he could do was reach for a pillow with his free hand and use that to cover himself.

As if in response to Ty’s modesty, Lilith turned her head slightly away. It seemed to Ty that despite her torments and hopelessness, her cheeks also colored a little.

“I’ve already told you what’s happening,” she began. “They have my father. If I don’t do what they say, they’ll kill him.” She uttered a sigh. “I was hoping you could help. I don’t know what else to do.”

Dinah wasn’t completely satisfied. “You have power. Is there no way you can use it to save your father – stepfather – yourself?” she asked.

She shook her head sadly. “I don’t know where they have him,” she said, repeating what she’d told Ty earlier. “It might be close to where they’re keeping me, but I don’t know. If I did, it would be easy. They think I need to know where I’m going in relation to where I am for my ability work. But I don’t need that much information. I just need to be familiar with where I need to go. Or to have something that anchors me there.” She offered a despairing shrug. “It means I can leave my prison and come here. But I don’t know where he is.”

“Have you thought about contacting the police?” Dinah asked. But Lilith shook her head.

“They have people there. Informers. The Master was quite explicit. If I talked the police, he would know, and my father would die.”

“Who is the Master?” Dinah asked.

But Lilith shook her head once again. “I don’t know. I’ve only heard his voice. But he’s powerful. They’re all scared of him. Even Bain.”

To Ty, it was a disappointing answer. This shadowy Master had been after their devices since before Ty truly knew that superheroes existed. It would have been nice to know who he was and what his overall plan might have been.

“Do you know where they are keeping you?” Dinah asked.

“No. I get the feeling it’s underground, but they keep me blindfolded, in the dark. They don’t want me to know where it is.”

This time, it was Ty who asked the question. “Then how do you get back?” he asked.

“I told you. If I am familiar with a place, I can go there.” Then, for the first time since Lilith had turned away, she looked back at Ty. “What are you going to do with me now?” she asked.

Ty realized then that from Lilith’s point of view, they had defeated her. His baton effectively negated her power. He could shock her again if she tried to teleport or tear the building to pieces. 

So he thumbed the off-button and telescoped the baton back down so it was no more than a short cylinder of steel. “Nothing,” he said. “We’re going to find this Master. We’re going to figure out what he’s up to and put a stop to it.”

Lilith looked surprised, uncertain, and almost hopeful. “What about me?” she asked hesitantly. “And my father? You said you would help.”

Ty nodded. He wasn’t sure what to say, but knew that once again, he did want to help her.

But it was Dinah who spoke. “You haven’t given us much to work with,” the deerkin said. “What is your stepfather’s name? How do you know they even have him? Give us a starting point. Something we can verify. Otherwise, how can we trust you?”

The demoness nodded. Some of her determination had returned. “My father’s name is Porter. Porter Bentley. He’s in his seventies, and starting to get frail. They have him, I know it. And others as well. When they first took me, I could see and hear them. But after they put the device on my wrist, nothing. I think they moved me so I couldn’t hear anyone else.” The demon woman shifted uncomfortably. “If I had to guess, I would say they’re holding me to the west of here. But that’s all I know.”

Ty glanced at Dinah. He knew that with her skill of information, if anyone could help, it would be her. 

“Is it enough?” he asked.

The deerkin didn’t seem hopeful. “We’ll see,” she allowed.

Ty turned back to the demoness. As he’d done before, he gave his assurance. “We will do what we can,” he said. “But if you’re able to find out anything more that could help, let us know.” He considered her for a moment, assessing her bruised and disheveled appearance. “You should go now, before someone notices you aren’t where you’re supposed to be.” 

Lilith’s expression was one of faint surprise. It was as if she hadn’t really expected him to let her go, despite what he’d said. Yet she didn’t hesitate. It took her half a moment to gather her energy, and then she winked out of existence with the familiar pop! and hint of ozone.

Dinah turned to Ty and looked him up and down. Her gaze lingered on the pillow he’d grabbed to cover himself, and she started to laugh. Ty felt his cheeks turning pink once again as he grinned in response. 

Then he let the pillow drop to the floor. “Are you ready for round two?” he said.


21: Waffle Batter And Questions

By the time Dinah and Ty made their way downstairs, the New Lincoln sun had risen behind its usual layer of clouds. 

“Just a little more milk, and it should be perfect,” the deerkin said. They were in the kitchen, and Dinah was instructing Ty in the art of making waffles. Gremlin had deigned to join them, and was sitting on the kitchen bench, watching Ty’s every move as if looking for errors. 

Neither Dinah nor Ty had bothered with their regular clothes, instead opting to wrap themselves in the bed sheets, at least for the moment. Ty couldn’t help but think of the toga parties his classmates had attended at college. Ty had mostly avoided them, preferring quieter gatherings to large, noisy parties. And besides, he’d rarely had the spare cash to buy drinks.

In any event, for Ty, making waffles in the kitchen with Dinah after having just enjoyed round two was far better than any party could have been when he was younger. Even though he’d never had much interest in cooking before, he was actually enjoying himself. Although that might have been more to do with the deerkin’s company than anything else.

He added the milk under Dinah’s careful eye, then whisked it all together. Dinah nodded her approval. 

“Excellent. But what have you forgotten to do?” she asked. 

Ty thought about it. He’d added the flour, the eggs, and sugar. He had melted the butter in the microwave, and added that as well. With the baking powder and milk, and the few drops of vanilla essence, he thought he had everything right.  

“I don’t know,” he said, slightly puzzled.

 Dinah grinned broadly, and he knew she was teasing him. “How are you going to cook the waffles if the waffle iron hasn’t been turned on?”

Ty grinned in return. “That was a trick question!” he accused. Nevertheless, he reached over to the item in question and flipped the switch.

Again, Dinah nodded. “Add a knob of butter to the iron as well, to stop the batter from sticking. Some people use oil for that, but I think the butter gives the waffles a nicely-crisped edge.”

Given Ty’s lack of experience in the kitchen, there was no way he was going to argue with any of Dinah’s suggestions. He placed the mixing bowl on the counter and did as she said, carving a small knob of butter from the stick.

“You can tell when it’s ready when the butter starts to sizzle,” Dinah said. “In the meantime….” 

The deerkin didn’t finish her sentence, but instead dipped a finger into the batter. Ty thought she was going to taste it, just to see if he’d done everything right. But instead, she reached out and smeared the batter onto the end of his nose.

Ty stared at her in surprise. She stood there, grinning broadly, as if daring him to respond. So he dipped his hand into the batter and came up with a significant glop. Dinah looked at it, and her eyes grew wide with mock fear. She squealed and leapt gracefully away from him in an effort to avoid whatever he planned to do.

Ty had no choice but to give chase. He did so, with unbridled enthusiasm and a spontaneous giggle, trapping Dinah in the corner of the kitchen. He approached with a broad grin and his hand stretched out to smear the batter on her face.

But the splicers who had worked their magic on Dinah had done their job surprisingly well. The deerkin’s changes were more than just skin deep. As well as the antlers, dear hooves, and of course her tail, she had some of the musculature of a deer as well.

To Ty’s complete shock, Dinah leapt high and sailed past him, to land six feet behind him. Nor did she slow down. With a peal of laughter, she charged out of the kitchen toward the main entrance. Ty was amazed and impressed, but still didn’t want to let her win. 

He gave chase.

It was luck more than anything else that allowed Ty to catch her. Perhaps if she had tried her hardest, she would have kept away. Instead, she danced just out of his reach, teasing him with her unexpected speed and grace.

Ty knew he wasn’t as quick on his feet as she was. He just lunged at random, and if Dinah had zigged instead of zagging at just the right moment, he might never have caught her.

As it was, he got a hand to her sheet, and in moments they found themselves both on the floor, with Dinah’s toga in disarray.

For a moment, Ty worried that the deerkin may have been hurt in the fall, but she was still laughing. So Ty admired her partially naked form and wondered what to do with the glop of batter still in his hand.

Before he could make up his mind, both his and Dinah’s devices sounded an alert.

“Truce!” Dinah cried out, her hands out as if in protection. “Truce! It’s got to be Tempest!”

Ty accepted Dinah at her word and paused as the deerkin, still lying on the floor, answered the call. 

The blonde superhero looked exhausted, as if her health bar was way in the red. “Are you going to let me in?” she asked.

Ty had brought one of the remotes with him, but had left it on the kitchen counter, next to his phone. “One moment,” he said, and bounded back to the kitchen.

<<<>>>

Ty had designed the remote so that every individual shield could be turned on and off as required. He thumbed the button controlling the shield at the main entry, and Tempest entered before he could return to Dinah. 

The blonde superhero looked drawn and at least as tired as she had appeared over the hologram. Yet when she took in what Ty and Dinah were wearing, and that Dinah was sitting on the floor, she quirked a half-grin.

“I see you two have been enjoying yourselves,” she said. Ty found himself grinning uncontrollably. He reached a hand out to Dinah and helped her back to her feet.

“Whatever gave you that idea?” Dinah said blithely. Then the deerkin’s expression sobered. “But you look exhausted. Do you want food? Coffee? A vodka, perhaps?”

Tempest shook her head. “Just sleep,” she said. “After I fill you in.”

“Well, we’re making waffles. Let’s sit you down in the kitchen and swap tales there.”

It happened as the deerkin suggested. Tempest settled herself down at the breakfast bar, and when Ty moved to help Dinah with the waffles, she shooed him out of the way. “No. You’ve done enough. Sit next to Tempest so you can concentrate on what she says.”

“What about you?” he asked.

She flashed him a grin. “I told you before, cooking is my skill. It relaxes me. Helps me think better.”

Ty accepted defeat and did as she suggested, but not before washing his glop of batter down the sink, and cleaning his nose. 

Dinah checked the waffle iron and saw that the butter had melted to the desired point. As Tempest started the story, Dinah ladled the first of the mixture onto the iron.

“There isn’t much to tell, really,” Tempest said. “The officer in charge was someone I hadn’t come across before. I told him everything that had happened, that the mercenaries had approached the building with malicious intent and had opened fire without provocation.” She shrugged. 

“It was like talking to a brick wall. Officer Pellham,” Tempest said the man’s name with a noticeable sneer, “spent an inordinate amount of time trying to turn everything I said around. It was like he was trying to find some way to blame the whole thing on me.” 

As the rich, warm aroma of cooking waffles started to fill the kitchen, Tempest flicked a glance at Ty. “Us, really,” she continued. “Although I didn’t mention you were there. I spent the whole night playing nice. Answering his questions, repeating my story, and trying not to rip his face off. In the end, probably about four in the morning, I just stopped answering him and demanded to talk to his superior. I think at that point he realized who he was talking to. I was getting angry, and might have banged my fist on the table. It stood up pretty well, but I don’t think they’ll be able to get the dent out of the metal.”

Normally, Tempest would have grinned as she said it said this, but her exhaustion was apparent. She couldn’t muster a smile. 

“Five minutes with Officer Pellham’s superior was all it took. I knew the guy. He could scarcely believe that Officer Pellham had kept me there so long.” She paused, then looked at Ty and raised an eyebrow. “And then, when I tried to come home, I couldn’t get in. My way was blocked by an energy shield!”

Ty started to stammer an apology, but this time the blonde superhero did manage a grin. He realized she was joking.

“Very nicely done, by the way,” she said, and it was obvious how proud she was of him.

Ty could have basked in her compliments forever. “Did it stop you?” he asked. He didn’t know if even someone like her would be able to batter her way through.

“I didn’t try it out,” she said. “And I’m too tired to do it now. Maybe later, if you want me to test it.”

Ty nodded. His mouth was starting to water and he was thinking about the waffles to come, but he needed to respond to something Tempest had said. 

“This Officer Pellham – Lilith mentioned that the Master had people working for him in the police,” he said. “Maybe he’s one of them.”

Dinah nodded in agreement.

“Lilith?” Tempest asked.

“The demoness teleporter woman. She paid us a visit,” Ty said.

All at once, Tempest’s expression became thunderous. She looked about as if expecting to see Lilith nearby, and her intention was clear. To her, Lilith was an enemy.

Ty hastened to reassure her. “It’s okay,” he said. “She’s acting against her will. She’s a victim in all this.”

Tempest glanced at Dinah as if seeking confirmation. When the deerkin nodded, Tempest looked at Ty in confusion, but she wasn’t yet ready to let go of her anger. 

“Something tells me you have a story to tell,” she said. “A more interesting one than mine.”


22: An Unexpected Call

Ty took his cue and filled Tempest in. He took care to include all the details that he wanted to say earlier. That it was Lilith who had warned him about the impending attack. That her father – or stepfather – was likely being held hostage. That he could see no other motivation for what she had done aside from coercion.

Tempest listened to everything Ty said, but it was obvious she wasn’t yet willing to extend trust Lilith’s way. From time to time, she asked questions or made comments.

“She hit you pretty hard with that talent of hers during the fight,” she said. 

Ty nodded. “She did.” He could have told Tempest that Lilith had apologized even before she did it. Instead, he chose a different direction. “What would you do if Bain or the Master had a knife to Dinah’s throat, and there was no way to rescue her right away? Would you rob a bank if he told you to?”

Tempest didn’t answer, but her antipathy towards Lilith softened. Her expression gained an aspect of doubt.

After that, Ty spoke of his efforts to secure the building, and described what he and Dinah had done to set up the shields. “It didn’t stop Lilith, though,” he added ruefully, going on to describe the demon woman’s appearance in Dinah’s bedroom.

“Her power is substantial,” Tempest murmured. “Did you figure out what it is, exactly?”

It was a good question. If Ty had thought of it, he would have asked to see Lilith’s character sheet. But he hadn’t, so he shook his head. “No. Sorry,” he said. Then he described how he’d brought Lilith down with the police baton.

Even though Ty still felt guilty about doing that, Tempest obviously approved. She seemed to swell with pride as Ty described what he had done.

“And that’s pretty much it,” Ty finished.

Tempest nodded. She was silent for a moment, just absorbing everything Ty had said. “So,” she said finally. “We may have a spy in the enemy camp. Although we can’t count on any active assistance from her. It’s a start, at least,” she said.

As they had been talking, Dinah had been quietly working away in the kitchen. By the time Ty finished his story, the deerkin served up the first plate of waffles. Somehow, she had conjured a side of strawberries and cream with a sprig of mint in the center. She had also dusted the waffles in icing sugar, and tipped one single corner of each in melted chocolate. 

The whole looked more like a desert than a breakfast, but Ty wasn’t complaining. It looked delicious. Yet Dinah placed the plate between him and Tempest and spoke to the blonde superhero first. 

“Are you sure you won’t stay for waffles before heading to bed?” the deerkin asked.

Tempest stared at the waffles with desire so open that Ty had to stifle a laugh. If it had been him, he would have wolfed down the waffles without a second thought. But he always knew Tempest was stronger than he was. 

She shook her head. “I’m too tired to eat,” she said. With that, she stood to go.

Then she changed her mind. “What the hell,” she said. She plucked one of the waffles from its companions and took a bite with obvious relish. “Good night,” she said as she headed away.

Ty imagined Tempest’s flagging health bar already showing new life.

<<<>>> 

Ty couldn’t stuff the waffles into his mouth quickly enough to satisfy his hunger. He had never eaten so well in his entire life before meeting Dinah and Tempest. In his mind, staying with them came with a legitimate threat to his waistline. 

If Dinah kept serving up food like the waffles – and everything else she made – Ty would get fat.

He took another huge bite of a chocolate and sugar-sprinkled deliciousness and savored the richness of its flavor. He didn’t understand how Dinah had done it. Ty knew for a fact that there was nothing particularly special about the waffle recipe. He had put it together. Yet somehow, by the simple fact of her being part of the process, Dinah had elevated them so that the result was luxurious. 

And yet, despite Ty hoeing into them as if he was starving, Dinah barely nibbled on hers. 

“Tempest will probably only sleep for an hour or two,” the deerkin said as they ate. “She’ll be back to her normal self when she wakes. I think I might spend the time looking into our friend Lilith a bit more. If it really is her stepfather that she was talking about, I should have caught it before.” 

The way Dinah said it, she sounded disappointed with herself. Ty might have tried to reassure her that she had done her best, but his mouth was filled with waffles and cream at the time. 

“If I can find something, it might even lead us to figuring out who this Master is, and where he and Bain might be.”

It made sense to Ty. As for himself, he would have liked to spend the day upgrading all of his tech. The limitations of his mesh suit had been exposed. He wanted to make it easier for Tempest, Dinah, and himself to get in and out of the building. And he had to move Tempest’s device back to her wrist.

But the real world was calling him. He hadn’t forgotten the message Angie left him the night before. He needed to talk to her, perhaps beg to get his job back. Or, if that wasn’t going to happen, he needed to talk to Martin about his cousin in the repair business.

He might have expressed all this to Dinah, but he was being far less delicate with the waffles than she. His mouth was never empty enough for him to speak.

Yet even before Ty and Dinah finished eating, Ty’s plans changed.

Ty’s phone was sitting on the kitchen bench next to where Gremlin had chosen to position herself. The phone pinged to signify that it had received a message.

Ty swallowed and reached for it. His first thought was that perhaps Angie had reconsidered her words from the previous evening. But a glance at the screen told him that it wasn’t Angie calling, but Brad. 

He swiped the screen unlocked the screen and read the message with a sinking feeling.

Dinah read Ty’s expression. “Is everything okay?” she asked.

Ty sighed. “Yeah, fine,” Ty said. “Just apartment stuff. That was Brad, my roommate. He’s set up a meeting with a repairman of some sort.”

“Oh?” Dinah asked.

Ty couldn’t help but smile. “Yeah. When I was there last, Dinah and Bain punched a big hole through the wall.

Dinah grinned in return. “I can imagine them doing something like that,” she said.

Ty just grinned. 

The meeting was scheduled for within the next hour or so. “Um, you don’t happen to know if we are on a bus route here, do you?” he asked.

The deerkin’s brow furrowed. “I think so. But you don’t need to worry about that. You can just borrow my bike,” she said.

“Bike?” Ty repeated.

The deerkin nodded. “Motorbike,” she clarified. “If you can ride?”

Before she had died, one of Ty’s sister’s favorite things had been her motorbike. It was just a little runabout. Nothing fancy, but she’d loved it, and had taught Ty to ride.

It had been a long time since he’d thought of that bike. With a nostalgic smile, Ty nodded. 

“I can ride,” he said.


23: Bike

Ty didn’t want to turn up to the meeting wearing nothing but a sheet, so he took a quick shower and got dressed. Once again, he wore his mesh suit under another of Zach’s less ostentatious shirts. 

Ty’s own jacket had been too small for him to wear since the device had given him his additional height and bulk. Fortunately, the dead superhero’s wardrobe included a selection of jackets as well. Many of them reflected Zach’s colorful, eclectic tastes and sported patches of fur in pink and purple, but there was also a simple, leather bomber jacket of comparatively muted design. Ty put it on and left Zach’s room only to run into Dinah in the hallway.

The deerkin had also showered and changed. She looked Ty up and down and gave a nod of approval. Yet her expression also contained an echo of sadness. 

“I always liked that jacket. A little subdued compared with what Zach normally wore. It suits you,” she said.

“Thank you,” Ty said. He still wasn’t altogether comfortable wearing the dead man’s clothing. It was as if he was carrying a ghost around with him wherever he went. But both Dinah and Tempest seemed to actively encourage him to do so. It was as if they liked the reminder of Zach.

Nor did he really have any choice. His old clothes were uniformly too small for him now, and he hadn’t exactly had time to go shopping for more. Nor did he have the funds, and without a regular job, he didn’t know when that might change.

“Are you ready to go?” Dinah asked. Ty nodded. “Then follow me.”

She led him down to the ground floor. Ty had been there only once before, when affixing the projector disc to the floor. But he hadn’t exactly explored the entire place. Dinah took him to a door marked private and placed her palm on the sensor. It clicked open, granting them access to a small parking garage.

“One of the benefits of penthouse living,” Dinah said with a smile. “Tempest doesn’t need a vehicle, but I do from time to time.”

The lights turned on automatically as they entered, and Ty found himself in an open space that could fit maybe four different vehicles. But the only thing in it was Dinah’s bike.

It was sleek and black and made his sister’s old runabout look like a toy. Ty couldn’t help but admire it. It was a Ducati, the type of thing that a middle-aged man might buy to satisfy the urgings of a midlife crisis. It wouldn’t look out of place on a race track, and while it was currently quiescent, Ty wouldn’t have been surprised if it lit up like a Christmas tree as soon as the key was turned.

Ty let out an unconscious murmur of appreciation.

“Cool, huh?” Dinah said. “She’s my pride and joy. Every once in awhile I just get on her and take off for a ride. What do you think?”

Ty was having trouble reconciling the bike with the impression he had of Dinah. To him, she epitomized grace and delicate beauty. She was a forest creature, a deerkin, and would be perfectly at home in a woodland setting. 

To think of her speeding along a highway in black leathers and helmet seemed like a contradiction. In Ty’s mind, it was Tempest whom he might have expected to own a bike like this. Not Dinah. 

“It’s amazing.” Ty said. “But how do you wear a helmet?” he blurted.

 Dinah laughed at him. “I have a modified one. My antlers poke through. Not ideal if I’m ever in an accident, but still better than nothing.” She grinned. “Well? Are you going to get on, or just look at her?”

When Dinah had mentioned she had a bike, Ty’s immediate thought was that perhaps she had a scooter. This black monster of a machine was not what he had in mind at all. 

He couldn’t help but be uncertain. “Are you sure?” he said.

In response, she gave him a broad smile and walked over to where a couple of helmets hung on the wall. She selected one and held it out to him, along with the key.

There were no more reasons to hesitate. Ty gripped the handle bar and climbed clumsily on board. Even with both feet still on the ground, one on each side, the bike felt surprisingly comfortable. Like it had been made for him. 

