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1: Same Shit, Different Outcome

Ty Wilcox stood just inside the main room of the Concubine Club and waited for his eyes to adjust to the flickering gloom.
He didn’t want to be there. He hated every dark corner of the place with a passion he’d kept buried until recently. The thick stench of alcoholic vapor and sticky floors were like the setting for a nightmare tailored to him. Combined with the migraine-inducing strobe lights and incessant pounding of blended techno-punk music, it was enough to make him feel sick to his stomach.
It was as if Ty’s very bones rebelled at his setting foot in the place. He’d done his time there. Paid his dues in full, cleaning up spills, vomit, and very much worse, until the cloying stench and oppressive foulness of the place were as familiar as his own heartbeat.
Yet despite the familiarity, just at that moment, the Concubine Club felt surprisingly alien as well. It had been two full days and a lifetime ago since he’d last entered the building. Two days since Angie the Hutt had fired him for skipping out on his shift without saying a word.
Ty would have happily avoided the club for the rest of his life. But the realities of existence were forcing his hand. He had bills to pay and couldn’t see many options for paying them.
“Shit on a sandwich!” came a voice from behind him. “If it isn’t Ty Wilcox. You’ve got some nerve coming back here!”
It was a voice made for scorn and derision. Ty recognized it immediately. He closed his eyes and deflated a little. To him, it was a voice carved out of venom and spite. The exact, diametric opposite of anything nurturing or kind, it was as savage as a screech. Fingernails on a blackboard would have been easier to listen to.
Ty drew a deep breath. In the past few days, he had fought armed mercenaries and gone toe-to-toe with a monstrous villain who made the Rock in his prime look pathetic and weak. He was better prepared than ever to stand up to the speaker without blinking. Yet he still didn’t look forward to it.
With bile rising in his throat in anticipation, he turned to face his ongoing minor nemesis, Angie the Hutt.
If life was a game, she would be the annoying enemy Ty had to face to gain quick XP. She was an obese, slug-like woman who had modified her skin to a greenish color, and she couldn’t hide her glee that Ty was there. It was like she had been presented with a free chocolate cake and didn’t have to share.
“Did you not get the message I left you?” the foul woman said with an exuberant grin. She stepped in close and thrust her quivering chins into Ty’s personal space. “I thought it was clear, but you never struck me as particularly bright, so perhaps a reminder would help. I said you are fired! As in, you are no longer required. You need not come to work because you have no work to come to. You have no business being here at all, and your lingering presence is an unfunny joke I don’t have to suffer any more.”
The repulsive woman surged even closer to Ty. Her breath carried a hint of rot, a fitting metaphor for her cankerous soul. Angie grinned at him in utter delight and looked him up and down. Before Ty could muster a suitable response, the loathsome woman continued.
“I get it,” she said, as if in sudden understanding. “I know why you’re here. You did get my message after all. You know I fired you. You’re here to beg me to reconsider!”
The look she gave him was triumphant and gloating, and Ty despised her for it.
He thought back to every horrible thing the woman had done during his time at the club. Not just to him, but to the other workers as well. She was like an infectious cancer spreading her own brand of poison and vitriol around her with enthusiasm, paying no heed to the damage she did.
And Ty had had enough. He’d suffered her maliciousness for too long and saw no reason why he should continue to do so. Sure, he needed the money, and it had been his plan to ask her to reconsider. But right then, as he studied her smug and gleeful expression, he knew it would do him no good.
Angie the Hutt excelled at tormenting others. She lived for a perverse sort of adulation, and took obscene delight in exercising whatever power she had in the worst possible way.
She would never give Ty his job back. She would make him beg and jump through hoops like a trained puppy, but in the end, she would laugh in his face and tell him that her initial judgment stood. Or she would string him along, dangling a carrot in front of his nose. Maybe she would tell him to come back in a week and ask again, when he was truly desperate.
Angie didn’t know it, but Ty was already truly desperate. He had bills to pay, a student loan that wasn’t getting any smaller, and an unexpected repair bill to his apartment wall that he didn’t want to think about.
But he was not the same Ty of even a week ago. He had leveled up. He had gained self-respect.
This was real life. To gain quick XP, he had to do more than just show up. He needed to defeat the monster.
Ty decided he would find some other way to pay his bills. Instead of starting to babble or beg as Angie expected, Ty found himself grinning.
“What would be the point?” he began. Angie’s expression didn’t change. She was as yet unaware that she had mistaken a pit bull for a mouse, and had no clue what Ty was planning.
“It would just reinforce that you can treat people like shit and they’ll keep coming back for more. The funny thing is there’s even some truth in that. You know it, and in fact you live it. It’s what you enjoy most. But here’s the thing: treating people like shit doesn’t make you better than them. It makes you worse. Life is hard enough already, and all you’re doing is adding to the misery.”