He could do this, he thought. Even though it had been years since he’d last ridden, he still knew how. He put on the helmet and flipped the face shield up, then accepted the key.

He was ready. 

“Just bring her back in one piece. And yourself, of course,” Dinah said.

“Will do.” Ty said. At the thought, he activated his mesh suit once again. It might not protect him from fall damage, but it should help soften the blow if anything went wrong. Then he thumbed the ignition button and was rewarded not with a throaty roar, but the delicate hum of a finely tuned electric motor. 

“There’s an anti-theft system you can activate with the key, and the remote for the garage door is on the fob,” Dinah said. “And don’t forget to turn off your shield for this wall.”

Ty nodded and thumbed the appropriate buttons. Then he gave the deerkin a wave and a grin, and, very gently, accelerated out into the street.

Fortunately, the building’s garage was at the other end of the building from where Lilith had ripped up the road. Ty could see temporary barriers put in place by the city maintenance workers, but where the garage door opened, the streets were in good condition.

It took Ty less than a minute to become familiar with the marvelous machine. When he did, he lost much of his tentativeness and started to enjoy himself. He felt an almost irresistible urge to open the throttle and see what Dinah’s bike could really do. But he reined himself in, sticking mostly to the speed limit as he made his way through the city.

He quickly left the comparatively up market area where Tempest and Dinah lived and found himself back in the rundown neighborhoods with which he was more familiar. 

At ground level, New Lincoln was a city made mostly of alleyways and dark corners. The streets were lit by pink and blue neon, covered in refuse, and rife with potholes. The pavements, such as they were, were home to furtive pedestrians, many of whom may have been up to no good.

Yet to Ty, viewing it all on the back of the bike, it was different as well. He felt a freedom almost akin to what he felt when flying with Tempest. Ty found himself grinning within his helmet, and even though the city air was not fresh, he breathed it in as if it was.

The bike itself performed wonderfully, and even though it wasn’t his, he really felt like he was leveling up on life.

All too soon, Ty found himself back in his old neighborhood. He parked the bike, made sure to set the anti-theft system, and headed into his building.

It had only been a few days since Ty had last been there. Yet to him, it felt as if he’d been away for weeks. So much had changed that it seemed a different life entirely. It was as if it wasn’t Ty who lived there but someone else whose memories Ty happened to share.

At the same time, it was familiar as well. The same careless garbage littering the stairs up to his floor. The same faded paint and smells of disappointment and defeat. He could even predict which apartments would be quiet as he passed and which would project thumping music, angry shouts, or TVs turned up way too loud.

Yet when he reached the door to his apartment, he found himself preparing to knock rather than simply letting himself in.

He grinned at his own foolishness and palmed the door open.


24: Catching Up

His apartment looked the same as it had when last he’d seen it. The security bolt was still broken. The microwave and toaster still lay in pieces on the kitchen bench. And Brad, Ty’s roommate, still sat on the couch with his holo-visor down as he played a game on the screen in front of him.

The only differences were that when last he’d been there, the apartment had been filled with people. Bain’s mercenaries, whom Ty had fought with his home-made stun gun. The police, who had come to take the mercenaries away. And Tempest, with whom Ty had left out of the hole in the wall.

As for that hole, it was no longer visible. Someone – Brad? – had taped a large sheet of cardboard that looked as if it had once been a box over it. The only visible damage was a few cracks in the wall that the cardboard didn’t cover.

Yet aside from that, everything was exactly the same. It was almost as if the last few days hadn’t happened.

“Hey,” Ty said to Brad.

The gamer barely looked up. “Hey back,” he said. Ty glanced at the screen and saw that instead of the more usual fantasy landscape where Brad plied his trade, he was looking at a battle in the expanse of space.

Brad spoke into his visor. “Real-world interrupts. AFK.” Then he flipped his visor up and studied Ty with greater interest. “You look different,” he said.

“Yeah,” Ty replied. “You said that before. The device, remember?” 

Brad was the only person Ty had told about what had happened. He knew all about the device, Tempest, and Bain. But the gamer frowned and waved Ty’s answer away.

“Yeah, the device. That isn’t what I mean.” Then he grinned broadly, showing teeth that hadn’t been cleaned in months. It fit the rest of his slovenly nature. “You got laid, didn’t you?” Brad said.

The accusation caught Ty off guard, and his own face betrayed him. He grinned like a kid caught with his hand in a cookie jar.

“I knew it!” Brad said. Then he took on a calculating look. “It wasn’t that superhero chick, was it? No way! She’s like, so far out of your league she’s playing a different game entirely!”

Ty couldn’t help himself. He grinned even more broadly. “That’s where you’re wrong,” he said. “She’s out of your league. Turns out she’s not out of mine at all.”

The incredulous expression that passed over Brad’s features was priceless. He looked both impressed and disbelieving all at once. It was as if he couldn’t believe the Ty he knew could score a woman like Tempest. 

Out of no more than a whim, Ty decided to drop the other shoe. “Turns out I’m not out of her roommate’s league, either.”

“Roommate?”

“Yeah. Dinah. Another superhero. Just as stunning as Tempest, but completely different. Full deerkin, with antlers, hooves, and a tail she can wiggle.”

“You’re shitting me!” Brad said.

Ty just grinned.

For a moment, the gamer stared at Ty as if he was a stranger. Then, slowly, Brad shook his head. “Unbelievable,” he muttered, and Ty couldn’t help but laugh.

“I take it that’s where you’ve been over the last few nights?” Brad asked.

Still grinning broadly, Ty nodded. Then he realized there was something wrong with this picture. When last Ty had seen him, Brad had been packing up his gaming gear. He’d been intending to stay with a friend. 

And yet, here he was, playing as usual.

Ty made the connection. “Have you still been living here?” he asked.

“Yeah. I was staying with a mate, couch surfing, you know. After the wall got blown out. That lasted a day before his missus gave him an ultimatum.” Brad grinned and gestured to himself. “Seems that the Brad was too much of a good thing for her.”

Ty had known Brad for a long time. They were good friends, but that didn’t mean Ty couldn’t see who the gamer was. He was a high-level slob who had maxed out every slob skill he could find, and had unlocked a few hidden ones as well. He spent most of his days in an un-washed T-shirt, fluffy slippers and a dressing gown that had seen better days. He didn’t shower for weeks at a time, and it wasn’t unusual for his personal odor to get a little ripe.

Ty could easily see how he might outlive his welcome very quickly.

But all that was beside the point. There was a reason Ty had suggested he find somewhere else to stay.

“Has anyone else come looking for me?” Ty asked.

“Nah, man. You’re all good. The way I figure it, that big guy must’ve decided you wouldn’t be back. Or they were watching and saw you leave.” He shrugged. “They haven’t returned.”

Ty frowned. Even that wasn’t the real issue. He was worried that Bain’s or the Master’s men might try to use Brad against him. They had captured Dinah to try to force Tempest and Ty to hand over their devices. Dinah had removed all traces of Ty’s family online so they wouldn’t become targets. But Brad was a different matter. They already knew he existed. And that meant, simply because he knew Ty, the gamer was in danger.

“If they come back, don’t tell them we’re friends. Tell them I couldn’t wait to get out of here. That we had a fight or something, or that you owe me money.”

Brad looked at him with a puzzled expression. He cleaned out an ear with his index finger and wiped it on his dressing gown. “Sure, man. Whatever you say.”

“It’s important. These guys might try to hurt you. It’s all because of this device. They want it and if they can threaten you to make me give it to them, they will.”

This time, Ty’s message got through. Brad’s expression grew more serious. “Okay. Got it.”

Ty relaxed a little. It wasn’t a perfect solution, but it was all he could do. He nodded. “Good. Now, what’s this all about?”

Brad shifted his weight on the couch, as if trying to get more comfortable. “Just what I said, man. I didn’t want to call the landlord about the hole in the wall. You know how they can be. But it gets a bit draughty at night, so I called repair company instead. They said they’d send some guy around to have a look-see. You’re a bit early. Want to play a game in the meantime?”

Ty didn’t like the idea of calling a repair company directly. It sounded expensive, and with him not having a job, it was a bad time. Yet Brad was also right about the landlord. The building was owned by one of the mega-corporations, and they had a reputation for being difficult to deal with. 

It was a no-win situation, but Ty knew that something had to be done. And Brad had been right to call him. Even though he’d spent a lot of time at Tempest and Dinah’s place, Ty still technically lived with Brad. 

He uttered a sigh. “Sure. What do you have in mind?”

Brad took off his visor, exposing a mop of ginger hair that hadn’t been washed in ages. “Old school. Punch Crazy three. One-on-one fighting game.” Without asking, Brad brought up the game and offered Ty a second controller.

Given all the battles he’d been involved in over the past couple of days, Ty thought the choice of game to be particularly appropriate. And it was one he enjoyed as well. It was simple, with no complex quests or reliance on a team of others. He could play against the computer or against another opponent, and a fight would be done in minutes, yet could go on for days if so desired.

“Works for me,” Ty said. 

Brad quickly chose his favorite character, a hulking brute of a street fighter named Balthazar who reminded Ty strongly of Bain. Ty scrolled through the available options, and almost picked his usual, a slim, martial arts expert who shared Ty’s name. 

Instead, he chose Wendy Wu, a blonde fighter dressed in tight leathers, at which Ty Brad offered a snigger. But Ty was happy with his choice. The character reminded him of Tempest, and he knew full well what she was capable of doing.

As soon as Ty hit the enter button, the screen changed to an image of an outdoor fighting arena complete with a crowd of onlookers. The camera panned in, and both Balthazar and Wendy displayed their power attacks to the tune of really bad music. 

Balthazar’s power attack was a helicopter move where he floated in the air and spun about with his arms spread wide. Wendy’s was more of an energy attack, like a kamehameha wave, which to Ty’s mind also suited Tempest well.

As the characters power moves were completed, their health bars appeared at the top of the screen and a countdown began. “Three, two, one … Fight!” An off-screen narrator spoke the words at the same time they appeared, and then the two characters faced each other at the ready.


25: Fun And Games

Immediately, Balthazar advanced with a repeated jab. Ty wasn’t familiar with Wendy’s moves, so he backed off and tried different combinations. He managed to get her to duck, do a leg sweep, and back away with a triple back flip, but couldn’t produce the power attack even though the power bar at the bottom showed full.

“I’m gonna slaughter you,” Brad said gleefully.

“You’ve gotta catch me first,” Ty responded, and with that, the battle was joined. Ty quickly learned that all he needed to do to avoid Balthazar’s jab was to stay low. He did so, and swept Balthazar’s leg three times in quick succession, dropping his health bar by nearly a third. 

“Are you just mashing the controller?” Brad asked in quick frustration.

Ty just grinned. He pretty much was just mashing the controller. He didn’t have the finesse required to do anything else. 

Then Balthazar flipped over the top of Wendy and used his special attack from the other side. It was too quick for Ty to come up with a defense, and all at once Wendy’s health dropped to half. When he tried to counter with another leg sweep, Balthazar blocked that as well, and swept in his turn. Another third of Ty’s health bar disappeared. In desperation, Ty tried a move he’d seen Brad use before, but had no idea if it would work with this character. 

To his very great surprise, it produced Wendy’s special attack. She stood in place and shouted a warcry, then unleashed a huge blast of energy at Balthazar. All Brad could do was put his guard up and wait for the blast to stop. But even though he was actively blocking, his health bar continued to do to decrease while the attack was in process. 

When it finished, Balthazar was well in the red. “Ha!” Ty said.

“Bullshit chip damage!” Brad said. “How did you do that?”

“Never underestimate the power of a blonde superhero,” Ty said. But in truth, he didn’t really know what he did. Nor could he try at again any time soon. The power bar had dropped to below the point where he could use his special attack. He had to survive long enough for it to slowly climb back up.

“Yeah?” Brad said. “Well, try this on for size!”

Ty knew what Brad intended to do, and was already moving Wendy into her back flip retreat. Just in time, because Balthazar unleashed his special attack a second time. He let out a roar that reminded Ty very much of Bain and spun about so quickly that his arms acted like the rotor of a helicopter. He flew through the air toward where Wendy had been and would have ended the bout then and there.

But Ty’s quick thinking and Brad’s telegraphing of his intent saved her. Wendy was able to watch as Balthazar wound down, and as soon as he did, Ty moved her forward and aimed a simple side kick to the groin.

“Round one, Winner!” Both the words on the screen and the commentator cried.

“Bullshit!” Brad said, and Ty just laughed.

“Round two, Ready!” 

The characters reset themselves on the screen and showed off a different power move. This time, Balthazar leapt high in the air and came down with a scary looking axe chop with his hand. Wendy raised her face to the sky and uttered a primal scream, then bounced around the screen like a pinball, delivering kicks and chops at a furious rate for a handful of seconds. Then it was time for round two. 

“Fight!”

Brad and Ty fought.

As the rounds passed, they started to talk about everything that had happened. Within a very few minutes, Brad knew about the battles Ty and Tempest had fought against Bain and his men, and Lilith as well. 

Brad offered a series of stunning head kicks that finished Wendy off for the round, then looked at Ty sideways. 

“So, there’s Bain, a recurring boss you have to defeat more than once. A superboss you haven’t met yet who is pulling the strings. And this demon chick you thought was a boss, but who is actually some sort of side quest. Is that about it?” he said. 

Ty nodded. It was a pretty good summation. Then Ty told him about getting fired (“Good!” Brad replied. “You were wasted at that place!”), and the limitations he’d found with the shield he had made.

It was then that Brad proved to be surprisingly insightful. “You said that the shield uses the same energy principle as your girlfriend, right?” he asked.

“Yeah,” Ty said.

“And you also said that it gives her a stat buff not just in terms of durability, but also strength and stamina, and that it allows her to fly.”

Ty couldn’t help but wonder where his roommate was going. “Yeah?”

“So you should be able to get your shield to do the same.”

The game had reset to round five. Ty had won four of the rounds already played, and opened with his special attack. But Brad had anticipated that, and made Balthazar jump clean over Wendy so the attack did no damage. 

Ty made a rude noise. “Should be,” he said. “If I could figure out how.”

Brad started his own special attack, and then hit the pause button as Ty mashed the buttons of his controller, trying for a combo-breaker. He gave up when he realized the screen was frozen. 

“You know that comic book hero with the guy in the metal suit, right?” Brad asked.

Ty knew who Brad was talking about. “Yeah?”

“Well, he’s just some genius billionaire playboy, right? He’s not going to have the fighting skills to murder a duck, let alone take on one of the gods of Asgard. So, who do you think is doing the fighting? Is it him? Or is it his suit?”

Ty had never really thought of that. “It’s got to be his suit, right?”

“Exactly. Or at least, the AI controlling it.” He looked meaningfully at Ty. “Get the idea?”

Ty thought about it. He understood where Brad was going. “You’re saying that I should be able to work up some sort of algorithm that adjusts the energy parameters my suit projects so it can do more than just enhance my durability?”

“Precisely!” Brad said. Then he looked uncertain. “I think.” With that, he unfroze the screen, and Ty was too slow to react. He couldn’t get his counter in, and Wendy’s health drained almost to nothing. 

“Hey! You could have given me some warning!”

“Ha! Do you think the bad guys in real life will give you warning? Consider this training.” 

Yet even as he spoke, Brad had left his character open. Ty didn’t have enough power to launch one of his special attacks, but he did manage to get in three quick jabs, two to Balthazar’s chest and one to his groin. Then he backed away, watching as his power bar slowly approached the point where he could launch a special attack.

At the same time, he was thinking about what Brad had said. It would take some time, but he thought he could actually do it. He wondered if he could download the specs of Tempest’s power into the holographic imager. He needed to know exactly what happened when she threw a punch, lifted something heavy, or even flew through the air. 

If he could then create an algorithm that replicated how it all worked, and somehow integrate that with his conscious control, then he really could do what she did.

It would take a lot of work, but he thought he might be able to do it.

As soon as Wendy’s power bar reached the point where a special attack was on, Ty mashed all the buttons at once. Wendy faced the heavens and uttered a shriek, then spent the next few seconds bouncing around the screen kicking and punching for all she was worth. 

At the end of it all, Balthazar stood looking out of the screen with stars circling around his head. For three seconds, he wobbled back and forth, then he crashed to the ground. 

“Winner!” the screen said.

“Hmmph,” Brad said. 

Ty was enjoying himself. He didn’t usually win as much against Brad as he was now. Admittedly, this wasn’t Brad’s preferred game, and it certainly wasn’t where he made his money. But it felt good to beat him in this harmless way.

Before the next round could begin, someone knocked at the door.


26: Estimate

Even though Brad was closer, it was Ty who got up from the couch and answered the door. But he didn’t simply swing it wide. His previous experience with the mercenaries had taught him caution. He first used the peephole and saw a scruffy-looking guy wearing jeans and a checked workshirt and carrying a tablet.

“Who is it?” Ty called out.

The guy looked vaguely bored. “Building Repair Services,” he said, pronouncing each word as if it was the name of a business rather than just a description of services. “Got a call about damage to a wall.”

It was good enough for Ty. He opened the door wide. “Come in,” he said.

The man did so, barely glancing at Ty as he started to look around. “Where’s the damage?” he muttered. 

Ty figured him to be a practical man who preferred doing the work to talking to people. Ty also figured that Brad would likely spend the time on the couch, mostly ignoring everything that happened and just playing his games. But, surprisingly, his roommate heaved himself out of his seat and moved to the cardboard covered hole in the wall. 

“Here,” Brad said, peeling enough of the tape away that he could fold the cardboard the way from the hole.

The scruffy man had made his way into the lounge. As Brad exposed part of the hole, the man’s eyes widened, but only a little. It was as if he had seen much worse than that in his job. He just nodded a little to himself.

“Hole as big as the cardboard?” 

“Yeah,” said Brad. “Big enough to fling a huge guy through without any problems.”

“Hm,” the man said. He made a note on his tablet, then looked up. “Shift aside for a moment?” he said. 

When Brad complied, the man held up his tablet in recording mode and described the damage.

“Large hole in the main external wall. Approximately seven foot by six. Steel framed building, so probably not structural.” He glanced at Brad and Ty, who had followed him in to the main room. “Window?”

Both of them nodded. 

The man gave an acknowledging grunt and stopped recording. Then he looked Brad and Ty up and down. “Significant damage,” he said. “I take it you don’t want to involve the landlord?”

It had been Brad’s call to contact the contractor directly, so Ty left it up to him to answer. 

Brad looked away from the man as he answered, his expression vaguely guilty. “The landlord is one of the mega-corporations. I looked up the lease. We’d be liable for a whole bunch of costs if we go through them. Repair, lost rental earnings, you name it. And probably eviction as well. Kinda wanted to avoid all that, if we can.”

The man gave a knowing grin. “Yeah, I hear that a lot. Well, I’ll tell you now, it ain’t going to be cheap.” With that, he gave an estimate so large it made Ty doubt he’d heard him correctly. 

His mouth went dry and his stomach tied itself up in knot. At the same time, he felt his palms start to sweat. This was the last thing he needed. To be tied up with another crippling debt to go along with his student loan. Especially at that moment, when he’d just lost his job.

Far from having leveled up, Ty felt his whole life crashing down around him. This was the type of blow that could lead to him winding up on the street.

Nor was he the only one to react that way. All the blood drained from Brad’s already pasty face and his mouth dropped open. He looked positively ill, as if he might throw up at any moment.

The contractor looked between the two of them once again and gave a shrug. 

“Of course, you don’t have to go ahead. You could talk to your landlord anyway, and see what they say.”

In the last few days, Ty had faced all manner of challenges. But this was different. He didn’t know what to do. He felt as if he had been kicked in the guts and wanted nothing more than to sit down and stare into space for a while.

How was he going to come up with that sort of cash?

“We’ve got payment plans, if that helps,” the man said.

Of the two of them, it was Ty who recovered first. “Um, thank you,” he said. “We’ll be looking at a couple of other options as well. We’ll get back to you.”

The scruffy man seemed completely unfazed. “Fair enough. But I think you’ll find other providers will all quote a similar price. It’s because jobs like this aren’t insurable. Mega-corporations tie us up both ways. It’d cost about the same going through proper channels, but this way, you don’t risk eviction.”

He looked at them again, and nodded. “I wouldn’t wait too long to make up your minds, either. There’s a bit of a gap in the schedule right now, but these gaps can disappear pretty quickly. When is your next apartment inspection?”

It was a good question. Again, neither Ty nor Brad gave him an answer.

The contractor took it as his cue to leave. He nodded again. “Be seeing you,” he said, and made his way out of the apartment.

When he was gone, Brad looked at Ty and gave him a tentative grin. “Well. That could have gone better,” he said.

Ty couldn’t come up with an answer. He just shook his head and worried about what he was going to do.

<<<>>>

Ty would have liked to hang around for a while, just wasting time with Brad, shooting the breeze, playing games, and ignoring the looming dept hanging over them for as long as they could. To him, it was a simple existence, and despite his less-than-wonderful grooming habits, in a way, Ty admired his friend. 

So many people in New Lincoln were like Ty. They spent their time doing stuff they didn’t enjoy for a repulsive manager or faceless corporation, never getting anywhere and living a single paycheck from financial disaster. 

As far as Ty knew, Brad wasn’t wealthy. But he’d found a way to turn something he enjoyed into a career. He lived his life his way, and that was something that was more than impressive given the state of the world.

Maybe Brad would be able to weather this latest financial setback as well. He’d just had a big score. Maybe it would be enough to cover his share.

As for Ty himself, he planned to go to the Concubine Club, beg Angie for his job back. Depending on how that went, maybe talk with Martin as well.

Maybe he would try to squeeze both jobs in at once, at least until he paid back this debt.

Or maybe he could somehow use his skill and repair the apartment wall himself.