As Ty spoke, Angie’s gloating expression turned into one of shocked disbelief. Her eyes grew wide and her mouth dropped open.
Ty didn’t give her the chance to respond. He’d bottled up his distaste for her viciousness for too long, and there was no better time to unleash than right then.
“Your small-minded pettiness is unnecessary. It’s like stepping in a fresh pile of dog shit at the end of a cold, miserable day. It’s not even good for business. Do you understand how much more willing people would be to put in the effort if they liked you? If they trusted that you would treat them fairly?”
Angie’s mouth snapped shut. Her eyes were starting to bulge from their sockets. In the flickering gloom of the club, it wasn’t easy to make out the color of her skin, but Ty thought he could see blotches of red starting here and there within the green of her face.
She was starting to convert her shock into rage.
But Ty didn’t care. There were things that needed to be said, that Angie the Hutt needed to hear them. And if his words could lead to a change for the better, he was more than happy to speak.
“Here’s something you don’t seem to understand. People have limits. You can’t push them around forever. When you reach that limit, all the humiliation and hurt you’ve inflicted on them will come back to you as hate and anger. And you’ll deserve every last ounce of it.”
Ty took a moment to study the hideous woman. He could see that she was nearly apoplectic with fury. He figured that she was moments from starting to shriek, and wondered if his words would have any real impact at all.
Nevertheless, he had more to say. “I had planned to talk to you about getting my job back. But you know what? I can handle cleaning grease traps and toilets and puddles of vomit. But none of that compares to putting up with you! I’m not doing it any more. Clean your own shitty toilets. It’s not worth my while.”
Ty didn’t even give her the chance to respond. He just turned and walked away as soon as he stopped speaking.
It didn’t stop her. “Don’t you turn away from me! How dare you?” she spluttered behind him, but Ty wasn’t interested. He was done with her and done with this place.
Yet speaking with Angie wasn’t his only goal in coming to the club. There was another opportunity he wanted to track down. The club DJ, Martin, had mentioned a cousin who might be able to use someone with Ty’s skills.
It was a lead he would be foolish to ignore. The New Lincoln job market was far from robust, and Ty needed money. He knew better than most that without formal qualifications he would be hard pressed to find work no matter his skill. He knew there was value in what he could do, but hadn’t yet figured out how best to leverage it.
Unfortunately, Ty’s speech had done little to dampen Angie’s vindictiveness. Ty could hear her screeching and wailing over the beat of the music and the babble of the crowd. He understood the loathsome woman’s anger, but had underestimated her spitefulness and willingness to act upon it.
Embedded communications devices were more common than smartphones. Despite her deranged ranting, Angie retained enough self-control to use hers to call for help.
Before Ty made it half way to his goal, he found his way blocked by a large, tough-looking man with tribal facial tattoos. It was Badger, one of the club’s bouncers.
The big man gave Ty a friendly grin. “Hey man. How’s it hanging?”
Even though he knew Badger was there for him, Ty grinned in response. The man was his friend regardless of what Angie might have said to him.
“Same shit, different day,” Ty said with a laugh. “You know, Angie doing her best to make life miserable. Although she won’t be able to do that to me anymore.”




2: Game Over

Ty looked around the club one last time. From where he stood, he could see Martin doing his thing in his booth. He didn’t regret saying what he’d said to Angie, didn’t regret that his chances of ever working in the club again were minimal. But he would have liked to talk to Martin before Angie had found him.
“Game over, I guess,” he said.
Badger shook his head in mock surprise and disappointment. “What have you done?” he asked.
But Ty didn’t have to answer. Angie the Hutt had come up behind him and was continuing to spew bile and venom his way.
“You think you can talk that way to me and get away with it?” she demanded. “You disrespectful little shit! Ty Wilcox, you have always been next to worthless. I don’t know why I hired you in the first place. You’re lazy and slow, and I’ve seen blocks of wood display more initiative than you! If I had the chance to go back in time, there’s only one thing I’d change. I’d turn you away instead of giving you a chance. You are by far the worst mistake I’ve ever made!”
With Badger effectively blocking his way, Ty had no choice but to listen to the loathsome woman’s tirade. Before his life had changed, Ty might have cowered under her venom and spite. But now, her words were meaningless to him. He’d made his decision, and every word Angie uttered was further proof it was the right one.
As she drew breath to continue, Ty stepped in. “If I’m the worst mistake you’ve ever made, you must have led a charmed life,” he said. “Anyway, I don’t think I was that bad. I did everything you asked and then some. I didn’t complain, I didn’t take any unnecessary time off, and you’ve said yourself that the gaming machines were always working. But even more than that, I put up with your shit far longer than anyone in their right mind would have done.”