Brad muttered something about making an effort to find some high-value goods to sell, and Ty suggested they each think about cheaper alternatives to getting the wall repaired. Then Ty said his goodbyes and made his way back down the stairs, his head still swimming with shock and uncertainty.

When he reached the sidewalk, he noted that the regular New Lincoln drizzle had already begun. But at least it wasn’t too cold, and Dinah’s bike was right where he’d left it, unmolested and as sparklingly black and awesome as ever.

With a sigh, Ty deactivated the anti-theft system and climbed on. He was about to slide his helmet over his head when once again, his device sounded an alert.

It was Dinah. 

“Ty, where are you?” she said. Before he could answer, she continued. “I think I might have found a lead. Or at least, a hint of one. I put out a call, and one of my contacts responded.” 

It took Ty a few moments to catch up with what she was saying. The thing with the contractor was still too large in his head. But when he pushed all that aside and focused on her words, he couldn’t help but feel excited. Yet her expression didn’t match the magnitude of the news. She seemed uncharacteristically serious. Worried, almost.

“Well, that’s good, isn’t it?” he asked.

“It would be, yes. Except that the contact isn’t the most savory of characters. He’s from one of the crime families we’ve been trying to put out of business.”

Ty didn’t know what to say. “Oh,” he said.

“Yes. Exactly. They’re into sex trafficking, drugs, blackmail, protection rackets, everything you can think of that makes New Lincoln less than it could be. But they – he – says they have information, and wants to meet. Tempest is looking to go, but normally would have taken Zach along for something like this. Just in case.”

Ty understood where she was heading. He was nodding before she even asked. 

“I’m not comfortable with Tempest going alone. Can you go with her?” the deerkin finished.

“Of course!” Ty said. “Anything. Where do I meet her?” He was more than happy to help out where he could, and it would help to distract him from his financial issues.

Dinah’s grin returned. “There’s time yet. Just come back here and we’ll give you all the details.”

With that, the deerkin blinked off, and Ty put on his helmet. Despite everything, his job and what to do about it was going to have to wait.


27: Rubio’s Bistro

The persistent drizzle put a dampener on Ty’s spirits as he made his way back to the mansion. Or maybe it was the lingering despair over the meeting with the contractor.

Either way, the soggy roads and gloom conspired to slow traffic to a relative crawl, and while Ty was able to weave in and out, it was far from the free-flowing travel he preferred. Yet it was still better than any form of public transport, and beat walking without even trying.

Despite the difficult conditions, he was still disappointed when the familiar building came into view. One day, he promised himself, he would go for a long ride, if Dinah was okay with it. Other than flying, it was Ty’s favorite form of travel. 

Perhaps he would ask one of the women in his life along for the ride.

He parked the bike back in the garage and made his way upstairs, making sure to close the door and reactivate the shield behind him. Quite deliberately, he forced himself to forget about his financial woes for the time being. He would deal with them later, and Tempest and Dinah didn’t need to share in that particular stress. 

He found Tempest waiting for him when he reached the penthouse. 

“There you are,” she said with a smile. She looked to be completely recovered from her exhaustion. Dinah, it seemed, was right. Even though it had only been a couple of hours since Tempest had arrived from her conversation with the police, she looked bright and refreshed and ready to face whatever was to come.

She eyed him up and down. “Looking good,” she said. “Is that one of the Zach’s jackets?”

Ty nodded. “None of my own clothes fit me anymore,” he said.

Just like Dinah, Tempest looked momentarily wistful. “He would have liked to know that it was being put to good use. And he would have liked you as well.” At this, Tempest quirked a grin. “Possibly a little too much,” she said with a wink.

Ty didn’t know what to say to that. Fortunately, he didn’t have to say anything. The blonde superhero had already moved on. “We have a few minutes before we need to leave. Do you have everything you need?”

“Ah, it depends. What am I likely to need?”

“Well, we’re going to meet Rubio Vecoli, current head of the New Lincoln faction of the Vecoli family crime syndicate. They are pretty much the most vile, loathsome crime family in the city. If there’s a new drug or violent scam going on, it’s even odds that the Vecoli family is behind it. They have money, guns, and muscle. But for all that, they also have a peculiar honor. Rubio once said that if you are his guest, no harm will come to you. At least until you leave his company. He is said to despise those of his competitors who act with less integrity.”

“So, he’s an honorable bad guy?”

“I wouldn’t go that far, exactly. But he follows his own set of rules. He won’t try anything to hurt us. Probably.” Tempest smiled. “But that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t be armed.”

Ty got the message. “I’ll grab my blaster,” he said. Then he had another thought. “Will Dinah be okay here by herself?”

Tempest nodded. “She doesn’t expect your friend Lilith to return any time soon, and your shield should be protection enough against anything else. And anyway, she still has the blaster you gave her.”

It was enough. “I’ll meet you back here.”

He turned to go, but Tempest reached out and stopped him. “Sounds like you two had fun last night, huh?” she said, grinning broadly. 

Ty knew it would take some time to get used to Tempest and Dinah’s openness around their intimate activities. For the time being, he couldn’t help but be surprised by it all. Yet he recovered swiftly. 

“It would have been better if you’d been with us,” he managed, and Tempest laughed.

“Of course it would have,” she said, grinning broadly. “And good answer. Now go. Get your blaster, and let’s get this over with.”

<<<>>>

New Lincoln was a large, sprawling city. Tempest didn’t fly at her fastest, but she wasn’t taking her time, either. Even so, they were in the air for more than twenty minutes, plenty of time for Ty to be lulled into enjoying the sensation once again. 

There was little conversation on the way, but the silence was comfortable. He sensed that Tempest was as happy to simply be with him as he was to be with her. Once again, Ty imagined them just flying off toward the horizon and not coming back. But he knew it could never be. He could leave his old life behind without any qualms. To him, his apartment was just somewhere he lived, and his job was no longer an issue. 

But he wouldn’t choose to leave Dinah behind. Even more than that, he was starting to think of himself as part of the team. He may not yet have the same level of abilities as Tempest, but he was doing his best, and with every success, his sense of responsibility grew as well.

His dream of the world protected by a network of superheroes was a long way away, but he was ever more determined to do his part. 

He was starting to accept his fantasies of getting away from at all as a remnant of his old life more than a reflection of his current reality. He was even looking forward to this meeting with the crime family boss.

As was usual for Tempest, they touched down in an in a disused alley, away from the prying eyes of the general public. Tempest held onto Ty for a few moments so that he could be sure of his balance. Then they walked the last couple of hundred paces to Rubio’s Bistro, the restaurant owned and run by the crime boss.

“Should I turn on my shield?” Ty asked.

Tempest thought about it. “Maybe not. The glow will attract undue attention. You can activate it quickly at need, correct?”

Ty nodded.

“Then let’s do this,” Tempest said.

<<<>>>

The inside of Rubio’s Bistro reminded Ty of the Concubine Club, except that the Bistro’s focus was food. Yet, just like with the Club, the bar itself took center stage. It was a large, oval affair, finished in dark wood and surrounded by tables on all sides. The place was busy and filled with the hubbub of conversation, and somehow, despite the size of the main room, it contrived to feel cozy.

To Ty, it felt like a comfortable, ordinary restaurant, and it was apparently quite popular. Most of the clientele appeared to be regular people, unassociated with the crime family’s trade. They mostly wore business suits and had either popped in for lunch or used the Bistro as a handy place for a meeting.

Yet there was an undercurrent of danger as well. The Concubine Club employed Badger and a few others to keep the peace. Rubio’s Bistro hadn’t posted any security personnel outside, but there were two just inside the door, standing there like bookends, watching everything within. 

They were large men, not in Bain’s league but still several inches taller than Ty and at least twice as heavy. There was enough similarity to their features that Ty guessed they were related. Dark, curly hair, thick necks, and heavy jaws. Perhaps they weren’t brothers, exactly, but maybe cousins, all dressed in expensive, dark suits.

As he and Tempest walked between them, the one on the left spoke into a communication device woven into his suit.

Ty was tempted to turn his shield on then and there. He felt unaccountably anxious, and the way the security personnel looked them up and down didn’t help. 

“Now what?” he said murmured to Tempest. At the same time, he noted that other security personnel were positioned at intervals around the dining area. For a restaurant, during at lunchtime, Ty felt it was unusual.

“There’s a sign telling us to wait to be seated,” Tempest replied, completely at ease. “So we wait.”

They didn’t need to wait long. A serving person, a young, dark haired man who had the look of a student working part time appeared within seconds. “Table for two?” he asked.

Tempest took the lead. “No. We have a meeting with Rubio Vecoli,” she said.

The server didn’t bat an eyelid. “You would be Tempest?” he asked. He flicked a glance at Ty, but said nothing.

“Yes, and this is my associate, Ty,” Tempest replied.

The server nodded. “You are expected. Rubio is in his private booth at the back. This way.” With that, he turned and led them between the restaurant tables.


28: Crime Lord

Even though he’d called it a “booth,” the server led them to a door at the back of the restaurant.

Just like at the main entrance, there were two men standing guard, one on each side of the door. They were like twin walls of muscle, and their very size and presence was enough to be intimidating. Either one of them could have picked Ty up and broken him in two. 

Compared to them, Tempest appeared tiny, a ballerina surrounded by ogres, and Ty found himself smiling at the knowledge that even so, she was by far the strongest person in the entire place.

Unlike those at the main entrance, these two guards didn’t simply stand and watch. Instead, they took a more active role.

The server gave both guards a friendly nod. “Mr Vecoli’s guests have arrived,” he said. “Tempest and her associate, Ty.”

The brute on the left replied. “Thank you. We will take it from here,” he said, and the server went back to his regular duties.

The brute on the right looked at Tempest and Ty with a blank expression that nevertheless conveyed a formidability that even the mercenaries hadn’t been able to match. 

“Normally,” he began, his voice a low rumble, “We would search any guests invited into Mr Vecoli’s booth,” he said. “However, given that it is you, Mr Vecoli wishes it to be known that, as a courtesy, we will not do so. But please bear in mind that we will be within arm’s reach at all times, and that we are armed.”

Ty didn’t know how to respond to this. He immediately understood that it might not have been courtesy so much that led to this apparent break in procedure. Rubio Vecoli must have known that Tempest needed no weapons. She was a weapon. So to search her would have been no more than a waste of time.

Yet Tempest responded as if she was flattered. “Thank you,” she said, as charming as a movie star on a good day. “Rubio’s courtesy is much appreciated.”

As if that was a signal, the brute on the right nodded and stood aside, sliding the door open at the same time.

Ty saw then that it was a booth after all. The door had revealed a horseshoe-shaped, cushioned bench around a long table. There were currently half a dozen people seated there, men and women both, dressed in expensive suits and evening gowns despite it being only about noon. They mostly had drinks in front of them, but the only food was a selection of different breads in baskets scattered about the table. 

The brute on the left stepped in and spoke. 

“Sir, your guests have arrived,” he said.

At this, the man at the head of the table broke off his conversation with the richly dressed woman on the right. On any given day, that woman would have been the most stunning creature in the entire restaurant. She was dark-haired and shapely, a ten on the scale that every man carries around in his head. Yet with Tempest there, on this day, she would have managed only an eight.

Rubio Vecoli was at least as big as his bodyguards. He shared the same general facial characteristics as them as well, wore a neat beard, and was starting to go gray at his temples. The man also wore a cybernetic implant on the side of his skull, behind and above his left ear. 

Even before he said a word, Ty could see the fire of intelligence in his eyes.

“Aha! I have been waiting!” he said in his rich, baritone voice. “Tempest Flaire, I have admired you for some time. It is a genuine pleasure that we should meet. And your companion, of course. Please forgive me, I would shake your hand, but am currently surrounded by this rabble of family members.”

Ty detected a slight accent in the man’s voice, and was surprised by how cultured and urbane he appeared. In his mind, a crime lord should have been no more than a thug. It was difficult to reconcile what he saw in front of him with the stories Dinah and Tempest had told.

“Speaking of which,” the man said as he looked left and right. “If you all could give us some privacy?” 

A few of his existing guests started to move, but not quickly enough for Rubio. 

“Now would be good,” he said. “Come along, chop chop. Leave us!” The crime lord’s tone was light, but Ty distinctly heard the authority within it. Nor was he the only one. With polite murmurs expressing their enduring respect, the crime lord’s guests quickly departed. 

“Not you, my lovely,” he said to the woman he’d been speaking to. “It seems that Tempest has brought a companion. I would not be outnumbered. So please, stay.”

The attractive woman, who was wearing a red dress that draped in all the right places, giggled in a vacuous way that Ty immediately found unappealing. 

“Come, come,” The crime lord said, gesturing at one side of the bench. “Take a seat. My lovely, perhaps you could shuffle along so that we can face one another across the table. Oh, and as you are getting yourselves settled, what would you like to drink?”

The vacuous woman did as Rubio asked, and very quickly the four of them had arranged themselves as comfortably as possible. Ty sat opposite the woman on the outside, with Tempest and Rubio facing each other further in.

“I’ll have a daiquiri, if it’s not too much trouble,” Tempest said, and Ty, whose budget rarely stretched to ordering drinks in a bar or restaurant, ordered a Scotch.

Rubio touched the cybernetic implant at his left ear. “Marco, a daiquiri and a Scotch for my guests, if you will. And a Cabernet for me and Julia, here.” That done, he regarded Ty and Tempest closely. 

“Now,” he said. “I doubt you’ve come all this way to waste time on pleasantries that neither of us will truly mean. So, to business. I have to admit, I was surprised to receive your communication. Yet it is also gratifying to know that your attention is not focused solely toward me and my little enterprises. And as it happens, I might have the information you require.” 

Tempest nodded. “That’s why we’re here,” she said. “Tell us what you know.”

But the surprisingly urbane crime lord wouldn’t be rushed. He stared at them in silence for some seconds. It was as if they represented a problem that he wasn’t quite sure how to solve. He drew a deep breath and let it out slowly. 

“Yes,” he said. “Of course. But here’s the thing. Over the past little while, the Vecoli family interests have been taking a bit of a battering. We can deal with competitors. Law enforcement is just a cost of doing business. That is the nature of things, and it will never change. But there is one thing that is somewhat annoying. It’s unpredictable and costly, and I would like it to stop. Can you guess what that one thing might be?” Rubio asked, his expression creased into a genuine grin.

Tempest returned the grin openly. “I’m sure I could,” she said. “But why don’t you tell me anyway, just to make sure were all on the same page?”

“But of course. Anything for a lady.” Yet even then, instead of replying directly, he approached the topic from a tangent. “You see, our little enterprise is on the verge of becoming more major, and taking over large parts of the New Lincoln. We have much of the infrastructure in place and are ready to go. But our plans keep getting interrupted.” He paused to give his next words additional weight.

“The interruption,” he said, “is you.”

Before Tempest could respond, the door slid open once more, and a different server walked in with their drinks. She set them down in front of the four of them and left without a word.

“Thank you,” Rubio said to her departing back.

“I can see how that would be a problem for you,” Tempest said, still smiling broadly. It was as if they were talking about something as innocuous as the weather. “Perhaps you could tell me exactly what you would like me to do about it,” she said.

Rubio’s expression hardened. His smile disappeared, and everything about him became turned into a threat. 

“You can stop,” he said.

The tension in the booth had suddenly become palpable. Ty felt it clearly, he knew that Tempest felt it, and even Julia wasn’t immune. The woman in red offered a giggle and hid behind her glass of wine.

As for Ty, the very thought of Rubio trying to tell Tempest to back off rankled. It was like he was trying to buy her, like he might buy a corrupt cop, offering her something of value to turn a blind eye.

He must let it his irritation show on his face, because the next thing he knew, the full force of Rubio’s attention was directed at him. It wasn’t a pleasant sensation. The crime boss was dangerous in many different ways. Sure, Ty had his blaster and his shield, but the purpose of this meeting was to gain information. Not to cause a confrontation.

“Do you have something to say about that question, lad?” Rubio said, and any semblance of civility was gone from his tone. In its place was nothing but malice. “Be careful if you do,” he continued. “I don’t know who you are, but that you’re in Tempest’s company suggests there is more to you than there seems. Even so, remember this well. You’re in my house, drinking my Scotch. I will abide no disrespect at my table. Do you understand?”


29: The Value Of A Favor

A week ago, Ty probably would have cowered under the man’s baleful glare. His former self would have been no match for the man in any way. But when compared with Bain, Rubio Vecoli was a comparatively minor threat. A mini-boss, only slightly more dangerous than Angie the Hutt.

Ty held the man’s gaze. “Disrespect works in more than one way,” Ty said. “We are your guests. Do you so casually assume that your guests are open to being bought?”

If the tension had been palpable before, now it climbed another notch. Ty no longer felt as if he was in a comfortable restaurant. Instead, he felt as if he was in a sauna. It was like the temperature had climbed fifteen degrees within a couple of heartbeats.

Rubio continued to glare at him. Ty might have said more, but Tempest placed her hand on his arm in a way that could have meant he should not. Yet at the same time, he sensed she was proud of him.

He maintained his silence but didn’t look away.

He thought that the crime lord might erupt into rage at any moment. The man might have surged across the table to grasp Ty by the throat. Ty knew he could activate his shield fast enough to be secure, but didn’t want it to come to that. All he could do was sit there under the crime lord’s glare, growing increasingly conscious of the way Julia was trying to edge away.

The tension grew to nearly unbearable levels.

Then, all at once, the crime lord broke into a broad and unexpected grin. He threw back his head and barked a laugh. For long moments, he let it all out, leaving the other three at the table a little uncertain.

Yet the tension was broken. Ty allowed himself a quiet smile and a sip of his drink, and after a few moments, Rubio calmed himself down. 

“I am impressed,” the crime lord said to both Ty and Tempest at once. “By the look of him, I thought you had brought me a rabbit,” he said. “But this rabbit has a spine!”

“You don’t know the half of it,” Tempest replied, and her answer led to another round of laughter.

After a while, with a far less dangerous atmosphere in the booth, the crime lord continued. 

“In any event, he is right, and if you took offence then I do apologize. However, my comment still stands. With no insult intended, please do tell me if your companion is right. Is such an arrangement beneath your honor?” Once again, the crime lord’s tone was light, but his intent was serious.

Tempest smiled broadly. Yet she shook her head at the same time. “What you ask is impossible. Your business hurts people. It is my mission to protect them. But tell me this. Your business is extensive. Could you not focus your attention on those aspects that harm no one? The money-laundering? This restaurant?” 

The big man studied first Tempest, then Ty for a moment. He pushed himself back away from the table and sat as if pondering. But then he too shook his head. 

“While I don’t admit to any activities that you would call unsavory, if, hypothetically speaking, such activities did fall within my purview, then I would expect them to be among the most lucrative of my interests. Given where we are currently placed and our long-term ambitions, I could not possibly agree to that request.” 

He paused for a moment, but it was apparent that he hadn’t finished. “But maybe, if you were to focus your attentions on our competitors more than the Vecoli family activities?”

All at once, Ty understood what was happening. Maybe he was naive, but he hadn’t really considered how the meeting would go. It had taken until then for Ty to understand that the information Rubio had came with a price, and the man was negotiating hard. 

Ty thought it was a good thing he wasn’t leading the meeting. But Tempest was more than up to the task. With all the skills of a trained diplomat, she deflected Rubio’s efforts with ease. 

As she and the crime lord spoke, Ty couldn’t help but admire the blonde superhero. She was so perfect that Ty would not have been surprised to find a film crew appear out of nowhere and to realize he’d blundered onto a set. Everything felt a little unreal, and yet for the first time in Ty’s life, everything seemed to be in focus. Even though they were facing off against one of New Lincoln’s most despicable crime bosses, there was nowhere Ty would rather have been.

Tempest countered Rubio’s request with a suggestion that if she didn’t have to watch him so closely, then she would be free to look at his competitors more.

The crime lord looked thoughtful, and latched on to the idea of a pause, suggesting that Tempest might like to go on vacation for a set length of time.

But again, Tempest declined, even when Rubio offered to pay for the vacation in its entirety, for Tempest and any companions she should want to invite.

At this, Ty couldn’t hide his interest. But Tempest just bit her lip and politely declined.

“I wish I could,” she said. “But there’s just so much to do in New Lincoln. How could I possibly leave, even if for just a short time?”

Rubio nodded agreeably. Yet when he spoke again, it became apparent that he thought they had run out of options. 

“Well,” he said expansively. “It appears that we have reached an impasse. I admit to being a trifle disappointed. I have information you want, yet you are unable to offer me anything of commensurate value.” He sighed out loud. “Perhaps this meeting was ill advised,” he finished.

Despite his words, he made no move to end the meeting. Even Julia just continued to sit in her seat, occasionally sipping her wine and all but ignoring everything else. 

Tempest took her cue. “What if I were to owe you a favor?” she asked.

Rubio’s eyebrows shot up in a signal of immediate interest. He leaned forward. “Anything?”

“Of course not,” she said with a smile. “I will not help you to hurt anyone, either by direct or indirect action, or through inaction. That part of our relationship, such as it is, will remain as it always has been. But if you need something I can offer, that is within my power, then I will do what I can.”

The man looked thoughtful. “So, if we were to find out that a competitor had an important shipment arriving, perhaps we could give that information to you?” Rubio suggested. 

Tempest held the man’s eye and nodded.

“Interesting.” He said. Then, slowly, he nodded as well. “That could have considerable value. I think we might have a deal.”

Tempest sat back in her seat, her smile back in place. “So. Tell us what you know.” 

Rubio took a surprisingly delicate sip of his Cabernet and set the class back on the table. 

“Ahh. I do like a good red from time to time,” he said. “Even on an empty stomach, it can be surprisingly satisfying.” Then he gathered his thoughts. “Your message was vague,” he said, his tone just short of an accusation. “You asked for information regarding a mercenary army moving through the streets of New Lincoln. You asked about the man Bain, as well as a shadowy figure, perhaps known as the Master. Beyond that, I have to say, there wasn’t much meat on that particular bone.” 

He paused for a moment. “And yet, perhaps there was enough.”

Rubio watched both Ty and Tempest closely as he spoke. To Ty, the man seemed to be deliberately speaking slowly, perhaps in an effort to define his control. Yet now that the man had actually started to speak, Ty was more than happy to wait, as was Tempest. 

Neither of them said anything, but instead let the mobster speak.

“I have been receiving reports of a new faction in town. The mercenaries your message referred to. Now, be aware that mercenaries aren’t new. Our competitors have used such before, and so have we. But this feels different. These mercenaries do not guard shipments, nor are they hired muscle in advance of a turf war. And in fact they appear naive to the possibilities in that area.” The man paused, as if to assess the impact of his words.

“Go on,” Tempest said.

“They act as if they are permanent. As if they are working on a long term plan. They do not make trouble for its own sake, but those few who get in their way pay a heavy price.” The crime lord shifted slightly in his seat, and when he began talking again, the topic was different.

“We do not know of this Master you speak of. As for Bain, he is also new on the scene. A man like him stands out in a crowd. Six months ago, he didn’t exist in New Lincoln. But again, he does not act like an employee of a regular crime syndicate.”

He paused to sip his wine again. When he resumed, he spoke as if his words were significant. “The markers on these people have a corporate stench to them. If I were you, I would look to the mega-corporations. Shake that particular tree. See what falls out.”

With that, the man lapsed into silence.

For a moment, no one said anything. Then Tempest spoke. “That’s it?” she demanded. Ty could tell by the tone of voice that she was a long way from happy.

The gangster held her eye and shrugged his shoulders. “It’s more than you had,” he said.

“For that, you expected me to turn a blind eye to your activities? Even for a single day that price would have been too high. You have given us next to nothing!”

Rubio Vecoli didn’t appear to enjoy being spoken to like that. He clenched his jaw and his fist, and the tension in the room immediately returned. But this time, all the aggression was from Tempest.

Ty reached around his back for his blaster and held the activation of his shield on his tongue. He would be ready if Tempest needed him.

Once again, the woman in the red dress squirmed in her seat as if she wanted to be somewhere else.

“What did you expect?” Rubio said with a hint of a sneer. “Did you want a full, itemized list of their intentions?”

“A location would have been good. Even the name of someone with more insight. Anything, really. What you have given me is just empty babble, no more than we could figure out for ourselves!”

Rubio’s face grew dark with anger. Ty had the suspicion that he wouldn’t put up with being spoken to like that by anyone else. Yet this was Tempest, and Rubio knew what she could do. Should she choose, she could have turned him into a living pretzel.

“What are they up to?” Tempest demanded. 

“I don’t know what they are doing,” Rubio snarled. “I just know what they are not doing.” Then, as if struck by a thought, Rubio calmed down a fraction. “There is one thing,” he said.

“What?” Tempest asked.

“A rumor. Word on the street is that there is a new lab in town. We thought it was drugs, but it isn’t. Perhaps that is related to this Bain and his Master.”

Tempest still wasn’t satisfied. “You say, ‘Perhaps.’ Well, perhaps isn’t good enough. If you expect a favor from me, then I want more.”


30: An Uplifting Experience 

Rubio glared at Tempest with irritation. Yet there was doubt in his eye as well, and Ty knew that the man understood he had not yet given the full measure of information Tempest required. And a favor from Tempest was valuable.

Ty knew it, and Rubio did as well. Even Julia, who had said next to nothing, seemed to know it.

In the end, it was that value that made the difference. “What more do you need?” Rubio grated.

“A concrete location. I want to be able to find this Master. If this lab is connected, then that will be a start. But I need more than just rumor and hope.”

Rubio glared at Tempest for a few moments more. Then, with a guttural noise that was almost a snarl, he sat back from the table. “I will see what I can do,” he said.

At this, Tempest relaxed. She took a sip of her drink. “Thank you for your hospitality, and for the drink,” she said, maintaining her courtesy. “You know how to contact me. I look forward to hearing what you find out.”

The crime lord just nodded.

Ty didn’t need to be told. He knew it was time to go. He stood, and even though Tempest could have picked up a car and thrown it through the wall, he offered his hand to help her stand up.

<<<>>>

As Ty and Tempest left Rubio’s Bistro and headed toward the same alley they had touched down in, Ty found himself walking with a spring in his step, and a relieved and happy expression on his face. 

He hadn’t really thought that he or Tempest were in any danger, but there were several times when he’d thought violence to be inevitable.

Tempest’s reaction was different. As they walked, the blonde superhero shuddered noticeably.

“Tempest?” Ty said. “Are you okay?”

Tempest flashed him a grin. “I’m fine. It’s just that dealing with him and his kind makes my skin crawl,” she said. “I don’t really want to owe him anything.” She made a grimace. “I’d prefer to go one-on-one with Bain than owe a man like him.” 

Then she gave Ty an appraising look, just taking a moment to study his features. It appeared she liked what she saw. “You handled yourself well,” she said.

Ty grinned. “You expected otherwise?” he asked. 

Tempest let out a laugh, then bit her lower lip as if contemplating something. “Do you have a little time before heading to work?” she asked him.

Ty hadn’t yet told her that Angie had fired him. Nevertheless, he did indeed plan to head to the Concubine Club. He had people to talk to. But he had no set time to be there, and the expression on Tempest’s face brought to his mind an image of the blonde superhero, naked, on a boulder in the middle of a lake. 

His grin grew broader. “I do,” he said. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

Tempest raised a mischievous eyebrow. “I doubt it,” she said. “But it might be within the same general ballpark. Come here. I want to feel something wholesome against me.”

Ty was happy to comply. As he stepped close, Tempest grabbed him and kissed him hard on the lips. Ty marveled at the strength and suppleness of her, and became instantly aroused. When Tempest broke free, she made a small noise of pleasure and seemed to melt a little. Then she grinned, and without any warning, leapt into the air, still holding Ty tightly.

In moments they were higher than the tops of the tallest nearby buildings, although the mega-corporation structures in the distance were still taller. Ty was more than happy to go along for the ride, and held on to Tempest tightly. He wondered if they were heading back to the boulder, but thought it more likely they were heading back home. 

He didn’t ask. He didn’t need to know. He just enjoyed the feeling of being next to Tempest as they flew through the air.

Then, unexpectedly to Ty, they were no longer flying. Tempest had touched down, not on the ground or even on the roof of the building, but within a large satellite dish that was aimed almost straight up. Ty looked around and could see no taller buildings anywhere close. He didn’t know how high they were, but it must have been at least fifty floors. 

Tempest let him go and stepped back, still grinning. “Take off your clothes,” she said.

Ty had never done it in a satellite dish before, and was more than happy to do as she said. In moments, he and Tempest were both naked. It wasn’t the boulder in the lake, but it was still something new, and the view wasn’t bad at all. It would have been better if it weren’t for the low clouds, but Ty figured that even Tempest couldn’t control things like that.

Although he might be able to do so, a small part of his brain suggested. With technology.

It was something to think about later. As for that moment, he had other things on his mind. Once again, Ty admired Tempest’s naked perfection. Her skin was paler than Dinah’s, and unmodified from the delicate pink of her nipples to the soles of her feet. The only suggestion of modification was her nails, which she had painted bright red.

Ty didn’t wait for an invitation. He knew how strong Tempest was, so he went to her and crushed her against him as hard as he could. She let out a squeal of enjoyment and squeezed him right back, but it didn’t end there.

Much to Ty’s surprise, Tempest again launched into the sky. They flew through the layers of cloud and came out into sunshine above. Ty’s heart started pounding. They were naked, flying above the city, in a land of sunshine. It was so far beyond his experience that he didn’t know quite what to think. Yet he knew one thing. This was a moment that would be fixed in his mind for as long as he lived.

“I’ve always wanted to try this,” Tempest said, her voice filled with suppressed excitement.

Ty understood what she meant, and it took him by surprise. “Is it even possible?” he asked.

“There’s only one way to find out,” she said.

Ty was more than willing. Yet he could already see some potential logistical difficulties. “Just don’t drop me, okay?”

Tempest just laughed. High in the air, above the layer of cloud through which only the tallest structures peaked through in the distance, Tempest and Ty clung together as they spun slowly about. Ty was unwilling to let go of her enough to caress her soft skin, but was more than happy to kiss her on the neck, chin, shoulders, and lips. 

As for Tempest, she gave as good as she got. She wrapped her legs around his waist and moved against him for just a moment or two before getting impatient. She let go with one hand and guided him in, then broke out in a brilliant smile. 

“Well, that part was surprisingly easy,” she said.

Ty felt incredible. Even though they were held in the air by nothing more than Tempest’s will, he felt somehow invulnerable, as if they could do anything they wished. Buoyed and enthused, he moved first one hand then the other down to Tempest’s hips, and shifted her back and forth against him.

Tempest closed her eyes and breathed out in a way that suggested intense pleasure. Ty could feel the muscles of her abdomen and thighs as they clenched and unclenched around him. He thought that even if Tempest lost control and they fell to their deaths, it would still be worth it. 

But they weren’t falling. If anything, they were still ascending. Flying higher than ever. Ty clung to her with all of his strength, knowing that the superhero could take everything he had. For her part, she responded in kind, although Ty knew she was still holding back. 

He wondered then about his mesh suit. Maybe he could alter it in such a way that Tempest wouldn’t have to hold back. He wondered if she would like the opportunity to unleash with someone who couldn’t be hurt.

Yet even that thought was fleeting. He had other things on his mind that were much more immediate and exciting.

High in the sky above New Lincoln, Tempest and Ty moved together in a time-honored way. Ty would have been happy to keep going forever, until they were nothing but empty husks in the air, but Tempest was determined. Within a shorter time than any of their previous sessions, their rhythm built into a crescendo. Tempest let out a gasp and clutched Ty with her arms and legs strongly enough to leave bruises, and shuddered against him. 

It was too much for Ty. He couldn’t hold on. He reached his climax as well, and then they both clung to each other, gasping for breath.

Tempest was the first to recover. Perhaps splitting her focus to keep them up helped her. She grinned in honest, open enjoyment and gave him a peck on the lips. 

“I guess now we know,” she said, full of impish glee.

“I guess we do,” Ty managed.

“So, would you like me to drop you off at your work?” Tempest asked. 

Ty continued to grin. “Maybe a shower first?” he said, and Tempest agreed.

31: Hidden Threats

They collected their clothes from the satellite dish but didn’t bother to put them back on. Ty couldn’t help but be amused by the knowledge that if anyone happened to look up at just the right moment, with maybe a pair of digital binoculars, they would have been in for an unexpected sight. 

To him, their brief, naked sojourn seemed to add to the fun, and he sensed that Tempest felt the same. They were both still grinning broadly when they touched down on the bridge outside the penthouse door. 

Ty fumbled through his bundle of clothes until he found the remote, and turned the shield off so they could enter. Then, together, they headed upstairs. Tempest directed Ty not to the ensuite bathroom in her room, but to the main bathroom on the top floor, the one with the oversized shower. 

Within minutes, they were both covered in suds and laughing in the wet. Ty learned that the slipperiness of liquid soap added a new dimension of interest, and he was just starting to explore the possibilities this afforded when they heard Dinah calling from outside in the hall. 

“Tempest? Ty? Are you in there?”

Ty couldn’t help but give Tempest a quick, guilty look. She laughed at him and shook her head. 

“We’re in here!” the blonde superhero called out. “Care to join us?”

Ty’s guilty expression became a rueful grin. He realized that he still hadn’t fully worked out how the dynamics of this relationship worked.

The bathroom door opened and the deerkin wandered in. But instead of the open expression of temptation Ty expected, Dinah looked uncharacteristically serious.

It was enough that both he and Tempest sobered.

“What is it?” Tempest asked through the glass door. 

“We have received a message,” Dinah responded, completely unfazed by finding them both in the shower. “It’s unusual. I think it’s from the Master himself. You’d better come and see.” For a moment, she eyed Tempest and Ty up and down, and her expression turned into one of regret. “I’ll meet you both in the screen room.”

<<<>>>

Like mist on a sunny day, the atmosphere of fun and frivolity within the shower evaporated. Ty and Tempest dried themselves quickly, climbed into their clothing, and made their way to the room with the wraparound screen.

As well as the deerkin, Gremlin was on the floor, standing protectively next to Dinah’s feet. Yet when Ty and Tempest entered the room, the cat approached Ty, purring loudly. She rubbed against his legs in a way that seemed almost apologetic, as if she was aware she had been ignoring him in favor of Dinah. 

Ty grinned and picked the cat up. On other days, Gremlin would have struggled to get out of his grip, but this time she seemed content to stay put.

Dinah had grabbed a lollipop from her stash, but other than that, she was all business. The screen in front of them was mostly black. At first, Ty wondered if there was something wrong with it, but then he understood the blackness was an image partially obscured by lines of static. 

Hidden behind the largest group of lines was a symbol that Ty couldn’t make out. Other than that, there was nothing.

“This appeared all over the news nets maybe half an hour ago,” Dinah began. “It was there for no more than a moment, then vanished again. Yet it was enough to catch people’s attention, in part because someone managed to pack in more than a minute’s worth of audio into this image. They meant it to be seen, to be understood, but not quickly.”

“What does it say?” Tempest asked, her voice flat and determined.

Dinah nodded and made a gesture with her right hand. Right away, the room was filled with a harsh, scratchy voice that was almost electronic in nature. It sounded like what an old, beaten-up trashcan might sound if it had a voice.

“You see it,” the voice began. It was a male voice, though distorted and electronic, and Ty was surprised at the amount of sheer malice it conveyed. “The grime, the foulness we live in. New Lincoln is not a city. It is a slum, a ghetto. Everyday people live their miserable lives down in the sludge, like rats in the sewers. Mega-corporations build their towers so high in the sky they can’t see the vileness, can’t smell the stench of the life down below.” 

To Ty, the voice was harsh and grating. It jarred with him on a visceral level, and even the sound of it made him start to get angry. Dinah’s response was different. She looked despondent, as if listening to the speaker made her sad. Tempest was just listening hard.

“The world we live in is broken. Corruption is par for the course, and virtues like honor and integrity do no more than keep you down,” the voice continued. “We are so mired in the filth of a civilization,” he sneered the word, as if implying that it wasn’t very civilized at all, “doing nothing. Even those with power, even those with the strength to stand up for what’s right can do nothing. They are blinded by foolishness and their vision is limited. They try to protect from within the system when it’s the system itself that is wrong. Hnnngh!” 

The speaker’s spat his bile and venom as an inarticulate growl. “Superheroes my ass. Power without insight and vision is worse than no power at all. I say enough! It is time for a change! If those with power lack insight to use it effectively, then they do not deserve it!”

The voice paused for a while, as if the speaker was consciously reining himself in. “To those who think themselves heroes, I offer a chance to prove it. It you have vision, you will sacrifice those at risk for the greater good. If not, you will sacrifice the technology that makes you who you are.”

Again, the speaker paused, and Ty wondered if he had stopped speaking entirely. But after a moment, he spoke again. 

“Choose wisely.”

The grating voice stopped, and Dinah wasted little time. She made another gesture to pause the playback, and took the lollipop out of her mouth.

“It’s pretty clearly directed at us,” the deerkin said. “It doesn’t sound like Bain even with the distortion, so I’m guessing it is the Master himself. It appears that our efforts have frustrated him. And with Ty’s shield around the building, he is looking for another way to get to us. He is looking to draw us out instead.”

Tempest nodded as if in agreement, but she looked distracted. She was chewing her lower lip, but not in the way Dinah did. With Tempest, it was a sign that she was thinking.

As for Ty, he had questions. “Bain was able to talk to us directly,” he said. “Why would the Master go to this sort of effort?”

Dinah shook her head. “I don’t know. Bain used his device to contact us before. Maybe this Master doesn’t have one. Or maybe he has another reason for choosing this method.” She shrugged. “I don’t know.”

Ty couldn’t help but feel irritated. “But what’s the point?” he said. “What does it mean?” Distractedly, as if it would help, Ty found himself patting Gremlin as he held her. The cat was still purring with an enthusiasm that was out of character for her.

Dinah glanced at him and nodded. “That’s what I wondered as well. And with this popping up everywhere, there are a lot of others trying to figure it out. The dominant theory is that it’s a viral marketing effort. Perhaps for a film or game of some kind. But there was more than just the audio file embedded within it.”

Before Ty could ask what she meant, Dinah gestured at the screen and expanded two different images to other parts of the screen.

The first was a simple countdown. A timer, with slightly less than forty-five minutes to go. To Ty, that was ominous enough. But the other image made it considerably worse.

It was just a static image. A photograph someone had uploaded.

New Lincoln was a vast, sprawling city. It was a grim and largely desperate place under the thumb of politicians who were intent on lining their own pockets and that of mega-corporations that treated everyone as no more than a source of profits. Yet within its confines, there were a number of parks, stadiums, theatres, and at least one of every other type of attraction Ty could imagine.

One of those attractions was an old amusement park.

Built before Ty was born, it was a monument to happier times and had seen better days. Yet it was still surprisingly popular. On any given day, several thousand people would enjoy the rides, often queuing for some time for a seat on the park’s main attraction: a huge pendulum ride that could take more than forty people at a time.

Once, when he was still a child, Ty had been lucky enough to visit the park. He could still remember the excitement and terror he’d felt at the time, and knew that the park was still popular at least in part because it helped people forget their real lives for a while.

All this made it the perfect place for the Master to target.

“Scare Kingdom,” Ty said, naming the park. The image on the screen was as recognizable as anything in the city. It showed the pendulum ride in full cry, and might have been one of the park’s own publicity shots. 

Ty could barely believe it. The message, the images on the screen, the whole experience was surreal. This type of thing didn’t happen in real life. Strange messages hidden in files spread throughout the nets were the stuff of comic books or movies. Maybe the work of an arch-villain in a video game. 

But it was not a comic book story, a movie, or a game. The threat was real. In less than forty-five minutes, something was going to happen at Scare Kingdom.

And it was up to them to stop it.


32: Comparisons

“We have no choice, right?” Ty said. “We’re not going to sacrifice the lives of the strangers just because this Master is threatening us, right?”

Dinah gave Ty a broad smile. It appeared that she was in total agreement. “I don’t see any choice. This Master has obviously got something planned, but if you don’t turn up, it tells him that all he needs to do is threaten us and he can do what he wishes.”

That was how Ty read it as well. If Gremlin hadn’t been still purring in his arms, Ty might have clenched his fists. As it was, he nodded and turned to Tempest. 

“Let’s go,” he said.

But the blonde superhero surprised him. Normally the first to suggest direct action, she stayed where she was and glared at the screen as if it angered her. 

“Do we have a sound recording of the Architect’s voice?” she asked.

Ty was confused. He didn’t understand how that could matter at this moment. Nor was it usual for Tempest to refer to the first superhero as, “the Architect”. She normally referred to him as her father.

But Dinah barely batted an eye. “Of course.”

Grimly, as if speaking through clenched teeth, Tempest asked, “Can you compare it with what we’ve just heard?”

This time Dinah was confused. “Sure,” she said. “But why?”

Even though it appeared to pain her, Tempest explained. “Because the Architect has been missing for so long, and Bain wears his device. And now we have this disembodied voice, this puppet master pulling strings in the shadows. Who do we know who works like that? Like a spider in a web? Who do we know who could have told Bain where we live? Who do we know who would go after our devices?”

As Tempest spoke, it became clear to both Ty and Dinah what she meant. Yet it needed to be said out loud.

“The Architect,” Dinah murmured.

Tempest looked as if she was facing an impossible challenge. She seemed somehow fragile, which Ty found deeply unsettling. Tempest was the strongest person he knew, both in physical strength and demeanor. It worried him to see her looking so brittle, almost desperate.

“Meow,” Gremlin said, although whether just to be part of the conversation or if she had picked up on the atmosphere, Ty didn’t know.

Ty wanted to reassure Tempest that it couldn’t be, but in truth, he just didn’t know. Nor was that the type of comfort the blonde superhero required.

Dinah understood this intuitively. Without another word, she turned back to her screens. “Archival search. Audio file. The Architect. Search.”

Right away, a number of results appeared on the screen. “Vocal signature application,” Dinah said. When the asked for application appeared, Dinah gestured at the screen to select the files she wanted. “Compare.”

Ty sensed Tempest holding her breath. Even he felt the tension. He didn’t know whether to hope that it was the Architect, or to hope that it wasn’t. If it was, then at least Tempest’s father was still alive. But the implications weren’t great. 

Why would he have stayed away from her for so long? And what was he doing?

He needn’t have worried. The vocal signature app displayed the results on screen. “No match,” it said, and it showed a graphic representation of the two files in waveform as further evidence.

The two files were quite different.

But Tempest wasn’t satisfied. “The voice sounded metallic. Raspy, as if he was speaking through supplemental electronics. What if something happened to him that damaged his voice?”

“I don’t know how I could allow for that,” Dinah replied. “But there may be another way.” 

As fast as thought, the deerkin brought up another application. Ty didn’t fully understand what it did at first, but it also concluded that the voices didn’t match.

Dinah gave Tempest a grin. “The Master is not your father,” she said. “Even if he damaged his voice somehow, his word choice, sentence structure and diction would remain the same. This shows that whoever the Master is, he does not have the same way of speaking that your father did.”

For a moment, Tempest just stood there. It was as if she was trying to see any flaws in Dinah’s logic. Finally, she nodded, and seemed to relax.

“Thank you,” she said. “I was worried. Ever since you mentioned someone pulling the strings in the shadows, I couldn’t help but wonder. It seems like his way of doing things. And how did Bain get his device?”

The deerkin gave Tempest a gentle smile and shrugged her shoulders.