Ty took a moment to eye the repulsive woman up and down. “I sincerely hope that one day you get to experience the same type of boss that you’ve been to us. Maybe then you’ll figure out that you don’t need to be such a bitch.”
Angie didn’t seem to be able to handle the fact that Ty had spoken back. She spluttered for some moments before regaining control of herself. When she did, she drew herself up to her full height and glared at him in true anger.
“That is enough!” she said. “I’m done with you! Even if you got down on the floor and begged, I wouldn’t give you your job back! You are done here! Badger, do me a favor and escort this waste of space from the premises!”
Ty’s eyes were drawn to the way the thick flesh under her chin wobbled as she spoke. It was like the pouch of a pelican if it was filled with water. In the flickering light of the club, Ty could see flecks of spittle spray left and right.
Despite the woman’s anger, Ty couldn’t help but grin. He knew that if he wanted to, he could stand his ground and not even Badger would have been able to move him. Ty still wore his upgraded shield. If he chose to activate it, it would enclose him in a glowing blue nimbus of power that gave him the strength of a superhero.
Yet he wouldn’t do that. Badger was his friend. And he saw no reason to make his life any more difficult than it already was.
“I’m more than happy to leave,” Ty said. “And if I never see you again, it’ll be too soon. Good luck finding a replacement for me. I’m sure you’re right, and that there are probably a million guys in this city who could do what I did. But maybe you should know that I could also have upgraded everything in this club, from the heat and lighting through to the automated drink dispensers. I could have helped you save thousands, and all you needed to do was ask me nicely. And I doubt there’s anyone else in the city who could have done that.”
Ty shrugged. “Oh well. Too late now,” he said. With that, he turned to Badger. “Come along,” he said. “You’re my escort, apparently.”
The big man had watched the exchange between Ty and Angie with obvious interest. At Ty’s final words, he stifled a laugh and gave a short nod. But Angie hadn’t finished even then. As the two of them made their way through the club, she started to shout.
“How dare you? If it weren’t for me, you’d be living on the streets! You’d have to donate blood to survive! It’s only because I gave you a chance that you had anything! Get out! Go! I never want to see your worthless face in these walls again!”
The loathsome woman’s voice turned into a shriek by the end. Ty ignored her and just kept on walking, while Badger tried not to laugh at his side.
<<<>>>
The pavement outside the Concubine Club was mostly empty, although Ty knew from experience it would become crowded as the late afternoon turned into night.
It was another of New Lincoln’s gray, dismal days, just a whisper away from starting to drizzle. Ty glanced at the sleek, black Ducati he’d arrived on, just checking that it was still where he’d parked it.
The bike belonged to Dinah. Ty had borrowed it even though he could have asked Tempest for a lift. The blonde superhero would have been happy to help, and Ty enjoyed flying with her over virtually anything else. But he had a stubborn, independent streak to his nature and preferred to make his own way where he could.
Sooner or later, he would give himself the ability to fly as well, and that would be even better. For now, though, he was limited to more normal modes of transport.
“So that’s it?” Badger asked.
The bouncer had been true to Angie’s demands and had walked Ty out of the club. Despite this, there was no threat toward Ty within him. They had left the club like friends rather than as if Ty was being thrown out.
Ty grinned. “I guess so,” he said. “I have to say, I thought I would be worried about not having a job. But I feel more relief than anything else.”
The bigger man returned Ty’s grin. “I know what you mean,” he said. “I can’t tell you how many times I’ve thought of just not turning up. Sure, I need the money. Who doesn’t? But I can do without the … well, without everything else.”
It was as close as the big man had come to saying anything negative, and Ty was surprised to hear his words. Despite his appearance and undeniable capabilities, Badger was a marshmallow by nature. Paradoxically, Ty thought that made him a better bouncer. Badger had diffused as many volatile situations with a calming word as he had with his fists.
At the thought, Ty felt an odd sense of kinship with him. Badger didn’t know about Ty’s superhero activities, nor did Ty have any intention of telling him. But in a way, they were both doing the same thing. They were protecting innocent people from those who would cause them harm.
Ty just hoped he would do as good a job of it as Badger did.
“Do you know what you’re going to do?” the bouncer asked with genuine concern in his voice.
Ty shook his head. “Not really. But I didn’t come here just to get yelled at by Angie. Martin told me about a possible opportunity, but our glorious leader saw me before I could talk to him.” He hesitated for a moment.
Badger noticed and gave a grunt. “You want me to have a word with him?”
Ty grinned again. “Yeah. See if—” he began, but before he could complete his thought, the device on his wrist pinged an alert.
In an age where cyber implants and body mods were the norm, the device took everything to a new level. It was the reason Ty’s life had changed so much, so quickly.