Tempest took a deep breath and pushed the worrying thoughts aside. “Can you contact the park? Tell them that there’s been a threat? Maybe we’ll get lucky and they’ll close it down.”

Dinah nodded, and Tempest looked to Ty. “Are you up to this?” she asked. “You know it’s going to be a trap of some sort. He’s going to come after us with everything he’s got.”

Surprising even himself, Ty was able to smile. “It’s what we do, isn’t it?” he said.

Tempest looked at him with eyes that were sparkling with pride. “I guess it is,” she said. 

<<<>>>

As Tempest carried him through the air, Ty found himself enjoying the blonde superhero’s strength and close presence even more than usual. It wasn’t hard to figure out why. Their last journey through the skies together had been an experience Ty would look back on fondly for the rest of his life.

At the same time, he couldn’t help but feel unprepared. He had his mesh suit and modified blaster, and he’d brought his police baton with him as well. 

But he didn’t know what the Master had planned for them. The shadowy villain knew Tempest’s strengths well, and even if he didn’t fully understand the nature of Ty’s abilities, the mercenaries he’d already fought would have reported back. They knew he was durable within his shield. Would they have come up with some way to counter that?

With his talent, Ty could effectively change his stats, leveling up at need. He could give himself strengths and abilities beyond those he currently possessed, and that could prove decisive. 

He could be the ace in the deck, but only if he did the work needed to get there.

At the same time as enjoying the flight with Tempest, Ty worried that he hadn’t found time to work on his shield. He hadn’t found a way to prevent fall damage. His durability was good, but his strength and stamina were no greater than normal. 

He hadn’t yet done any of the things he meant to do.

As Tempest started to drop toward the expanse of the park beneath them, Ty promised himself that should they survive whatever was to come, he would do that work as soon as possible.

Tempest’s usual habit was to find an out-of-the-way place to land, often an alley or vacant lot. But this was different. There were still several minutes to go before the digital timer was due to run out, but that didn’t mean they could take their time. They didn’t know what the Master planned.

So Tempest’s first option was to circle the park from above. It became clear right away that Dinah’s message hadn’t got through, or hadn’t been believed. Tempest swore quietly to herself at all the people on the ground.

“See anything?” she asked in Ty’s ear.

Ty was also disappointed that the park hadn’t been shut down. To him, it looked the same as normal. A busy place filled with people, many of them children running about candy floss and hotdogs in their hands. The park was spread over several acres, and as well as the mighty pendulum ride in the middle, there was a rollercoaster at one end, a Ferris wheel to the side, and multiple smaller merry-go-round type rides for the youngsters. There was a haunted house, a house of mirrors, and a line of fairground attractions and booths where the sharp eyed and coordinated could perhaps win a prize.

Everywhere Ty looked, there were smiling, happy people, just going about their day at the park as if there was nothing amiss. To Ty, it was like an oasis of good cheer within an ocean of gloom that defined the rest of the city.

“No, nothing,” he said, shaking his head.

“Me neither,” Tempest replied. “Time for a closer look,” she said.

With that, she picked a spot behind the row of booths where few would see them and came in for a landing.

A random customer looked at them in surprise and confusion, but Tempest and Ty ignored him.

As soon as Ty found his balance, Tempest let him go. “We should split up. Look for anything suspicious. Mercenaries, your friend Lilith, whatever. If you see anything, contact me right away, and I’ll do the same.”


33: Scare Kingdom

Ty knew they didn’t have long before the Master’s time limit ran out. With increasing worry, he made his way through the park, looking for anything out of the ordinary. But he didn’t even know what shape that might take. What did, “out of the ordinary” look like? What would the Master have planned?

“Think like a villain,” Ty said to himself. “What is his plan? Why are we here?”

Yet all he could think of was maybe a bomb in one of the trash cans, and that just didn’t seem spectacular enough. 

The shadowy villain wanted to put enough lives in danger to flush Ty and Tempest out. What he would do after that was secondary. The Master’s primary goal was to attract their attention. Would a bomb in a trash can fit the bill?

If it did, then how could he or Tempest find it in time?

He wondered if he should just start firing his blaster in the air and yelling at the top of his lungs for people to run. But he knew that would just create panic and perhaps do more harm than good. 

And maybe that was what the Master wanted anyway. Maybe he wanted Ty and Tempest to be the threat to the amusement park. To get them in trouble with the authorities while he sat back and laughed as his men engaged in some other scheme entirely.

There was just so much Ty didn’t know, and that lack of knowledge was more than frustrating.

He found himself cursing to himself loudly enough that a small child looked his way. He gave her a fleeting grin, then continued along the pathway, looking for anything out of place. It was all he could realistically do.

But the park remained disconcertingly normal. People were talking and laughing. The intermittent odors of popcorn and fried food wafted by. As Ty approached the various rides, fairground music washed over him in much the same way that Martin’s techno punk music did in the Club. 

Nothing at all stood out to him as unusual, and he hoped Tempest was having better luck.

With his frustration mounting with every passing moment, he forced himself to stop for a moment and just think. He was on a slight rise with people passing him on all sides, and from there he could see much of the park. He asked himself not just what a normal villain might do, but what a comic book villain might do to gain a hero’s attention. Because to Ty, that was the key. They were no longer dealing with ordinary criminals any more, but legitimate supervillains. The Master wasn’t just a bad guy hidden in the shadows. He was their nemesis, their adversary. For some reason, the Master had set himself in opposition to them in the same way that trademarked characters in comic books and films did with Ty and Tempest’s fictional counterparts.

But what did that mean?

For long moments, Ty just stood there cudgeling his brain. He tried to work out what these comic book supervillians all had in common. But at first, he couldn’t understand. They were all so different.

And then he had it. He understood. Every supervillain ever conceived had a knack for drama. Spectacle. Which had to be what the Master was going for as well. How else would he attract Ty and Tempest’s attention?

Whatever the Master was planning, it had to be big.

At the thought, Ty found himself staring at the pendulum ride. The centerpiece of the park. A massive construction of steel more than fifty feet tall.

Even from where Ty stood, he could see it clearly. Four colossal legs joining at a juncture high in the sky, from which a pendulum swung. At the base of that pendulum, there was a circular platform or gondola that could carry more than forty people all strapped in and facing outward. 

As Ty watched, that circular gondola slowly started to spin.

Then the pendulum began to swing. It was gentle yet, but Ty knew from personal experience that it wouldn’t stay so for long. The pendulum would swing back and forth, going faster and faster while the people at in the gondola were spun all around. By the time the pendulum reached the horizontal, people would be screaming in excitement and pseudo-terror.

But the pendulum wouldn’t stop there. Each swing would take the people higher and higher until at last, the impossible happened. It would pause near the top of the ride, at around a hundred feet in the air, and then with one more swing, it would complete the circuit. 

Ty remembered the adrenaline rush of being swung completely upside down while spinning in a circle. It had been a marvelous ride, and he would jump at the chance to do it again.

But just at that moment, as he watched the pendulum swing back and forth, a cold dread clutched at his innards. He knew without a hint of a doubt what the Master had in mind. 

The pendulum ride was by far the most dramatic, most sensational thing at Scare Kingdom. And with more than forty people per ride, what better option was there for creating havoc?

Ty started toward the pendulum ride automatically. He had no idea what he could do to prevent the tragedy he feared was coming. But he had no choice. He had to do whatever he could.

As he broke into a jog, he used his device to call Tempest. Even though her device was still on her ankle rather than her wrist, she responded in an instant.

“The pendulum!” Ty blurted. 

“On my way,” Tempest responded.

Ty was closest. He made it to the base of the ride before she did. Up close, it looked truly forbidding. Even the pendulum alone would have weighed several tons. And the noise it made as it cut through the air – it was like standing too close to a truck thundering past combined with a ratcheting sound as the gondola spun about, and the excited, terrified shouts of half a hundred people gleefully looking fear in the eye.

There was a wire fence between Ty and the ride. Another twenty people had already gathered under the eye of a park worker standing at the gate, opposite a booth where a man sold tickets. 

Ty couldn’t wait for Tempest. He had to do something. He went up to the booth, pushing in front of a family of four who were about to buy tickets.

“You have to stop the ride!” he said, trying to keep his voice under control. “Something is going to happen! People are in danger! You’ve got to stop it!”

The man just looked at him, and Ty knew what he was thinking. In the Club, he’d watched Badger, the bouncer, deal with psychos and nut jobs on a daily basis. The look on the booth attendant’s face said that he thought Ty to be one of them. Nor did it help that the family were starting to get vocal behind him.

“Hey, buddy, there’s a line here,” the man said at the same time as his wife spoke up. “Do you mind?” 

But Ty had no time for politeness. He tried again. “Look, I know what it sounds like. But trust me, a threat has been leveled at this park. You have to stop this ride!”

The man had a round face, and the only modifications Ty could see were his ears, which pointed and sported multiple rings. Perhaps he’d thought to look like an elf, but if he had, he fell short of the mark. He was more of a goblin, or perhaps a pointy-eared gnome.

He was shaking his head and looked vaguely annoyed. “Sir, I’m going to have to ask you to leave. If you want to go on this ride, join the queue like everyone else. But if you continue to make a disturbance, I will have no choice but to contact security.”

Ty was beyond frustrated. He wanted to pick the man up and shake some sense into him, but there was little he could actually do. He looked around, searching for inspiration, and all of a sudden Tempest was beside him. Ty hadn’t seen where she had come from. For all he knew, she might have dropped from the sky like an angel fallen from heaven.

“Have you seen something?” she asked, all business. The time of the Master’s threat was upon them. 

Ty shook his head. “No. But if this Master is trying to make a statement, can you think of a better option?”

It was good enough for Tempest. She took Ty’s place at the counter, giving rise to more complaints from the family behind them. She ignored them completely. “Stop this ride now!” she demanded, a great deal more forcefully than Ty had done.

It was too little, too late. The ride was reaching its finale, with the pendulum swinging all the way to the top. The pointy eared gnome shook his head and started to speak. “Lady, as I said to your boyfriend –”

But that was as far as he got before being interrupted by a muted explosion coupled with the rending of metal.


34: An Immediate Threat

It was horrendous. It was like the sound a garbage truck might make if a giant grabbed it and twisted it apart. Metal screeched, and people screamed loudly. Ty’s heart leapt into his throat and he looked about to see what had happened. 

To start with, he didn’t understand. The pendulum had paused at its highest point, holding the spinning gondola full of people about a hundred feet in the air. At first glance, it looked perfectly normal. 

Then Ty looked down to the pivot point and saw that it had become misshapen. Smoke was pouring out of the gears. Somehow, the Master had sabotaged the ride at the most dangerous point.

“Tempest!” Ty cried. With the pivot point so badly damaged, the pendulum wouldn’t swing gracefully back to its starting position. It would slam to the ground, hurling more than forty people at the concrete at a phenomenal speed. 

He didn’t see how anyone would survive.

“I see it!” Tempest said. “Stay here! Look out for danger!” 

With that, Tempest launched herself into the air. Despite her words, Ty watched her streak into the sky. As the pendulum started its descent, she put her shoulder to it.

Ty knew Tempest was strong and that her ability to manipulate energy enhanced that strength. But could she really control so much weight? So many tons of metal?

He could only hope that she could.

The noise of the explosion and rending of metal attracted attention. The family Ty and Tempest had pushed in front of were among the first to notice. They let out gasps of shock and horror as they pointed up at the smoke and Tempest above it.

Nor were they the only ones. The twenty or so people who had already paid also started to point and stare. The park worker guarding the gate, a young woman whose skin had been modified to give off a silvery glow, let out an expletive so extreme it took Ty by surprise.

The pointy-eared gnome came out of his booth and blustered about. “What have you done?” he demanded of Ty.

“It wasn’t us,” Ty responded. “We were trying to stop it!”

The sound of grinding metal continued. It was clear to all that the pendulum had been dealt a catastrophic blow. The pivot point crumbled under its weight, and Ty knew that the only reason the pendulum hadn’t fallen was because of Tempest. 

He stood there, wanting to help but knowing that his shield and blaster were next to useless. There was nothing he could do.

Except that the explosion was just the first step.

Boom!

It wasn’t an explosion this time, but the sound of something massive hitting steel. At first, Ty couldn’t see where it had come from, and then it repeated. 

Boom! 

Boom! 

Boom!

Again and again, blow after blow. And amongst it all, a malignant laughter that Ty recognized.

He felt the dread tie knots in his innards. Ty knew that laughter. He’d heard it before, and it wasn’t good. 

Someone in the crowd yelled out. “Look, over there!”

Ty looked, and it was as he feared. This was the Master’s secret weapon, the difference between success and failure. It was Bain. The monstrous man was standing next to the far leg of the pendulum ride, laughing as he smashed at it with his fists. Boom! Boom! Boom!

If Ty tried to do that, the effect would have been laughable. He would break every bone in his hand with the first punch, and that would be that. But Bain was not a normal man. He was huge, more than eight feet tall and built as if he injected gallons of steroids directly into his muscles. 

The leg of the pendulum ride was solid steel. A girder made of iron maybe two inches thick. It had been built to withstand the pressure of the pendulum swinging back and forth, and that pressure was substantial. Even someone built like Bain shouldn’t have been able to do any damage. It should have been like an ant trying to take down a tree.

But Bain wore a device on his wrist. The Architect’s own device, most likely. As well as his size and formidable physique, Bain was stupendously strong.

He had gone one-on-one with Tempest more than once, and lived to tell the tale.

When last Ty had seen him, the monstrous man had been defeated. Tempest had flown him to the outer reaches of the atmosphere, then pile-driven him into the ground. Bain had been badly injured, but it seemed to Ty that extreme strength and durability were not the only attributes the man had. 

It had only been a day since that almost-defeat. Ty hadn’t seen Bain’s character sheet, but his ability to heal must have been off the charts.

Boom! Boom! Boom!

With each powerful blow, the monstrous villain sent shudders up the length of the leg. Ty could see it clearly. The vibrations were only minor at the base, but where Tempest was, high in the air, they were severe. 

Nor was that the worst of it. Already, the leg was starting to become malformed. Bain was weakening the leg of the ride with his bare fists alone.

All about Ty, people were starting to cry out in fear or dismay, and he could hear screams of real terror from high above.

Without even thinking, Ty activated his shield and drew his blaster all at once, taking off at a run and hurdling the low fence as he did. As far from Bain as he was, the blaster would do no more damage than a gust of wind. Ty needed to get closer. 

This was his task. He may not have been able to help Tempest directly, but he could prevent Bain from making things worse.

This was what Ty’s shield had been built for.

With a snarl of rage, Ty ran as fast as he could, cutting the distance between Bain and himself with quick strides. Bain saw him coming, but continued to pound on the leg and laughed his malignant laugh. Boom! Boom! Boom!

Ty felt his anger increase with every stride he took, with every time Bain hit the leg. He wanted to press the blaster against Bain’s face and pull the trigger. If he did that, he doubted even Bain would be able to survive. 

Yet even as he had the thought, Ty wondered at Brad’s words. Bain was a recurring boss. His powers of recovery were obviously far beyond normal. Would he be able to recover from death?

Would this monster be able to respawn?

Not if he doesn’t have the device on his wrist, Ty thought, and promised himself that his first task once Bain was down would be to take the man’s arm off at the shoulder.

Ty gritted his teeth in anger. He was just a couple of seconds away from pulling his trigger, and the monstrous man had done nothing to defend himself. He just stood there, watching, grinning, and pounding away. Ty thought he had won. He thought nothing could stop him.

Then, between one heartbeat and the next, Lilith was there, standing between Ty and Bain. She appeared out of nowhere, popping into existence with a strong smell of ozone.

“No!” Ty cried. It was all he could do before the demoness wrapped her arms around him and, with a cry of effort, teleported him away.

<<<>>>

Ty had no time for anger or fear or anything else before the moment of absolute cold gripped him. It was a shock to the system like no other, a momentary eternity without hope. 

All through his life, Ty had been aware of the various religions practiced around him, but he had never adhered to any of them. He liked the idea of life after death in some manner, but the logical part of his brain wouldn’t let him think of it as any more than hope. To him, heaven and hell were as fictitious as an entire galaxy far, far away that made use of the force.

Yet to him, this momentary blink of nonexistence was a combination of both heaven and hell all wrapped up together. It had the timeless aspect, and the horror, and the cold was such that it burned his flesh inside and out as if it was fire.

He didn’t know how Lilith could stand it, and even though he knew he should be angry at her for getting in his way, he couldn’t help but be relieved when they blinked back into the world.

Once again, he felt confused and disoriented, this time so much that he couldn’t maintain his balance. He stumbled and fell, dragging Lilith down with him and hitting the ground hard. His shield took the blow, but it didn’t protect him from fall damage. 

Ty lay there, stunned, with Lilith sprawled on top of him.

The demoness looked at him with her wide-eyed, innocent features marred by an expression of desperate need. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I had no choice.”

With that, she pushed herself up and away from him. Ty knew she was about to blink away once again and called out. 

“There’s always a choice!” he managed, and then, with her signature pop! and whiff of ozone, she was gone. 

Ty lay on his back for a moment to gather his wits. His body ached afresh despite his shield. “Sometimes the choice isn’t one we’d like to make,” he muttered, finishing his thought.

Then, groaning, he heaved himself upright and looked about. Surprisingly, he was still in the Park, or at least in the carpark outside it. He knew that Lilith could have taken him virtually anywhere within New Lincoln, but perhaps the Master didn’t know that. Perhaps he thought she had limits. 

Either way, Ty could still hear the screams and shouts from the pendulum ride. He was only a few hundred yards away.

But he wasn’t alone. Lilith had dropped him within a circle of mercenaries.


35: Limitations

“Don’t move, boy!” one of the mercenaries grated at him. “You’ve got twenty blasters pointed your way and a few other interesting toys to boot. Do you think your glowing blue shield can stand up to that?”

Ty didn’t even have to think about it. He knew that it could, and Tempest needed his help. She couldn’t stand against both Bain and Lilith working together and still save the people trapped on the pendulum ride.

Without hesitation, Ty hurled himself at the nearest mercenaries, aiming his blaster and firing all at once. Mercenaries were tossed aside by the impact and Ty ran through the gap, a howl of fury and hate erupting from his throat.

Yet the mercenaries were better prepared than they had been last time. He only just managed to burst through their ranks when one of them fired something that wasn’t a blaster.

Something landed on Ty and tangled him up. He lost his balance and crashed to the ground, jarring his shoulder, then once more struggled to stand.

But he couldn’t. He was tangled in some sort of net. He snarled and gritted his teeth, but the net just kept getting tighter.

The mercenaries knew he was caught. They approached, weapons out, as wary as if he was a wounded animal caught in a trap.

Ty still had one hand free, and that hand held his blaster. He fired at the mercenaries once, twice, and again, then turned the blaster toward himself. He’d never tested his shield like this before. It had stood up to blaster fire in the past, but not from less than a yard. Yet he had little choice. He closed his eyes, grimaced in anticipated pain, and fired at the net that was trying to strangle him.

It worked. The part of the net where he’d aimed disintegrated under the plasma blast of his weapon. Even better, his shield barely noticed. It was as if he’d been hit with a pillow and nothing more.

With a triumphant yell, Ty fired twice more, and the rest of the net disappeared. Then he rolled to his feet and fired at the mercenaries again, downing several.

The mercenaries returned fire, but their blasters were useless against Ty’s shield. One of them aimed a net gun at him and Ty leapt to the side. He swore under his breath as the net passed him by, but he didn’t back down. He fired again and again, and they wilted under the pressure. To Ty, it was like playing on ‘novice’ once he’d already beaten the game, but to them, it was as if they were under powered in a fight with a high level boss.

They couldn’t compete. Within less than a minute, a third of them were down. “Take cover!” someone yelled, and that was enough. Those few remaining ducked behind their fallen associates or took refuge between cars and buses.

Ty didn’t pause to catch his breath or consider his next move. There was no time for any of that. He’d already been away from Tempest too long and had no clue what was happening.

He turned and ran as fast as he could.

<<<>>>

By the time he neared the pendulum ride, Ty was starting to pant. His energy field allowed air to pass back and forth without any issues, but it seemed to trap the heat. He was sweating as well, although that may have been because he was anxious. He needed to know what was happening but couldn’t get close. There were people everywhere.

Ty would have expected them to run, to try to get away from the madness that was Bain. But it seemed that the drama acted like a magnet. Instead of scattering, it was as if all the people in the park had gathered, forming a living barrier between Ty and the ride.

Nor were they quiet. There was an ongoing chatter as they expressed their concerns and fears. Beyond that, Ty could still hear the passengers in the gondola screaming and the rhythmic pounding of Bain’s fists against steel. He could see Tempest still holding onto the pendulum, although it couldn’t have been easy.

The blonde superhero couldn’t lower it to the ground. It was all she could do to keep the pendulum vertical. She didn’t have the strength to do anything else.

Ty tried to shoulder his way through the crowd. “Excuse me! Coming through!” he said, his frustration increasing with every moment. The people seemed reluctant to move. Perhaps they thought it no more than a spectacle, and were unwilling to give up their place.

Finally, Ty had enough.

“Get out of the way!” he bellowed at the top of his lungs.

Perhaps the sheer volume of his shout took the crowd by surprised. They parted in front of him, but Ty continued to yell as he pushed his way through. “Don’t just stand there, call the police! And the fire service! Call everyone!”

It took far longer than Ty wanted, but he finally made his way to the front where the pointy-eared gnome and his assistant were doing what they could to keep people back. Ty ignored their efforts entirely and once more hurdled the fence.

The scene was much as it had been before, with Bain pounding on one of the legs and Tempest doing her best up above. And yet, it wasn’t the same. The leg Bain pounded upon was buckling under his efforts. Ty knew that it couldn’t last much longer, and if it was to go, then nothing Tempest could do would keep the pendulum stable.

Nor was that the only difference. Lilith was there as well, on her hands and knees beneath the pivot point, obviously injured. Somehow, Tempest must have gotten the better of her, although how that could have been, Ty didn’t know.

Despite her uncertain loyalties, Ty’s first instinct was to go to the demon woman to see if she was okay. Instead, as he’d done before, Ty charged toward Bain with his blaster aimed and ready.

This time, he started firing his blaster from twenty yards away. Bain’s laughter turned into howls of fury, and he ducked behind the steel leg he was abusing. Grimly, Ty stalked him. He drew closer and closer, shooting whenever he could.

Bain couldn’t hide behind the girder forever, and some of Ty’s shots found their mark. As he drew closer, it became clear that Bain couldn’t resist the force of them. He snarled and raged at Ty as he tried to protect himself, but Ty kept shooting, kept advancing.

Finally, it was too much for the man. He let out a bellow full of rage and hate. “Lilith! Get me out of here!”

It was just as before. Even though she was wounded, Lilith appeared beside Bain in an instant, and Ty checked his shot.

He could have blasted the demoness in the same way that he blasted Bain, but did not. The demon woman looked at him as if she understood, then blinked out of existence.

<<<>>>

Ty looked around to make sure that there were no more enemies in sight. He wasn’t yet ready to relax, not with Tempest still doing what she could high above, but at least Bain was no longer a threat.

But the danger hadn’t yet passed. Bain had wrought considerable damage. The whole pendulum ride shook as if it was on the verge of collapse, and Ty was stuck on the ground.

He looked up and shouted as loudly as he could. “Tempest! What do you need? What can I do?”

Amid the ongoing screams of the passengers came her reply. “It’s too heavy!” she yelled, and even at the distance Ty could hear the desperation in her voice. “I can’t hold it!”

Ty’s heart was beating fast in his chest. Once again, he and Tempest had survived an attack. Somehow, Tempest had fought off Lilith at the same time as Ty had defeated a small army of mercenaries as well as Bain himself. After all that, they couldn’t fail now. Not with so many lives at stake.

And yet, Ty’s shield was solely defensive. He lacked Bain’s or Tempest’s strength. Nor could he teleport the way Lilith could. There was nothing he could do.

Except that his talent wasn’t just in the technology he created. It was in the way he saw things.

He could understand how things worked.

Surely, if there was a way to help Tempest, he could figure it out.

With grim determination, he studied the problem from his place on the ground. Tempest was keeping the pendulum balanced straight up and down. The weight of the pendulum, the gondola (which by then had stopped spinning), and the counterweight must have been many tons, even without including the weight of the passengers themselves. As it was, she could do what was required, but if the pendulum moved away from the vertical, it would be too much.

Nor could she just hold it in place until the emergency services arrived. The pivot point was broken and crumbling. Even then, it was letting out groans as the steel faltered. It could give up entirely at any moment, and that would be it.

Tempest would be left trying to hold the weight of all that metal aloft.

It couldn’t be done. Even if Ty could somehow get up to the pivot point with a welding torch, it still wouldn’t be enough. He didn’t know what to do.


36: A True Superhero

Except that maybe he did know what to do.

“How is the gondola joined to the pendulum?” Ty yelled. “Can you see?”

“Looks like a couple of bolts!” Tempest returned.

Ty hesitated. This was the critical point, and it all depended on Tempest. There was nothing Ty could do to help. “Can you break them? And carry the weight of the gondola all by itself?”

Tempest didn’t answer directly. Instead, Ty saw her reposition herself, and then the blonde superhero let out a cry of incredible effort.

With the rending of metal, the gondola came free of the pendulum. For a few seconds, Tempest Flaire held aloft the entire weight of the circular apparatus with all the people dangling from it upside down.

Without Tempest’s strength acting to balance it, the pendulum stayed upright for just a moment, then started to swing. Once it reached no more than ten degrees from perpendicular, the pivot point gave out. The leg Bain had damaged couldn’t sustain the pressure, and tons of metal twisted and came crashing to the ground, hitting with such force that the earth shook.

People screamed and the air filled with dust. Ty’s shield kept the dust from getting in his eyes, but it was still hard to see.

Yet it didn’t take long for the dust to thin. Ty wasn’t the only one watching for Tempest. He and half the crowd saw her at the same time, coming in to land with the gondola, now flipped up the right way, safe and under control.

As the blonde superhero touched down next to the wreckage of the pendulum ride, the crowd behind Ty erupted into spontaneous cheers.

She’d done it! Through monumental, superhuman effort, Tempest had saved them! To Ty, it was an incredible sight, even partially obscured by the dust.

Ty found himself cheering and whooping along with the rest. What he had witnessed was almost beyond belief.

If there had been any doubt in his mind before, now there was none. Tempest was a real life superhero, a match for any in the comics or on film. And everyone who had watched the drama knew it.

<<<>>>

Ty was awash with a confusing mess of emotions. He was elated that they had done it. He and Tempest had weathered the storm of the Master’s latest attempt to gain their devices. He was in awe of the sheer, impossible strength Tempest displayed in lowering the gondola to the ground. He was relieved that aside from the mercenaries in the car park, no one had been seriously injured.

At the same time, he was angry. Angry that the Master hadn’t given up. Angry that Bain seemed so willing to cause destruction.

He was also kicking himself that he hadn’t found the time to enhance his own capabilities. He had the skill. With the Architect’s workshop, he had the tools. He also had the ideas. All he needed was the time to implement them.

Ty was also worried about Lilith. He was more and more certain that the demoness was acting against her will, and knew that for her, every minute that passed was one more minute in danger. And not just danger for her, but for her father – stepfather – as well. And, if Lilith’s words were true, possibly many others kept under guard by the Master’s men.

And, lastly, Ty felt irritation at the crowds of people who turned the successful rescue into chaos.

Within moments of Tempest touching down, along with the cheering and applause, the watching audience surged forward. The pointy-end gnome and his assistant could do nothing to keep them back, and nor could the low fence. Within moments, a horde of people descended on Ty, Tempest and the passengers on the gondola. Heedless of the dust, the audience did what they could to help.

The trapped passengers were released from their seats within seconds and given what comfort they needed. At the same time, there were so many hands all wanting to touch both Tempest and Ty, to offer their thanks or expressions of amazement, that Ty couldn’t immediately get close to one of the women he loved.

It was all Ty could do to bear it stoically, accepting the congratulations and pats on the back in the vein they were offered, nodding and smiling and trying to work his way toward Tempest.

Finally, he reached the superhero’s side. He could see by her expression that she was exhausted, and was reminded that was not the first trial she had endured within the last twenty-four hours. There had been the battle outside of their building and the grilling at the police station as well, and she’d only had a couple of hours sleep.

“Is there any reason we need to stay?” he asked, hoping that there was not.

Tempest shook her head. “I’ve had enough of talking to officials for one day,” she said. “If they need us, I’m sure they can work out how to contact us.”

Ty was more than happy with that response. “Home?” he said. He didn’t even think about it. In his mind, he still had the apartment with Brad (even with the scarily expensive hole in the wall), but that’s what not what he meant.

She raised an eyebrow and offered a wide grin. “Home,” she confirmed, her expression and tone strongly suggesting it was Ty’s home as well.

Ty didn’t know what to think about that. Nor did he have the time. To a collective gasp of wonder and awe from those on the ground, Tempest took him in her familiar embrace and launched herself into the sky.

<<<>>>

Ty needed another shower. His shield had prevented the dirt and dust from his adventures getting through to his clothes, and the flight back with Tempest had freshened him up. But he still felt decidedly sweaty and grimy.

Yet it was more important to debrief, both to fill Dinah in and so Ty could find out what had happened to Lilith.

So, once again, Ty and Tempest sat at the breakfast bar in the kitchen while Dinah cooked.

Ty didn’t know what the deerkin was making, but as usual, the aromas were intoxicating to the point where he couldn’t stop himself salivating. He found himself watching her as she flowed about in the kitchen, her graceful movements akin to a dance.

Her dance wasn’t made any easier by Gremlin, who had chosen the most in-the-way spot in which to curl up and go to sleep. At any moment, Dinah could have inadvertently kicked her, but through some miracle of awareness, that never happened.

Dinah had already told them that she was watching as best she could on the news nets. While there had been no official journalists at the scene, there were plenty of witnesses with various tech. The entire episode had been uploaded to numerous sites, from various angles, and there was little that Dinah didn’t already know.

“I don’t think I can put a lid on this one,” the deerkin was saying as she stirred one of the pots on the stove. “There were too many recordings, and they have already been shared by hundreds of thousands of people. For better or worse, it looks like we are going to be more than just rumors from now on. It will be harder for the people of New Lincoln to disbelieve our existence.”

Tempest looked grim at the deerkin’s pronouncement. Yet it didn’t last long. The superhero took only a moment to accept it.

“We knew it would happen,” she said with a sigh. “And it’s not like we’ve been completely invisible. People knew there were superheroes since my father started all this as the Architect.”

Ty nodded in agreement. He didn’t know of anyone in New Lincoln who hadn’t heard of the Architect. Yet Dinah was also correct. For much of his life, Ty had considered the stories of superheroes in the city to be no more than wishful thinking. A counteragent against the oppressive reality of life under the thumb of the mega-corporations.

Like the Loch Ness monster, Bigfoot, and even UFOs, there had always been stories and rumors, but little in the way of real, believable evidence.

“Yes, but it’s likely to change things. How exactly, I don’t really know,” Dinah said.

At that, Gremlin stood up, stretched in that peculiar way only cats have, turned a complete circle to her left, then settled back down again as if somehow the exact same spot on the floor had suddenly become more comfortable.

Ty, Tempest and Dinah examined their own thoughts for a moment. Then Ty spoke up. “What happened with Lilith?” he asked. “When she dropped me in the middle of the mercenaries, I thought you would be next. What happened?”

Tempest nodded. “She appeared next to me. I thought I was done for. I didn’t think I could fight her and save the people on the ride at the same time. She’s too quick, and all she needed to do was take me somewhere else. Or use that earthquake thing she’s got.”

The blonde superhero looked contemplative for a moment. “And she did. I couldn’t stop her from teleporting me away. To the other side of the city, as near as I could tell. She was holding onto me like I do when carrying Ty. But I think it was because she didn’t want to be observed.” 

Dinah had stopped stirring the pot and was looking at Tempest with interest. “What did she say?”

“She told me to hurt her.”


37: Enhancements

Ty’s first thoughts came straight from the gutter. Maybe it was because of the undeniable attraction he felt for Lilith, but when Tempest spoke of ‘hurting her,’ he thought of spanking, of Tempest in black leather and holding a whip. It was a powerful image, and one he intended to explore further at a later time. But just at that moment, it confused him utterly.

He blinked, totally thrown and not understanding at all.

Then, all at once, he realized he’d made a leap Tempest hadn’t intended. Yet even then, the content of her words was such that Ty could only stare at the blonde superhero in shock.

“Hurt her?” he managed. At the same time, he tried very hard not to smile at his own assumption.

Tempest nodded. “She sounded desperate. She didn’t want those people to suffer, and unless I miss my guess, it was the only way she could think of to help them. What could I do? I agreed, expecting her to blink us back right away, but she had more to say.”

Both Dinah and Ty were staring openly at her. Neither of them had witnessed this, and it was beyond surprising.

“I needed to get back. The pendulum was balanced, but I needed to be there. It was constantly shifting, and I didn’t know how long it would stay upright. But she didn’t take me back until she delivered her message.”

Tempest paused, gathering her thoughts. “She said she saw one of the guards with a branded pizza box. Hobgood’s Pizzeria.”

Ty was confused. He didn’t understand the significance of Lilith’s message. But Tempest hadn’t finished. “Then she brought us back at the amusement park.” The superhero gave Ty a vaguely guilty expression that Ty didn’t understand, compounding his confusion. “I did as she asked. Tried not to hurt her too badly.”

Before Ty could ask for clarification, Dinah explained. “Lilith is being held near one of the Hobgood’s restaurants,” she said.

Tempest nodded. “That’s what I think.”

Now Ty understood. “Is it enough? Can you use that to find where she’s being held?”

“I’m not sure. But when she was here, she said she felt it was to the west. I don’t know how many Hobgood’s restaurants there are. Enough that I know the name, but hopefully not too many. It should help to narrow it down. Maybe.”

Ty nodded. How to find Lilith was a puzzle he’d been thinking about ever since she’d first appeared outside the Concubine Club. He’d been wondering how Lilith had found him there, and how she’d known where the mansion was before the first attack.

To Ty, Lilith was the key to everything. If they could find her, they could potentially find Bain and his shadowy Master. They could remove the threat of the two villains once and for all, before they could enact whatever vile scheme they had planned for the city of New Lincoln.

“There may be another way,” he said. “To find her, I mean.”

Both of women immediately turned their attention his way.

“I think she can sense us. Or our devices. I think she can lock in on them when she teleports. And if she can do that, maybe I can come up with a sensor that will allow me to do the same.”

Tempest and Dinah both nodded with varying degrees of enthusiasm. “How quickly can you do it?” Tempest asked.

Ty shrugged. “I haven’t even analyzed the device to see if it’s possible. But if it can be done, it shouldn’t take long.” Then he thought about it some more. “But that’s not all I have to do.” He glanced down at Tempest’s device, still on her ankle. “I need to move that back to your wrist, and while we’re at it, there are some enhancements I need to make to my energy field.”

Tempest still looked tired. Yet she didn’t hesitate. “Well, what are we waiting for?” she asked.

<<<>>>

Before he could adjust Tempest’s device to fit her wrist, Ty first had to remove it from her ankle.

When Ty had first put his device on, Tempest had told him it would only come off when he died. Since then, he’d learned otherwise. Bain’s men had used a miniature version of the Architect’s fabricator to remove both his and Tempest’s devices from their wrists. Ty had seen it in action, and knew what needed to be done.

Programming the imager in the Architect’s workshop took only minutes. When he was finished, he turned to Tempest. “Are you ready?” he asked.

The blonde superhero steeled herself and nodded. Both of them knew it would not be a pleasant sensation for her. Removing the device would result in withdrawal, like that from a powerful drug, and the only mitigation was to do it quickly.

Holding onto Ty for balance, Tempest lifted her leg and placed her ankle on the fabricator’s main platform.

“Do it,” she said.

“Initiate program,” Ty said to the fabricator.

Several of the fabricator’s many arms came to life, whirring and spinning, and in no more than a few seconds, Tempest’s device came off.

Ty knew that if it was him, he would have collapsed onto the floor. The withdrawal symptoms were fierce. But Tempest just stood there, gritting her teeth, and placed her foot back down, leaving the device on the fabricator’s platform. Sweat formed on her brow and her eyes were blazing. But she refused to buckle.

“Do it quickly,” she said.

Ty took his cue. The device the blonde hero had worn on her ankle was the Architect’s prototype. Ty had enhanced it to match the specifications of the more recent versions they all wore, and so it would fit on Tempest’s ankle.

The imager still retained records of those modifications. Ty brought them up and quickly reversed them, then ordered the fabricator to implement the changes.

As soon as the changes were made, Tempest snapped the device back on her wrist.

She drew a deep, calming breath. “Thank you,” she said. “What now?”

“Now, we see how much usage data we can call up from your device.

Tempest nodded. Once before, she had called up a screen that displayed the technical detail of her power. It was a screen filled with graphs and detailed information. She brought it up again, and Ty looked at it closely.

He needed to know how Tempest’s energy field changed when she threw a punch, when she flew, or when she used it to otherwise augment her strength. He needed to duplicate that with technology.

But looking at it wasn’t enough. “Data extraction,” he said.

The metallic voice of the imager spoke up. “Extracting,” it said, and that simple word was enough to make Ty excited. He could do this, he thought. He really could duplicate what Tempest could do.

He could level up again, and become a true superhero, like Tempest. It would take a bit of thinking and a lot of work, but he was confident he could do it.

<<<>>>

It took several hours. Within that time, Tempest left, and Dinah arrived with a bowl of thick, aromatic soup. For the first time since he’d been privileged enough to enjoy the deerkin’s wonderful food, Ty didn’t give the meal the appreciation it deserved. He was too focused on what he needed to do.

The deerkin said she was going to narrow down where the Master might be keeping Lilith, and left him to his work.

To the original holographic schematics of his mesh suit, Ty added a processor and a synaptic controller. He also defined algorithms to let him control his energy field automatically, just by thinking about it.

The imager’s data representation said that Ty would be able to punch with the strength of a charging bull, to crush bowling balls with his grip, and to leap not tall buildings, but at least shorter ones in a single bound. And he would be able to do one more thing.

Ty made it so that he could project energy from his suit as if each disc was a blaster.

As for flying, that was far more complex. Despite it being a personal goal, for just at that moment, Ty had no choice but to put it in the too hard basket. In his mind, Lilith was waiting for him, Dinah, and Tempest to rescue her. She had been waiting for too long already.

He didn’t think the demoness would appreciate him wasting time on learning to fly when there were more important things to do.

He did, however, program enough so that if Lilith or anyone else were to drop him from a great height, he wouldn’t turn into a puddle of pink mush on the inside of his shield.

After all his effort, he sat back and looked at what he had done. The Ty of two weeks ago would not have been able to do it. He didn’t know if anyone else could have come close. But within just a few hours, this Ty, this leveled-up version of himself, had done something truly remarkable.

He had created an elegant, beautiful, original design that would do what he needed it to do.

Just like when he’d fixed Martin’s mixer at the Club, he had to admire his own handiwork for a while. He felt incredibly proud of it all.

As well as the additional capabilities he’d added, Ty had also optimized his suit. The mesh onesie had served its purpose, but much of the mesh was unnecessary. This version did away with it. Instead, it was little more than a sequence of projector discs, connected by cables, that would adhere to Ty’s skin.

Ty envisioned a later version that could be grafted onto his body. In his mind, that would be ideal. From being a nobody who couldn’t afford even the most basic body modifications, he would shoot to the forefront of that technology.

He would literally be a cyborg.

Ty grinned broadly at the thought. Once he had his technology grafted onto him, all things would be possible. But that was for the future. For the time being, this would suffice.

He would be happy to stick the projector discs to his skin.

“Fabricate,” he said.

As the fabricator whirred into action, Ty started work on the final piece of the puzzle: the tracking device.


38: No Time Like The Present

It was late in the evening when Ty finally completed everything on his list. He climbed out of his original mesh suit and placed the adherent projector discs at critical points on his body. He’d also fabricated a narrow pouch he could wear around his middle to carry his energy converters, and he put that on as well, connecting the energy converters as he did.

“Activate,” he said when he was done. His familiar blue shield appeared, just the same as usual. Then he brought up his energy schematics and mimed punching and kicking, watching the different graphs and data change as he did.

Satisfied, he then jumped as high as he could and was stunned by the results.

The Architect’s workshop had a ceiling that was much higher than normal, maybe eighteen feet as near as Ty could guess. On his best day, Ty could never have hoped to get anywhere near close to touching it, even if he leapt from the top of the workbench.

But with the added boost from his energy field, he crashed into it with some power.

Ty let out a very un-masculine yelp of surprise and flailed about as he plummeted to the floor.

Before he hit, his algorithm kicked in. Ty felt his ungraceful descent slow.

He hit the floor gently, with no chance of even a bruise let alone any broken bones.

Ty barked a laugh and grinned like a loon. He was satisfied. More than satisfied – he was elated! It had worked even better than he’d hoped.

There was one more thing he wanted to test, but couldn’t do that in the Architect’s workshop. He wanted to test his in-built energy weapons.

Perhaps later, he thought. Then he put the rest of his clothes back on and went in search of Tempest and Dinah.

<<<>>>

He found them both in Dinah’s screen room, still working on narrowing down where the Master might be keeping Lilith and her stepfather. For a moment, Ty just stood in the doorway and admired them both. To him, they were two different visions of perfection. Dinah moved with an almost preternatural grace, a gentle woodland creature, and Tempest was the embodiment of passion and strength.

Either one of them could have graced the cover of magazines or billboards, and passing strangers would have stopped to stare.

They were looking at a map of part of New Lincoln on the screen, where two red circles had been drawn. From their expressions, it didn’t look hopeful. Tempest conveyed determination mixed with worry, and Dinah looked disappointed.

“Hey,” Ty said.

The two women both turned to him, and both of them lit up. They were genuinely happy to see him.

“Hey, yourself,” Tempest said, eyeing him up and down while Dinah just grinned.

There was a significant amount of lust in Tempest’s look. Ty felt himself start to smile, but at the same time, he still wasn’t used to being the object of anyone’s affection to that degree, let alone someone like her.

Dinah saw Tempest’s expression and her grin grew broader. For just a moment, she looked to be assessing her options, and Ty wondered if the business at hand was about to be postponed for a while.

But when she spoke, the deerkin’s focus was on more practical matters. “How did it go?” she asked. “Were you able to get everything done that you wanted?”

Ty nodded, and stepped further into the screen room. “Mostly. I’ve improved my shield, and then there’s this,” he said, showing them what amounted to a small tablet with a screen. “It’s that tracker I mentioned.” He couldn’t help himself. He had to grin. “It works. It’s how I knew you were both here.”

The two women shared a glance filled with surprise and excitement. “You can track Lilith with that?” Tempest asked.

“Yes. Sort of. The crystals in our devices give off a kind of low level radiation. I don’t know if that’s what Lilith locks onto, but yes, it’s trackable. But only at close range.” He turned his attention to the screen. “These circles – is that where you think Lilith might be?”

“Yes,” said Dinah. “Although we’re really just guessing. There are more than twenty Hobgoods pizza parlors in New Lincoln. The circles show those to the west of here. They’re a low-end brand, and tend to exist only where there isn’t any real competition, which is good for us. But this is mostly just guesswork.”