The nanites within it had made him taller, stronger, and more capable than he’d ever been before. In addition, those nanites had awakened a skill within him that had incredible potential. Because of the device, Ty had joined a real-life superhero team, defeated real villains, and formed relationships with two of the most spectacular women alive.
As well as all that, the device acted as a communicator.
“Just a moment,” Ty said, and answered the call.
It was Dinah. The beautiful deerkin’s face appeared as a hologram floating above the device. Ty heard Badger draw a quick breath of astonishment at Dinah’s appearance. Ty had to grin at the bouncer’s reaction. He understood it perfectly. Dinah was special.
“Hey,” he said.
Dinah smiled warmly in response, and Ty felt a visceral thrill at the sight. He still wasn’t completely used to the idea of someone like her being attracted to him.
“Ty,” she said, her voice almost a purr. “Is it just me, or does it feel like forever since you left us all alone?” The deerkin didn’t give Ty the chance to respond. Instead, she shook herself, shot him a grin, and then got straight to the point of her call. “Are you able to get away? We may have an opportunity to disrupt part of Rubio’s business. Tempest can probably handle it by herself, but would prefer if you were there as well. We’re not completely sure what she might face.”
Ty understood immediately. Rubio Vecoli was the head of one of New Lincoln’s crime families and as such was already a dangerous adversary. But he had recently acquired twenty or so devices like the one Ty wore, if the man could be believed, and that added an element of unpredictability Ty didn’t like.
Not everyone had hidden skills locked away within their DNA. But if Rubio – or one of his men – did, there was no telling what they might be able to do.




3: Showing Off

“Sure,” Ty said. “Where should I meet her?”
Dinah shook her head. “It’ll be quicker if she picks you up on the way. She’s leaving here now.”
The deerkin ended the call and Ty looked back to Badger. The bouncer was staring at him, wide-eyed. “Nice tech,” the big man managed. He seemed on the verge of saying something else, but hesitated.
Ty waited him out.
“Who was that?” the bigger man finally asked.
Ty grinned again. Badger wasn’t normally the type to ask intrusive questions, but even via hologram, Dinah was stunning. Luminous. If Helen of Troy’s face could have launched a thousand ships, Dinah’s could have launched a million. Should she choose to enter a beauty pageant, every other competitor would just give up on the spot.
“Girlfriend,” Ty responded, still grinning. Then, just because he wanted to, he added, “One of them, anyway.”
“One of them?” the bouncer responded. It was as if he couldn’t help himself. “Man, you must be hung like a moose.”
Badger was typically friendly, yet at the same time he was also reserved. Ty’s friend Brad might have blurted something like that without a second thought, but it was so completely out of character for Badger that Ty burst out laughing.
The bouncer actually blushed around his facial tattoos. He listened to Ty’s laughter for a moment, then said, “What was it you wanted me to say to Martin?”
Ty laughed even harder. He knew that Badger was mostly just trying to change the subject. Yet it was a question Ty needed to answer, so he eventually reined himself in.
“I was going to ask if you could get him to come out for a chat. But maybe you could just give him my number and ask him to call me?”
The bigger man nodded, obviously relieved to have moved on to a safer topic.
Ty gave him the number to the smartphone he still carried in his back pocket. The communication function of the device on his wrist only operated with similar devices, and unlike nearly everyone else in New Lincoln, Ty didn’t have any sort of phone embedded within his skin. Ty promised himself that one day soon, he would expand the device’s functionality so he didn’t have to double up.
Then he asked Badger a question. “You’re on the door today?” he asked.
“Sure am.”
“Could you keep an eye on my bike for me?” Ty asked, nodding to the sleek, black machine parked on the side of the road.
The bouncer glanced at the bike and then studied Ty closely. “You’re full of surprises, aren’t you?” he said.
Ty just smiled. “It’s Dinah’s,” he said. “She lets me borrow it from time to time.”
The bigger man nodded. “Sure,” he said, then turned back toward the club.
“Oh, and if you really want to see something surprising, maybe don’t go looking for Martin just yet,” Ty said.
Badger half-turned and gave him a quizzical look.
“You’ll see,” Ty said.
The bouncer took him at his word. Instead of disappearing inside, the big man paused at the door.
Ty grinned at him and waited as he tried to calculate how long it might take for Tempest to arrive.
Less than a minute, as it turned out. Tempest casually strolled toward him as if she was a perfectly normal person walking along the pavement.
Ty’s smile broadened as he admired the blonde woman. She was as far from normal as it was possible to get and still be considered the same species. The device she wore on her wrist gave her all the power of an archetypal superhero. She was immensely fast and strong, impossibly durable, and she could fly as well. And if that wasn’t enough, Tempest was as gorgeous as Dinah in her own way.
Where the deerkin looked like a woodland goddess, Tempest Flaire could have stepped out of the pages of a fashion magazine. She was blonde, customarily wore skin-tight black, and could have been Scarlett Johansson’s more beautiful sister.
It was like she’d spent years dumping all her points into attractiveness, and as she approached, Ty forgot about everything else. He had eyes only for her, and he wouldn’t have noticed if Badger turned into a flashing neon sign or burst into flames.
Nor was his reaction one-sided. Tempest wore a broad, confident smile. Her eyes never wavered from Ty’s own as she reached for him, pulled him close and kissed him soundly on the lips.
Ty forgot about everything else and just enjoyed the moment. When the gorgeous blonde woman broke away, she smiled and said, “Are you ready to go?”
Ty nodded. He shot a quick glance at Badger and took in the bigger man’s astonished expression. “Sure. Only – we don’t need to find an unused alley, do we? That video of you flying is already out there. And besides, there aren’t many people around here anyway.”
It was Tempest’s turn to look around. She caught sight of Badger at the door and might have understood what Ty wanted. In any event, she gave him a conspiratorial grin and nodded.
“Okay,” she said. She hadn’t really broken away from him after the kiss, but still drew him in closer and held him tight. With no perceptible effort, she launched them both into the sky.
As they rose into the air, Ty took a last look at Badger. The bouncer was staring at them, open-mouthed. If he was astonished before, it was nothing to how he looked now.
Ty let out a whoop of laughter at his friend’s expression. Then he put the bouncer, the club, and everything else out of his mind and enjoyed the ride.
<<<>>>
Ty and Tempest rose through the clouds into the sunshine above. For no reason other than to luxuriate in the heat of the sun, Tempest spun them both slowly about. Ty felt like they were dancing an aerial waltz, and for just that moment, he forgot all his worries and thought about when they’d made love in the sky after leaving their clothes in a satellite dish.
He let out a low sound of enjoyment. To him, flying with Tempest was an almost spiritual sensation. If he could, he’d fly with her every day for the rest of his life.
Perhaps Tempest was thinking much the same thing. In any event, she let out a breath that was almost a sigh of satisfaction as she held him close.
Ty wished Dinah’s call had been no more than a ruse to get him away from the Club, and that Tempest was there to whisk him off to some secluded spot. But not every flight could be a prelude to enjoyment. Some had a far more serious intent.
Ty looked down at the clouds beneath them. Below it was the city of New Lincoln, the vast sprawl of corporate skyscrapers and neon lights he had called home his entire life. It was a city filled with pettiness and anger that frequently festered into hate. Lives were lived under the yolk of corporate greed, and most just did what they could to survive.
It was a desperate, furious, miserable city, but within the meanness and filth, there was also hope. A little laughter. And even some joy.
And Ty had become a superhero. For the first time in his life, he could have a measurable impact on the level of hope in the city. In fact, in his mind, he had an obligation to do so.
Instead of suggesting that they find some exotic location to share in some fun, he leaned back against her grip and said, “What did Dinah find?”
Tempest grinned at him in response. “Oh, nothing big. Just a shipment of zzapp precursors that could cause untold damage to a lot of innocent people. It’s worth millions.”
Zzapp was the latest designer drug doing the rounds in New Lincoln. Ty had heard it could give users a buzz that made everything seem to happen in slow motion. Pro gamers often used it to heighten their reaction speeds, but Brad once said he could tell who was on it because their decision making tanked.
It was also highly addictive, and users were known to suffer brain aneurisms at a much higher rate than normal.
Yet it was the money Tempest mentioned that made Ty gape at her. “Millions?” he said.
The blonde superhero laughed. “Yeah.”
“Sounds pretty big to me.”
Tempest acknowledged his point. “It should make a sizeable dent in Rubio’s business if the shipment found its way into an incinerator somewhere,” she conceded.
Ty marveled at the nonchalant way she spoke of such things. “Where is it?” he asked.
“There’s a warehouse on the lake docks. One of the officials there has been in Rubio’s back pocket for a while. Dinah spotted some unusual movements, followed it up, and here we are.” The blonde superhero was obviously proud of Dinah’s efforts. “You know what she can do with that system of hers. I swear she could track a single rat through the sewer if she tried.”
Ty knew Tempest’s words to be true, yet there was one piece of information he wasn’t sure Dinah could provide. “Do we know if anyone there is wearing a device?” he asked.
Tempest’s grin faded a little. She shrugged mid-flight. “No. Does it matter?”
“It does if we’re not ready for them. The last thing we need is a nasty surprise.”
Tempest laughed. Then she wrapped Ty up a little more tightly, bringing him close enough to nuzzle his neck and gently bite his ear. It felt delicious.
“We are going to be the surprise, Ty,” Tempest breathed. “All going well, we’ll be in and out before anyone knows what happened.”