Despite her words, the deerkin’s voice was full of excitement. “If she’s in these circles, do you think you could track her?”

Ty nodded. “That’s the idea.” He turned to Tempest, assessing her. She no longer looked as exhausted as she had after the episode with the pendulum ride. “What are you up to for the next couple of hours?” he asked.

The blonde superhero gave him a broad grin. “Why? Are you asking me on a date?” she asked.

Ty blinked at her in surprise. He hesitated and felt his cheeks start to burn. Both of the women laughed at his reaction, and he knew they were teasing him. Nevertheless, he gave a reply.

“I just thought we could start this now. It’ll be dark outside, but my tracker will still work, and I’d like to find Lilith before this Master can come up with some other plan.”

Tempest was still chuckling to herself. “Makes sense to me. There’s no time like the present. Let’s do it.”

“And maybe we can all go on that date later,” Ty added.

Despite his precarious financial situation, it was the right thing to say. Both Tempest and Dinah seemed enormously pleased.

<<<>>>

The city of New Lincoln was never completely dark. There were too many pink and blue neon signs blinking on and off, 24-hour storefronts and streetlamps for that. Many times in the past, Ty had walked the streets late at night, mostly just trying to get home. At ground level, the city was a sordid, unclean place filled with mega-corporation buildings, all held together by grime and corruption.

He’d been mugged more often than he cared to remember, and more than once he’d been afraid for his life.

This was much better. Flying with Tempest through the night, watching the New Lincoln denizens go about their lives down below.

Normally, Ty enjoyed flying with Tempest a great deal. To him, there was a sense of freedom that he didn’t get from anything else. As well as that, the blonde superhero seemed to delight in surprising him with new experiences to look back on.

But this time, it was different. Ty felt the same sense of enjoyment as before. If anything, that enjoyment was increased by a feeling of invisibility as they flew above the busy streets. It was like the dark added a voyeuristic overtone, a guilty secret to it as well. 

Not even the regular drizzle could dampen Ty’s enthusiasm. And yet, despite his heightened sense of excitement, his sense of doing something illicit, he never forgot that he and Tempest were on a mission.

Both of them had pushed aside the frivolities of flight. There were no hints of clandestine side quests to frolic on a boulder in the middle of a lake or high above the clouds. Tempest took them directly to the first area Dinah had marked on the map, and they were methodically tracing every street they could with Ty keeping his eyes fixed on his tracker.

Within New Lincoln, there were many areas of core economic activity. While the region they were in wasn’t exactly downtown, it was still a major hub. Entire blocks were taken up by massive corporate towers, while down on the street, commerce ruled.

“Hobgood’s,” Tempest murmured in Ty’s ear. Ty looked and saw the pizzeria nestled in between a lending institution and what looked like a secondhand electronics store. The pizzeria itself looked dismal, the type of place Ty’s roommate might choose to frequent. But Ty’s attention was drawn more to the electronics store beside it. 

He wondered if it was the one owned by Martin’s cousin and promised himself that he would talk to the DJ at his earliest opportunity. 

“No signal,” Ty said in response. He’d been watching the tracker closely, but so far had seen no indication of any device other than those worn by himself and Tempest.

He had designed the tracker screen like the small positioning map on some of the video games he had played with Brad. It was as simple as possible, displaying two points of light right in the center, surrounded by nothing. 

Those points of light indicated Ty’s and Tempest’s devices. If there was another device close enough for his tracker to sense, a third light would appear on the screen, and they could orient towards it.

But so far, there had been nothing. Ty was starting to feel disappointed, even though he knew there was a chance they were in the wrong place entirely. They had so few clues to work with. Lilith might have been wrong in judging the direction. There were twenty other Hobgood’s restaurants throughout the city. 

Even then, there was no guarantee that Lilith was being held close to any of them. But it was all they had to go on, and it was better than scouring the whole city one street at a time.

And anyway, even despite the drizzle, Ty could think of worse ways to spend an evening than flying through the city with Tempest.

Going to work at the Concubine Club, for example, was one of those worse ways.

And yet, he had to admit that he’d hoped for more. He’d hoped his sensor would immediately pick up a hint of Lilith, and they would find her quickly. Beyond that, he’d hoped she would lead them to the Master, so they could put an end to all this.

As the evening wore on, it seemed that such was not going to be the case.

Ty sighed loudly enough for Tempest to notice.

“There’s another area we can search,” she spoke in his ear. “There were two Hobgood’s restaurants in this direction. We can check out the other one as well, if you’re up to it.”

Ty considered. It was getting late. Perhaps it would be better to just head back to the mansion and start afresh in the morning. He was about to suggest exactly that when his tracker pinged.

“Wait,” he said. A third light had appeared right on the edge of the screen. All at once, his disappointment was forgotten. In its place was real excitement. 

“Look!” he said. Then he pointed further down the street they were on. “That way! We’ve got something!”

It was all the encouragement Tempest needed. She put on a burst of speed, drawing the point of light swiftly closer. Ty’s conscious mind knew that the light could be anything. A false positive. Bain. A lab somewhere that produced the same type of low-level radiation.

But he believed in his heart it was Lilith.

In less than a minute, Tempest brought them to another of the mega-corporation buildings, a vast, dark behemoth that rose into the night sky. 

Judging by the screen, they were right on top of the demoness.

“Where?” Tempest asked. 

Ty understood her uncertainty. A building like that could have hundreds of floors. Lilith could have been on any of them.

But Ty had thought of that as well. He tilted the screen, and all of a sudden the light that was Lilith sprang apart from the other two. 

Lilith was a hundred yards away, beneath them.


39: In The Basement

Tempest and Ty hovered in the air with the massive building in front of them. The blonde superhero had glanced at Ty’s tracker and knew what it meant.

“The basement?” she asked.

“Yeah,” Ty replied. When flying, Tempest held onto Ty from behind. He felt her nod, and also sensed an increase of tension within her that could have been excitement. This could be their chance, Ty knew, to end this. And that suited him perfectly. He was tired of simply reacting to attacks. He wanted to bring the fight to the Master, and have it finished once and for all.

“Are you ready for this?” Tempest asked. It had become her habit to ask him this before doing something dangerous. 

Over the past few days, he had been involved in numerous battles against the Master’s men. He had been shot at, tangled up in a net, and attacked by armed mercenaries in his own apartment. Lilith herself had dropped him from a great height, had blinked him out of existence more than once, and knocked him off his feet. 

His body still ached as a result of Lilith’s use of her power against him. 

Nor was he immune to the danger. Maybe one day he would get used to it, but if so, that day was a long way away. Ty was feeling excited as they hovered in front of the building, but also anxious as well. His heart was starting to pound and his breathing was shallow. 

Ty knew that there might be an entire army waiting for them. But that was why he had upgraded his shield. He wanted to get on with it, to use his nervous energy. 

He wanted this to be done.

“Yes. Let’s do this,” he said, and activated his shield in the same breath.

It was all Tempest needed. She swiftly circled the building, looking for an entry, and came in to land around the back next to a loading bay.

As Ty regained his balance, he looked about. But the loading bay was empty, closed for the night, the entrance blocked by a metal security shutter that was padlocked in place. It was unguarded, and if there were security cameras about, he couldn’t see them.

Tempest didn’t even hesitate. She walked up to the security shutter and would have ripped a hole through it. But Ty held out a hand. 

“Wait,” he said.

The blonde superhero gave him a puzzled look, but Ty didn’t explain. He wanted to test out his enhancements for real rather than simply accepting the data readouts. 

He gave Tempest a grin. First, he tucked his tracking device away in a pocket. Then he peered through the gaps in the security shutter, but could see nothing to worry about within. Finally, he reached down to the heavy padlock that locked the shutter in place.

In one quick movement, he gripped the padlock in his fist and gave it a tug.

Ping!

It was easy. As if the lock was made of plastic rather than steel. He tossed the twisted remnants aside and lifted the shutter up high enough for them both to climb under.

He found Tempest staring at him with an expression of admiration combined with a half-smile. 

“Very impressive,” she said. “What else can you do that I don’t know about?” she asked.

Ty just grinned. “I might have another surprise or two hidden away,” he said, grinning broadly.

“Can’t wait to see them,” Tempest replied. Then, “Keep your eyes peeled. We don’t know what we might find.”

With that, she ducked into the building. Ty followed after, lowering the shutter back into place behind him so a casual observer wouldn’t notice anything amiss. Then he brought out his tracker again.

Together, Ty and Tempest made their way into the building. They were in a storage area, complete with mostly office equipment stacked on pallets. Reams of paper, flat-pack furniture, and office chairs that hadn’t been assembled, all sitting beside a small forklift that had probably been used to unload it all from a truck. One of the offices upstairs must have been going through some sort of refurbishment, Ty thought. 

Other than that, the place was empty. It was lit by fluorescent tubes that were so old they cast little light and looked yellow. There were no guards. No people at all. 

It was late in the evening, but even so, the emptiness worried Ty. This was not what he expected at all. Where were the guards? 

Rubio’s Bistro had displayed more signs of a supervillain’s hideout than this.

Ty looked at Tempest, but didn’t say anything, and her expression was also uncertain. Yet they were in the right place. Ty’s tracker showed a strong, steady light, indicating the presence of a device just up ahead. 

The discordance between expectation and reality unsettled Ty. He had been expecting mercenaries in full armor coming at them with blasters aimed and ready. Maybe Bain as well. But this emptiness, this nothing – it made Ty nervous, and he worried that they weren’t in the right place at all.

Yet they must have been. His tracker said so.

They reached a heavy metal door set in a concrete wall. “Through here,” Ty said.

Tempest nodded. She seemed focused and serious. Like Ty, she didn’t know what to expect behind the door, but was prepared for the worst. 

“I’ll go first,” she said, keeping her voice low. Then she reconsidered. “Unless you have some clever way to bust through steel doors?

“We could just knock,” Ty suggested.

But Tempest shook her head. “Until we know we’re in the wrong place, we should continue to act as if we aren’t. There could be twenty mercenaries behind this door. I don’t want to give them a chance to get organized.”

It made sense. Once again, Ty tucked his tracker away. He drew his blaster and turned it up to maximum power. “Does this count as a clever way to get through?” he asked, grinning broadly.

Tempest nodded. “Works for me. If we are in the wrong place, we can apologize later.”

With his heart beating loudly with anticipation, Ty took aim at the door from close up and glanced at Tempest. When she nodded, he pulled the trigger and just hoped it was the right thing to do.

A burst of concussive green fire erupted from the blaster. It was loud and smelled of ozone, reminding Ty of Lilith as she teleported. At this distance, the blast was hot enough and powerful enough to literally melt the metal, leaving a hole that took up more than half the door. 

Tempest launched herself through the hole with enthusiasm, ignoring the molten edges as if they didn’t exist. Ty hesitated for half a moment, then tried to follow.

He made it most of the way through, but caught his foot on the molten edge of the hole and his blaster went flying. He brought his hands up to protect himself, but instead of smacking his face on the floor, he floated gently downward, cursing under his breath all the while. 

He regained his feet as soon as he could and looked around.

What he saw confirmed everything he’d suspected. They were in a small room filled with random papers and pizza boxes from Hobgood’s, as well as an entertainment screen, but little else. There were a couple of mercenaries sitting at the desk, but they were no threat at all. Neither of them had reached for their weapons, and both were staring at Tempest open mouthed, completely shocked that anyone would be there.

Ty felt enormous relief that there were any mercenaries there at all. He’d feared that his tracker had locked on to something innocuous. 

And yet, this was obviously not the Master’s primary location, and for that, Ty was profoundly disappointed. 

Tempest stood before the men with her hands on her hips. “Talk,” she demanded as Ty came up beside her.

One of the men was foolish enough to draw his weapon. Tempest didn’t even flinch as the man shot at her from close range. Yet his actions angered Ty beyond reason. He stepped past the blonde superhero, and the man turned his blaster on him instead. 

With Ty’s shield, the blaster was no more effective than a plastic toy. The bolts of plasma it fired did nothing at all. 

Ty hadn’t yet retrieved his own blaster, so he grabbed the man by the throat and lifted him up him into the air, reveling in the new power his technology upgrade gave him. This is was what Tempest and Bain could do, and now Ty could do it as well. He could pick men up and fling them about as if they were nothing.

The mercenary squealed and kicked out with his legs, but Ty was too strong. He could have crushed the man’s throat in an instant. Instead, he gritted his teeth and glared at him. 

“Drop your weapon!” he said.

The man had little choice. He gave a strangled cry and did as Ty asked.

Ty considered throwing him through the entertainment screen or breaking his neck. Instead he simply let him go. The man collapsed into a heap on the floor, and Ty turned his attention to his colleague. 

“The lady asked you to talk,” he said.

Out of the corner of his eye, Ty could see Tempest trying not to laugh. He didn’t understand the humor, but it seemed like a positive thing.

The man sitting at the desk didn’t share the humor. He started to babble. “I don’t know anything,” he said. “What do you want?”

Ty looked at Tempest.

“Lilith,” Tempest said. She had reined in her amusement and was no longer smiling.

The terrified mercenary bobbed his head. “Lilith,” he said. “Yes. She’s in the back.” He indicated a door on the far wall.

Ty didn’t even check with Tempest. He simply assumed she would watch the two mercenaries and headed to the door. 


40: Darkness And Chains

This door was also metal, although it didn’t look as substantial as the one Ty had blasted through. Just like at Ty’s apartment and most doors in New Lincoln, it could be unlocked via a palm scanner. 

Ty didn’t hesitate. 

“Unlock it!” he said over his shoulder, then stood aside as the mercenary lurched out of his chair toward him. Neither Ty nor Tempest had relieved the mercenary of his weapons, and that fact hadn’t gone unnoticed. Yet Ty was more than up to the threat. 

He glared at the mercenary as the man approached.

“If you’re thinking of trying something, remember that your hand doesn’t need to be attached to your wrist,” Ty snarled at him. As he spoke, he thought about how much he had changed over the last few days. Before he had stumbled across Bain and Zach fighting in the alley, he would never have dreamed of using that tone of voice to anyone, let alone an armored, military man. 

Before, Ty would have been no match for him. Now it was the other way round.

The mercenary couldn’t hold his eye. He looked down and nodded, and at the same time palmed the lock on the door.

“Back to your seat,” Ty said.

As the mercenary followed his command, Ty drew a deep breath. It appeared that they wouldn’t be able to confront the Master this evening. But at least they could remove Lilith from within his grasp, and that would have to suffice.

With that thought firmly in mind, Ty wrenched the door open.

Inside was nothing but darkness. Ty stood in the entrance for a few seconds until his eyes adjusted. When they did, what he saw shocked him.

He had opened the door to a cell that was so small he would have struggled to lie flat on the floor. The walls were unyielding concrete, and the only furnishing was a steel toilet down one end. There was no bed, not even a bunk, and nothing to sit on except for the floor.

Which was where Lilith was, with her back against the wall. She wore an iron manacle around the wrist without her device, and that manacle was connected to a metal loop on the floor by a heavy chain. As well, she wore a blackened hood over her head that she couldn’t take off. It was padlocked around her neck. 

Yet Ty knew without doubt that it was her. The wings, tail and demon hooves were unmistakable, as was the device she wore on her wrist.

Despite the hood, she’d turned toward the door when Ty opened it. 

“Lilith?” Ty said.

At the sound of his voice, the woman flinched and let out a whimper of anxiety. It was almost too much. Ty couldn’t imagine what it must be like for her. The fear and torment of being trapped in the cell, knowing that she could likely escape at any time but being prevented from doing so. 

Without conscious thought, he stepped toward her, and she reacted by holding her hands in front of her and trying to squirm away.

“Lilith, it’s okay. It’s me, Ty. I’m here with Tempest. We’re here to rescue you,” Ty said.

At this, the demon woman paused in her squirming. “Ty?” she repeated.

“Yes. It’s me.”

The sense of relief in her voice was undeniable. “Get me out of here!” she said.

It was all the invitation Ty needed. He reached for the lock at her throat and tore it to pieces, then moved to the manacle on her wrist. That was more challenging, because it fit her so snugly. He chose instead to break the chain. Then he removed her hood.

Once again, Ty was struck by the beauty of Lilith’s features. Even in the dim light, he could see how perfect her skin was, how open and innocent she looked. But as ever, the natural set of her features was contradicted by her expression. Where before, she had appeared determined and afraid, now a she looked relieved but still anxious as well. 

“How can you be here? How did you find me?” she asked. But before Ty could answer, she asked the most important question of all. “Where is my father?” 

It was then that Ty recognized the flaw in what he and Tempest had done. They had assumed that where Lilith would be, they would find the Master as well. And probably Bain, and anyone else associated with them. They had assumed that if they could rescue Lilith, they could rescue her stepfather as well.

But that was not the case. There were no other rooms in this basement space. It was just an out-of-the-way place where the Master could keep a dangerous pet. 

Which meant Lilith’s stepfather was still in danger. 

“I don’t know,” Ty said.

“You don’t know?” Lilith repeated. Another half dozen emotions flickered over the woman’s face. “You don’t know?” she said, much louder, her expression settling on anger. 

All at once, she surged to her feet, and while Ty was no longer afraid of mercenaries and would even back himself against Bain, he took an involuntary step away from Lilith. 

“Then why have you come?” she shouted. “Why have you put my father at risk?”

Ty had a sinking feeling. Lilith was right, and he knew it. He had been so focused on rescuing the demon woman herself that he had forgotten what might happen if they couldn’t rescue her stepfather at the same time. He had been intent on hitting back at the Master and hadn’t thought about the consequences. 

He realized now that just because he could do something didn’t mean that he should.

“We thought – we thought he would be here as well,” Ty began, but even as he said it, he knew it wasn’t enough.

Instead of bursting into this basement room, he and Tempest should have taken the time to learn what they were up against. Perhaps they should have installed surveillance equipment and made use of Dinah’s abilities to figure out what was really happening.

Yet he wasn’t ready to give up hope entirely. 

“Maybe the guards know something,” Ty suggested. Lilith’s green eyes flashed in anger and she looked at him with something akin to disdain. 

“Get out of the way!” she demanded, and Ty had no choice. The demon woman pushed past him into the main room, and an instant later, it felt as if the whole building was starting to shake.

It was all Ty could do to stay on his feet. He turned to follow Lilith as she rounded on the mercenaries. 

“Where is he?” she bellowed. “Where are you keeping my father?” 

As she shouted, she unfurled her wings in what may have been an unconscious gesture of rage. The impression he gave was that of a powerful demon unleashing her strength. The force of her anger was like an earthquake, and Ty feared for the building’s structural integrity. Yet he wasn’t about to do anything to stop her. The demon woman was right. He and Tempest had blown it, and this might have been her only chance to get answers.

She was a figure of power looming above the mercenary at the desk, and Ty could see the terror on the man’s face. He didn’t understand what was happening, but knew in his soul that Lilith was dangerous.

Not even Tempest tried to stand in her way. She understood as well as Ty did that they’d made an error. The expression on her face as she stood aside was one of acceptance.

If the building collapsed on them, that was the price they had to pay. Perhaps Tempest would even be able to survive it, and maybe Ty could as well, with his shield. But even then, they would be trapped under tons of rubble.

“WHERE IS HE?” the demoness bellowed, and cracks started to appear in the walls. 

The mercenary finally found his voice. “I don’t know! I just do what they tell me! But Gavin – he might know!”

Lilith let out a shriek of rage that was all but incoherent. Perhaps she was responding to the mercenary not knowing. Or maybe she was simply scared for her father’s safety.

Tempest was more in control. “Who is Gavin?” she asked. 

The mercenary at the desk was literally shaking in fear. The blood had drained from his face and he was staring at Lilith as if she was an apparition of doom. Yet he managed an answer. He indicated the other mercenary, the man still crumpled on the floor. 

“Him,” he said.

And that was enough. Tempest reached down and picked the other mercenary up. Ty’s treatment of the man had left him incoherent, but he was at least partially conscious. Tempest shook him to wake him more fully. 

“You have one chance,” Tempest said. “Tell us what we want to know, or I will give you to her! Do you understand?” The man, held up by Tempest strength, shot a terrified glance at the demonic form of Lilith and managed to nod. “Where is her father?” Tempest asked.

“Prison,” the man managed.

It was an answer that made no sense at all. Yet it was enough to make Lilith pause. She reined in her power a little. 

“What do you mean?” she demanded.

The mercenary was too scared to look at her as he spoke. “It’s a block and a half away. Decommissioned prison. If he’s anywhere, he will be there. That’s where they keep all of them.”


41: Life Or Death

To Ty, the way the man said, ‘all of them’ was ominous. Yet at the same time, it gave him hope that they hadn’t ruined things for Lilith’s father. Nor was he the only one to think that way. The atmosphere in the room became suddenly lighter, and the shuddering from Lilith’s power stopped entirely.

Tempest glanced at Ty, then focused her attention on Lilith. “You can home in on our devices, correct?” she said.

Lilith looked vaguely puzzled. “Yes.”

“Good. This man is going to show me where this prison is, and when we get there, I want you to follow with Ty. Okay?”

Lilith nodded, and that was enough for Tempest. Without waiting for Ty to figure out what was happening, the blonde superhero marched the mercenary to the door with the hole in it. She didn’t try go through the hole or even unlock it. Instead, she simply kicked it hard enough that it burst wide open. 

Then she was gone, leaving Ty and Lilith alone with the other mercenary.

Ty gave Lilith a hesitant look. He felt awkward for having messed up her rescue, and didn’t know quite what to say. 

“We’ll find him,” he said, trying to reassure her.

The demon woman nodded but didn’t say anything. She still looked angry and hadn’t forgiven him for his failure. The mercenary at the desk looked from Ty to Lilith and back again. 

“Um,” he began, but Ty didn’t want to listen.