For a moment, Ty forgot what they were talking about. All he knew was that Tempest was warm, soft, and completely incredible. He even forgot they were flying. He just responded to her nuzzling and nibbling by crushing her to him with all his strength.
She gave a squeal of delight and let out a little laugh, yet she somehow managed to keep her focus. “It’ll be like a classic hit and run,” she continued. “And besides, the odds of Rubio finding someone with a useful skill so quickly can’t be that high, can they?”
Ty knew she was right. But, as they descended back into the clouds, he wondered if they should have collected his device tracker on the way, just to be sure.
Without it, they were going in blind.
“Are you ready for this?” Tempest asked.
Despite his doubts and much to his surprise, Ty actually did feel ready. He felt stronger and more capable than he’d ever felt in his life.
“Yeah. I’m ready,” he growled.
After all, this was hardly his first rodeo.




4: Knock, Knock

“Then let’s do this,” Tempest said. With that, they dropped like a stone toward the roof of the warehouse below them.
The rush of wind and rapidly approaching ground helped to focus Ty’s attention. He hadn’t really known how vast the lake bordering New Lincoln was until Tempest had taken him there when he’d first put on his device. The lakeside port was a match for it in both size and overall activity. Massive ships were coming and going, cargo was being unloaded by cranes and forklifts, and people scurried about like ants on the piers.
As the ants quickly grew in size to look more like people, Ty started to wonder about the upcoming fight. That Rubio would have men guarding his shipment was certain. The only questions were how many, and how well armed they might be.
Yet he wasn’t worried. He still had the last of his modified blasters tucked down the back of his pants. Not even Bain, a monstrous, superpowered brute of a man, could stand up to the sheer firepower of Ty’s blasters if they were fired repeatedly.
But Ty’s most important piece of tech was his energy shield. Starting off as a mesh “onesie” that covered him from head to toe, he’d since leveled it up to be a series of adhesive projector discs stuck on key parts of his body. The whole thing was powered by a set of energy converters that he kept stored in a pouch under his clothes.
Activating it was like going Super Saiyan. The shield made him immune to physical blows, blaster fire, and fall damage to an amazing degree. He barely felt more than a tap when the shield was struck. And with his latest enhancements, it enabled him to land punches and kicks as hard as those of Tempest herself.
It also allowed him to unleash blasts of power from the discs themselves. It was like he’d turned himself into a huge, powerful blaster, and he could do serious damage.
Like when he’d gone to save Lilith, Bain’s unwilling accomplice. He’d let loose with everything he had, and it had led to a lot of deaths. Perhaps those deaths had been necessary, or maybe he could have avoided some of them. Either way, they weighed heavily on Ty’s conscience.
“What’s the plan?” he asked Tempest as she slowed her approach, keeping his voice low. Below them, he could see armed guards mixed in with the workers. They were close enough that he could easily see the blasters they wore at their sides.
All of them had the look common to Rubio’s men.
“The drug is in a crate marked, ‘anchovies’,” Tempest said, just as quietly. “I’m thinking it’ll be the focus of Rubio’s men inside. Dinah says the drug is flammable, so how about we find it, and I’ll keep any trouble off your back while you blast it into dust?”
Ty nodded. “Simple,” he said.
He sensed Tempest grin. “Yeah. I like simple. And how about we go in through a window rather than the door. You know, to avoid attracting any attention too early.”
She didn’t wait for Ty’s agreement. As she spoke, Tempest angled them toward one of the warehouse’s upper windows, a dirtied, plexiglass pane surrounded by gunmetal grey aluminum. “Knock, knock,” she said, at the same time as she let go of Ty with one arm and casually smashed her fist into the window.
It was much tougher than it looked. Armor grade, Ty thought. The window cracked on impact but, surprisingly, held.
The noise of the impact made one of the guards below look up. Ty felt his guts freeze up with fear as their simple plan fell apart.
“They’re here, they’re here!” the guard yelled. Then he opened fire.




5: Tanking Hits

Tempest swore as she spun out of the way of the incoming shots. Ty had a moment to ponder the guard’s words and knew he and Tempest were somehow expected. Then, as plasma sizzled and burned against the warehouse windows and walls behind them, he drew his own blaster and yelled, “Activate!”
The blue shield came to life, cutting him off from his lover’s touch.
Additional guards were already running their way, appearing from left and right. A door opened up and even more burst out from within.
Ty saw an opportunity to draw the attention to himself and give Tempest free rein. “Drop me on them and get inside!” he yelled at her. “I’ll catch up!”
“Are you sure?” she said.
“I’ll be fine! Do it!”
The blonde superhero drew him close enough to kiss his glowing energy shield over his lips, then let him go over the gathering guards.
Ty dropped like a stone. Blasters fired at him, but to no effect. Then he was down among them, gently drifting the last couple of feet to the ground.
It made him an easy target. The guards hadn’t paused in their shooting, but had stepped away to give themselves room. Ty counted half a dozen doing their best to kill him, but without even a hint of success. To Ty, it felt no more dangerous than being slapped with damp sheets of paper.
Instead of returning fire right away, he took a moment to look back up to Tempest. The blonde superhero had backed away from the warehouse window. As Ty watched, she hurled herself toward it, smashing into it at blinding speed.
This time, there was no stopping her. One moment the window was there, damaged but in place, and the next moment there was massive Crack! and Tempest was inside the warehouse, leaving a hole that reminded Ty of his own apartment.
He couldn’t help but grin, all his pre-battle jitters forgotten, as he heard the distinct sounds of surprise and increasing mayhem from within the warehouse.
Then he turned his attention back to those he faced.
With a snarl of anger twisting his features, he finally started to return fire.
<<<>>>
The guards’ shields, in the form of body armor worn as part of their uniform, proved far less effective then Ty’s. In less than a minute, all of the guards were on the ground, wounded or unconscious, but hopefully, Ty thought, not dead. Not that he would grieve over them if they were. It was just that he didn’t enjoy unnecessary killing.
During the time he’d taken, the sounds of carnage from inside the warehouse had risen to a crescendo. Ty looked around to make sure he’d got them all, then, with a satisfied nod to a job well done, hurried toward the still-open door.
He came to a halt just inside.
This wasn’t some abandoned, mostly empty place like where he and Tempest had rescued Dinah from Bain. This was a working warehouse, a massive place packed with crates and boxes and pallets. A perfect hiding place for the Ark of the Covenant.
On a normal day, everything would likely have been neatly stacked, with automated forklifts and hoists working efficiently to keep it that way. But today was not a normal day. Today, Tempest had been hunting for a crate labelled, ‘anchovies,’ for more than a minute.
Everything was in chaos. Whole rows of industrial shelving had come crashing down, spilling crates and boxes all over. One of the forklifts was on its side in the middle of the mess, and another had been crushed like it was a child’s toy instead of the heavy work machine it was. A dozen guards were sprawled out on the floor near where Ty entered, either groaning with pain or ominously silent.
Further in, Ty saw what looked to be an active war zone. More of Rubio’s guards were there, and they weren’t limiting themselves to hand blasters. They were using heavy, military-grade blasters and even thermite rockets instead, and each and every one of them was shooting at a high-speed blur flying around near the ceiling.
“Tempest!” Ty cried, afraid for the blonde superhero’s safety. Could even she survive a direct hit from such powerful weapons?
He didn’t know.
What he did know was that his suspicions were right. There was far too much firepower to guard a simple drug shipment. Somehow, he and Tempest had been expected.
They’d walked into an ambush.
An earlier version of Ty might have panicked at the thought. He might have stood in the middle of the destruction, afraid for his and Tempest’s lives but unable to do anything to help. Possibly, his inaction might have led to them both being captured or killed.
But that was before he’d gained the device on his wrist. Before he’d come to love the two amazing women in his life, and before he’d stood up to monsters like Bain and the Master.
Instead of panicking, Ty felt a cold, hard knot of hatred form in the pit of his stomach and work its way up his spine.
His shield enclosed him fully, stretching as he moved and merging with itself as needed. So there was nothing stopping him from stowing his blaster under his belt at the back of his pants.
This was not a first-person shooter. This was real life, and Ty wasn’t playing any more.
The last time he’d really let loose with the power of his suit, it had resulted in a double-digit body count and ongoing nightmares. But whether she realized it or not, one of the girls he loved needed his help, and that was all that mattered.
Yet he didn’t want to just kill everyone, either. Not if he could help it. So instead of letting out a guttural, animal yell and unleashing all of his suit’s power in a single, explosive detonation, he took a moment to focus.
He aimed at a formation of guards and released a blast of energy from his hand like he was a sorcerer aiming a wand. It was a fraction of the strength of the blast he’d let loose before, yet it was powerful enough. His shield flickered for the briefest of moments, and a bolt of pure energy arced toward the men.
Where it touched, flesh and blood erupted.
It was like he’d set off a bomb. The men he’d aimed at flew left and right, some landing with sickening crunches and others bouncing and lying still. Perhaps some of them were only wounded, Ty thought briefly. A better result for them than it could have been if he’d gone all out.
Those guards outside the range of destruction reacted with surprise, but not panic. They were calm and professional, with some of their number turning to face him while others kept track of Tempest.
Ty gritted his teeth. Ignoring the barrage of blaster fire heading his way, he aimed and fired again, then again, doing his best to cut the men down.