“Unless you have something useful to say, just shut it,” he said. The mercenary clamped his mouth shut and nodded. Then Ty had a thought. “Take out your weapons and place them on the table,” he said. “No false moves. You know what we can do.” 

The mercenary did as Ty said. As well as the usual blaster, the man took out a police baton and a nasty looking knife. Ty picked up the blaster and looked to Lilith. 

“Do you want this?” he asked.

The demoness nodded, and he handed it over. Then he picked up the knife and broke the blade, and tucked the police baton into one of his pockets. That done, he spent a moment looking for the blaster he’d lost when he’d tripped through the hole in the door. He found it resting against a filing cabinet.

He wasn’t sure if he still needed the weapon given his latest enhancements, but he certainly didn’t want it falling in into the mercenary’s hands, so he tucked it away through his belt and turned back to Lilith and the man at the desk.

“What should we do with him?” Lilith asked. She was pointing her blaster at the mercenary, her expression grim.

Ty looked at her seriously. “Your choice,” he said. “He kept you prisoner. Let him go, shoot him in the face, whatever you wish. He deserves it.”

Lilith’s expression turned into a snarl of righteous anger, and the mercenary started to cower. 

“No!” he said. “Don’t hurt me! I was just doing my job!”

“Well maybe you should have thought a little harder about what your Master asked you to do,” Lilith said. Ty could see the tension in her trigger finger. She wanted to do it. Nor would he blame her if she did.

But he had another thought. “Do you know where the Master is?” he asked.

The man looked terrified. It was as if he thought his answer to Ty’s question would determine his fate. Unwillingly, he shook his head.

Ty made a face of mild regret and shrugged his shoulders. 

“Oh well. I guess you’re not much use to us then, are you?” He looked at Lilith, curious to see what she might do, but really didn’t care whether she shot him or not.

But the man cared. He cared a very great deal. 

“No, wait! I don’t know where he is, but I can find him! I can help!”

Ty considered. The mercenary may have been telling the truth or just trying to save his own life. Either way, Lilith seemed unwilling to pull the trigger. If she wanted to, she would have done it already.

“What do you think?” Ty asked her. 

Lilith’s beautiful face was still creased in anger. Ty could tell she wanted to hurt the man, but her need for revenge didn’t stop with just him. The Master was the one responsible for keeping her and her father captive.

She kept her blaster aimed. 

“How can you find him?” she snarled.

Before the man could respond, Ty’s device sounded an alert. He answered and Tempest’s beautiful face appeared in hologram form. 

“We’re here,” the blonde superhero said. “And the party is about to begin. I suggest you get here as soon as you can,” she said, and she was gone.

Ty looked at Lilith. “We can return to this later,” he said, then turned to the mercenary. “You. Get in Lilith’s cell. Do it now.”

The mercenary whimpered, but he no choice. He stood and walked into the dark, empty cell, with Ty following closely to shut the door behind him. When the lock clicked into place, he turned back to Lilith. 

“Take us to Tempest,” he said.

<<<>>>

Once more, Ty endured a moment of cold like no other. He didn’t know if it was possible for a soul to freeze, but if it was, then five minutes in that space between universes would have done the trick. Even the brief moment he was there was enough to make him feel as if he would never be warm again.

Ty hadn’t yet seen Lilith’s character sheet or power schematics. Maybe he never would. If he did, he knew he could probably come up with a technological equivalent of her power. It was what his skill enabled him to do.

Yet he didn’t want to. He would spend his days flying if he could, but even the thought of teleportation was like an icy hand gripping his spine.

To him, it felt unnatural. It was hideous, an experience he would prefer never to have, and he was extremely grateful when he and Lilith blinked back into the darkness over the city of New Lincoln. 

Lilith beat her leathery wings and hovered in the sky with Ty in her arms. Ty’s heart was beating too fast and he breathed in short gasps. He was acutely aware of the demon woman’s close presence as he held her tight to keep from falling. He saw that they had appeared almost within touching distance of Tempest. The blonde superhero was carelessly clutching the mercenary who had provided directions, gripping him by an arm as he dangled in an ungainly way, a look of pure terror on his face. 

Ty couldn’t help but wonder at the image they offered to anyone who might have been watching. Four people hovering in the darkness, and only one of them had wings. It was so surreal that he might have laughed out loud if he hadn’t felt so awkward. 

His awkwardness increased at Tempest’s expression. The blonde superhero was looking at the way he was holding Lilith. She didn’t seem angry, precisely. Nor jealous. Consternation, Ty thought, was the best word to describe her expression.

He looked away, in part to avoid Tempest’s attention and in part to get his bearings, and saw that they were hovering above a building in ruins. The old prison was in the process of being demolished, probably to make way for another mega-corporate structure. Much it was hidden behind fences, but from his vantage in the sky, Ty could see everything. 

Much of the lot was in rubble, with construction equipment scattered about. Excavator and bulldozers, abandoned for the night. Yet there was a full wing that hadn’t been touched, and from where they were, Ty could see lights shining within.

He looked at Tempest. “Do we have a plan?” he asked.

“We need to confirm that this is the right place,” Tempest began, but that’s as far as she got. 

Lilith had made up her own mind as to what needed to be done. “Father!” she cried at the top of her voice, and then Ty was plunged into the cold once again.

An instant later, he was inside the prison, surrounded by concrete walls and iron bars. He stumbled, catching his balance, and in that instant Lilith vanished again.


42: Prison

To Ty, the prison looked like every prison he’d ever seen on the entertainment screens. He was standing in a narrow hallway outside of an empty cell, with his way blocked ahead and behind by doors made of steel bars of the sort that wouldn’t stop an android made of liquid metal. Despite the late hour, it was brightly lit, and Ty could see Lilith appearing and disappearing in sequence along the hallway.

“Father!” the demoness shouted. “Father!”

Her efforts attracted attention. Not only could Ty hear voices exclaiming surprise or hope as she passed, but already, guards were appearing in the hallway behind him.

If the partially-demolished prison wasn’t enough, the guards themselves told Ty all he needed to know. They weren’t regular prison guards at all, but were more of the Master’s mercenaries. They wore the same uniform and armor, and those approaching had already drawn their blasters.

Ty gritted his teeth. There was no way anyone here was being held for anything other than the Master’s purposes, whatever they were, and that alone was enough to inspire Ty to act. He rounded on the mercenaries who had come up behind him.

“Who are you?” “Don’t move!” two of them shouted in unison from beyond the steel bars. 

Ty could have waited for them to open the door, but he did not. Instead, he reached for the door and with an augmented heave, ripped it from their hinges. The mercenaries looked at him in shock and fired their blasters, but to Ty they may as well have been hurling feathers his way. In moments he was upon them, heaving the door at them and then laying about with his fists, and seconds later the first wave of mercenaries was down.

Ty stood over their groaning forms with his fists clenched. He could hear others rushing up from downstairs and considered going to meet them, but before he could move, the concrete wall beside him erupted into a cloud of dust and rock. 

Despite his shield, Ty flinched away from the noise, then turned to face the new threat.

It was Tempest. She had crashed through the solid wall just to be by his side.

The blonde superhero, completely unscathed by her efforts, took in the situation at a glance. “Where’s Lilith?” she said.

“She’s gone to find her father,” Ty replied.

Tempest nodded. “Well, we’d better go help her,” she said.

Before they could move, more mercenaries appeared at the stairs behind those Ty had taken care of. 

“New plan,” Tempest said. “You help her. I’ll deal with these!”

There was no time to argue. As the blonde hero confronted the mercenaries, Ty started to work his way down the corridor. Many of the cells he passed by were empty, but some were not. The first person he saw was a young man dressed in normal street clothes that had become very grubby. 

Ty asked him why he was there, but the young man couldn’t answer. “I don’t know. I was kidnapped,” was all he managed to say. 

It was enough. Ty wrenched the door open. “We’re getting you out of here,” he said. “Hang tight.”

He intended to move onto the next cell, but before he did, Lilith appeared beside him with her distinctive pop! and whiff of ozone. 

“Mercenaries!” she said as she reached for him. 

Ty didn’t even get a chance to offer his help before being plunged into cold once again. They reappeared at the opposite end of the corridor from where Tempest was, but the situation was the same. At least a dozen mercenaries were swarming toward them. 

Ty stepped protectively in front of Lilith. “Is your father here?” he asked.

“Yes, he is.”

“Then take him to safety. And the others. Take all of them. I’ll deal with these – they won’t get near you.”

With that, Ty put Lilith out of his mind and turned his attention to the approaching men. 

It was a short but brutal fight. The mercenaries had no answer to Ty’s enhancements. They carried blasters and police batons, but no nets. They couldn’t hurt him at all, and he could hurt them a very great deal.

To Ty, the fight was an angry blur. He yelled at the top of his lungs as he swung his fists left and right, bashing faces and chests and anything he could reach with sickening strength. He even used his new ability, letting rip with a mighty energy blast from his projected discs. 

The blast tore through half of the men all at once.

Within the very few minutes, Ty was the only one standing.

He breathed hard as he looked at the carnage. Ty knew that he had likely killed men before, and he had no compunction against doing so again. But the evidence of what he’d done this time was more visceral. It was more real.

He hadn’t pretended that this was a video game. Nor was he actively protecting Tempest, Dinah, or himself. He had just let his rage at the Master and Bain take control and had done as he wished.

The results were awful enough to bring the bile up to his throat. He thought he was going to be ill and turned away.

He couldn’t stay there. He couldn’t face the evidence of his rage. So he made his way into one of the empty cells and sat on the bunk. Then he closed his eyes and tried not to think of the men he had killed.

<<<>>>

He didn’t know how long he’d been there before Tempest found him. All he knew was that one moment, he was alone in the cell, staring blankly at the wall, and the next Tempest was there, sitting beside him and holding his hand. 

Ty hadn’t seen her come in and had no idea how long she had been there. All he knew was that she was looking at him with deep concern in her eyes. 

“Are you okay?” she asked. 

Even though he wasn’t sure that he was, Ty nodded. “I just…” But he didn’t know what to say.

Tempest nodded anyway. “It’s okay,” she said.

Ty took a deep, steadying breath, and nodded again. “I’m okay,” he said, speaking with more confidence this time.

“Good to hear. You did well.” Tempest said.

Ty did what he could to push the horrors of the fight away and looked at her. “Lilith?” he asked.

“She’s gone. And so are all the others. The prisoners.”

“She said she found him,” Ty said. “Her stepfather. I told her to take him – all of them – to safety.”

“Good,” Tempest said, sounding relieved.

They lapsed into silence for a time, neither of them saying anything. Tempest just continued to hold Ty’s hand, seemingly content to sit with him for as long as he needed.

It worked. After a while, Ty felt better. He knew he would do the same thing again if the situation called for it. It was just that he hadn’t been prepared for the sight and smell of so much carnage. 

No game could duplicate it. Nor would he want to play one that did.

Ty looked at Tempest’s beautiful face and started to smile. “Home?” he said.

Tempest returned his grin. “Home,” she agreed.


43: A Comfortable Chat

Ty, Tempest, and Dinah were relaxing in the cozy den at the end of a long day, all three of them enjoying the long, leather couch, with Gremlin curled up on the deerkin’s lap. The remnants of a cheese platter complete with grapes and sliced melons lay on the coffee table, and there was soothing music playing in the background.

Ty was feeling very comfortable wedged between the two amazing women. He’d made a point to shower when he and Tempest arrived, and while it hadn’t negated the things he had seen and done, he at least felt refreshed.

He was at once satisfied and disappointed with the outcome of Lilith’s rescue. They were no closer to stopping Bain and the Master’s plans than they had been before. Yet they had freed Lilith, and she in turn had done as Ty said and teleported the other prisoners to safety.

As usual, Tempest and Ty had brought Dinah up to date with everything that had happened. There weren’t any cameras near the decommissioned prison that the deerkin could access, so she hadn’t been able to see the action as it transpired.

But she had seen evidence of Lilith dropping the prisoners off at a local hospital.

There were more than a dozen in all. Men and women both, and the most surprising thing to Ty was that Dinah knew some of them.

“I looked into their records as they were admitted to the hospital,” the deerkin said. “You remember how I thought I recognized Lilith? Well, she wasn’t the only one.” Dinah glanced at Tempest. “We both know some of them.”

The deerkin activated a holographic screen on the den wall. It was smaller than the one in her screen room, but it was more than enough for her purpose. She brought up the list of names, complete with images of the people they belonged to, and Tempest responded with confusion.

“But … how?” the blonde superhero said.

Ty had no clue what they were talking about. “I don’t understand,” he said.

It was Dinah who explained. “During the Architect’s experiments, he had a list of people he was looking at as potential wearers of his device. As you know, not many people have an actual skill locked away in their DNA. Of those that do, only a few of them showed the personality characteristics he was looking for. In particular, he was looking for people who are neutral-good. Those who would act to help others in need, but who weren’t necessarily bound by the rule of law.” She shrugged. “Like us,” she said.

At that point, Tempest took over the narrative. “My father rejected those who didn’t fit the profile. True neutral, anything to do with evil, those who are drawn to chaos. Lawful good as well. These people – I remember them. They were on his list.”

As the blonde superhero spoke, she sounded decidedly glum.

“But how?” Ty asked, unconsciously repeating Tempest’s question. 

“That’s the question, isn’t it?” she said. “That’s why I asked if the Master’s voice matched that of my father. It doesn’t, so whoever he is, it isn’t him. But my father is involved. Somehow. There’s no other way the Master could have identified these people.”

Ty nodded, understanding. To his mind, the Architect had to be complicit in the Master’s plans, or, like Lilith, he was being coerced. Either way, the Architect was part of it.

But there was another implication as well. “This Master. Why would he need these people unless he was planning to give them devices as well?”

It was a sobering thought, but one to which there was no response.

The conversation drifted, with Ty and Tempest taking turns to fill Dinah in, but Ty avoiding some of the more horrific details. When they spoke of Lilith, the deerkin asked a question. 

“Do you think she’ll cause trouble?” she asked.

Ty shook his head. “I don’t think so. She asked Tempest to hurt her rather than let the people on the pendulum ride suffer, and that was with her stepfather’s life under threat. And she took all those people to safety. She didn’t need to do that. She could have just taken her father and disappeared.”

Tempest went further. “I don’t think we’ve the last of her though. She knows where we are, and can find us through our devices. And from what I could see, she seems to have a thing for our Ty,” she said.

Her words caught Ty by surprise, but she said it in a way he couldn’t clearly interpret. He didn’t know if it was an accusation or just a statement of fact. He heard hints of jealousy and anger, but pride as well, as if she was happy that someone like Lilith would find her man attractive.

Ty didn’t know what to say, so said nothing at all. But Dinah grinned broadly. “She can’t have him,” she said. “He’s mine!” Then her grin grew even broader. “Or ours, if you insist.”

“Oh, I do, I absolutely do insist!” Tempest replied, and there was such an overtone of ownership that Dinah pulled a face of mock dismay.

“You’ll have to fight me for him,” the deerkin declared, and before Ty knew it, both women had picked up cushions, Gremlin was running for her life, and he was in the midst of a battle.

Tempest and Dinah were grinning and laughing as they attacked each other with cushions around Ty. For the first few moments, he tried to protect himself against an inadvertent battering. But he knew that wasn’t a winning strategy, so instead, he turned toward Tempest, grinned broadly and tackled her.

“Hey, no fair!” the blonde superhero cried, still grinning. “Two against one!”

Ty shot a glance and Dinah. “Sounds fair to me,” he said. “Don’t you think?”

It was all the invitation the deerkin needed. She discarded her cushion and leaped onto them both with an expression of maniacal glee, and Ty learned something important about Tempest.

She was ticklish. The most super of superheroes that existed turned into a giggling, writhing, helpless mess when the deerkin dug her fingers into her sides, and there seemed to be nothing she could do about it.

Ty thought it looked like fun, so he joined in as well, then abruptly switched his attention to Dinah. 

The deerkin gave a whoop of surprise and collapsed into just as helpless a mess as Tempest, and all of a sudden Ty had the upper hand over two giggling, writhing women. 

But it didn’t last long. Tempest was still Tempest, and Ty had made a tactical error. He wasn’t wearing his projector discs. He couldn’t activate his shield.

The blonde superhero bore his attentions for only so long, then all of a sudden, Ty somehow found himself on his back with Tempest on top of him. Dinah joined in, and Ty then learned that sometimes there was only one thing to do.

“I surrender!” he cried as he laughed. 

It did him no good at all. He found himself completely smothered in wonderfully firm and yet surprisingly soft female flesh, and their hands were everywhere. Yet at some point, their intent changed from tickling into something else entirely, and Ty stopped trying to fight them off even in jest.

The three of them made love right there in the den, enjoying each other’s bodies with abandon. Ty found that even after the events at the prison, he could give himself to these woman completely and be deliriously happy. For him, even though he’d been with each of them separately during the day, it felt like it had been ages since he’d enjoyed them both together.

All of them reveled in their shared passion and affection, and just like when teleporting with Lilith, time lost all meaning. At some point, Gremlin came back into the den and meowed at them, but none of them paid her the slightest attention. She stared at them for a few seconds, then wandered over to one of the chairs and settled herself down to sleep.

Eventually, once they were sated, Ty found himself lying among the small pile of naked, exhausted bodies of the women he’d so quickly come to love. None of them had suggested heading off to bed. It seemed that the couch was large and comfortable enough for them to share.

Idly, Ty wondered what Lilith might be up to at that moment, and hoped that she was happy and safe.

Then, as he drifted toward sleep, he started to think about what he needed to do when he woke. He still had some work to do on his suit, and Bain and his Master were still out there. But from a more practical perspective, he still needed to sort out his job situation, and the hole in his apartment wall had become a major issue.

Other than that, there was little that he needed to worry about.

Or so he thought.

<<<>>>

It was several hours after midnight when an alert jerked all three of them – and Gremlin – awake.

Tempest grumbled wordlessly in a semi-asleep state and Ty blinked in the dark. This time, it wasn’t his alarm.

“Sorry,” Dinah muttered. “That’s my tablet. It isn’t supposed to do that unless it’s important. I’ll see what it’s all about.”

She climbed over Ty to the pile of clothes on the floor, and Ty found himself drifting off once again.

But it wasn’t to last. “Hey you two, wake up,” Dinah said.

Ty was instantly alert, as was Tempest. Despite the urgency in Dinah’s voice, Ty couldn’t help but stare at both her and Tempest. Fully clothed, each of them was stunning. Naked, either of them would be enough to stop an old man’s heart dead in his chest.

Together, and Ty thought he knew what Heaven was like. Or should be, at least. 

It was a gift he would never grow tired of. 

Yet despite her lack of attire, Dinah was once again all business. She’d activated the den’s screen and synched it with her tablet.

“It’s a message from Rubio,” she said.

“Rubio?” Tempest muttered, her voice grumpy with sleep. “What does he want at this time of night?”

“Let’s see, shall we?” Dinah replied. 


44: A New Threat

The deerkin opened the message. It was a video file, and within moments the face of the crime lord filled the screen.

It was Rubio Vecoli, almost as large as life, as blocky and urbane as he had been in the bistro.

“Is this on?” he asked someone off camera. “Good. Good.” He sat back a little, relaxing. “Technology,” he said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “I don’t care for it, mostly. Don’t get me wrong, it’s certainly useful, and I wouldn’t want to do without it. But I prefer if other people actually work with it, you know?”

He smiled at the camera. “Anyway. Enough of that. Tempest, Ty, and Dinah, I do hope I’ve remembered that right. I just wanted to let you know that we took your suggestion and investigated those rumors in more depth. And you’ll never guess what we found.” 

The man paused for a moment, as if intentionally building the suspense. “We found the lab. It was making something that I’m sure you’ll find interesting. In part of it, they were growing a peculiar crystal that my guys tell me is exceptionally rare, and quite valuable in its own right.”

As soon as the gangster said those words, Ty felt his heart sink. He didn’t want to hear the rest, fearing what the man might say and hoping he wouldn’t. Yet he had no choice. He had to be sure.

“In another part, they were putting together a piece of technology I’d seen only a few times before,” the crime lord continued. “It’s a device just like the ones you wear on your wrists.”

Just like that, Ty’s fears were confirmed. But Rubio hadn’t finished.

“They must have been working on the devices for some time. My men interrupted a shipment of about twenty of them.” 

Both Tempest and Dinah made small noises of shock and deep concern. Ty didn’t move or say anything. What the crime lord was saying was too awful to contemplate.

Rubio Vecoli leaned forward, into the camera, and this time his grin was demonic. “When last we met, we talked about a deal,” he said. “The way I see it, things have changed. I don’t think I’ll need a favor from you any more. With these devices, I can make my own favors.”

Still grinning, the man leaned back again. “We’re going ahead with our expansion, and you can rest assured that I now have other things in mind as well. I’m sure you’ll want to continue disrupting our enterprises. Consider this a courtesy warning. We may not be the easy targets we have been the past.”

With that Rubio chuckled deep in his chest. “Turn that thing off,” he said to someone, and the screen went blank.

For a moment, none of them said anything. They were all in shock. 

Tempest was the first to recover. “Well. That could make life interesting,” she said, in what Ty thought of as a potentially massive understatement.

 


Author’s Note

First, THANK YOU! for reading the my Enhancer stories. I hope you have enjoyed reading them as much as I’m enjoying writing them.

Book three is already in process, and I hope to have it out within a couple of months. In the meantime, if you enjoyed my book (and I really hope you did), it really, really helps if you write a review on Amazon. Go on, I know you want to. Head back to where you got this book and let others know what you thought. And remember, please don’t include any spoilers. :-)

I understand that Amazon is making it harder for people to leave a review, so if you can’t, I understand, but if you can, a short sentence or two is as useful as a full-on, in-depth analysis.

Other than that, if you have any questions or just want to say, “Hi!” drop me a line at:
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