Such was the power of his assault that they couldn’t maintain their professionalism for long. Overwhelmed, the survivors started to give in to their fear. Some broke and tried to run. Others cried out in pain or terror, certain that their end had come.
Ty snarled and kept firing. This wasn’t the only grouping of guards in the warehouse, nor was it the one that threatened Tempest the most. There were three other groups Ty could see, and he intended to see to them all.
No longer was this a mission just to destroy a precursor to zzapp. Sure, Ty intended to do that too, but first he would make sure the warehouse was safe.
Grimly, Ty stepped forward, aimed, and let off another round. Men screamed and collapsed.
Then Ty learned he should have paid more attention to his surroundings.
All of a sudden, he felt the most extraordinary pain hit him high on the right shoulder blade. It was the very definition of agony. Ty couldn’t think, couldn’t do anything other than cry out just as the guards had done under his efforts, and hurl himself away from whatever it was that hurt him.
His shield caught him and lowered him gently to the ground. Ty’s shoulder was on fire. It was as if someone had applied a blow-torch to him, and he couldn’t understand. Had his shield malfunctioned? Had one of the plasma shots he’d been ignoring somehow got through?
As he lay on the warehouse floor, panting and gasping in pain and the smell of his own burnt flesh filling his nostrils, he heard someone give voice to a smartass cackle.
“Oooh, that looks painful.”
The voice sounded slimy and foul, and it came from where Ty had been standing.
Ty rolled to the side, took aim and released a blast of energy from his suit.
It went straight through his attacker, a tall, angular man with a grin like an open wound. Uniquely for Rubio’s henchmen, this man had a shock of white hair, and he looked a little hazy, like he was a hologram instead of a living person.
“Can’t touch this,” the man said with another slimy cackle and a small dance. “But I can sure touch you, can’t I?”
Ty’s anger gave way to bone-chilling fear. There was no mistaking the device on the slimeball’s right wrist. Despite the odds, Rubio had already found somebody with a talent locked away in their DNA.
Yelling out in a mixture of pain and fear, Ty let loose with a blast at full power. Like the first, this one went through his attacker as well, but this time the loathsome man staggered back a couple of steps. Yet, even though Ty’s blast took out a chunk of the warehouse wall behind him, the man stayed on his feet.
“Wow. I actually felt that,” the insubstantial man said in amazement. Then he lunged forward.
Ty scrambled desperately to keep away, but he was on his back and his shoulder hurt. He fired at the slimeball again and again, knocking him back each time, but the insubstantial man kept coming. And he was laughing as he did.
All at once, the slimeball dodged one of Ty’s shots. He made a quick grab at Ty’s right leg, his translucent hand wrapping around the outside of his shield.
Ty cried out again as the air around his right calf heated up to blast furnace temperatures. He understood then that his shield hadn’t failed. Not exactly. The creep couldn’t touch him physically, but the heat the man generated got through anyway.
Ty jerked his foot away and fired again. Just like before, the shot passed clean through the man, but it also knocked him back.
The man laughed. “Have you figured it out, yet?” he asked in his slimy, condescending voice. “This was all a setup for you and your girlfriend. And a trial run for me, I might add. Rubio didn’t get too much joy from the others who put their hands up to wear these devices, but he paid some serious attention to me when I boiled his coffee just by touching the cup.”
Ty had started to sweat. The pain in his leg and shoulder was almost unbearable. It hurt every time he moved, and he feared for his life. His shield couldn’t protect him, nor did his weapons have any impact.
He felt helpless, and wondered if the same thoughts of doom had gone through Zach’s mind as Bain beat him to death.
“Guess you can see why the boss called me Steam,” the insubstantial slimeball said, his face twisted into an ugly grin that was akin to a sneer. “You might like to know he’s offered a fat bonus for the device on your arm. And believe me, that’s a bonus I plan to collect!”
Ty thought he had only moments. There was nothing he could do. Yet even then, he wasn’t ready to give up. He would let this monster have it with everything he had, and do his best to keep himself alive.
He gave voice to a snarl of desperation and rage, but before the slimeball called Steam could move, before Ty could set himself for another shot, Tempest blew in like an elemental force. She unceremoniously whisked Ty away from Steam’s grasp and flew them both out through the hole Ty had made in the warehouse wall.
As they left the warehouse behind them, Ty thought he could hear Steam swearing loudly from within.




6: Pain

Ty’s enjoyment of flying was nothing compared to the relief he felt at just being alive. Despite the ongoing pain in his back and leg, he felt almost euphoric, and the only thing that kept him from whooping and hollering out of sheer joy was the endless flow of curses Tempest let out as they headed back up through the clouds.
She was enraged like Ty had never seen her before, and it wasn’t hard to guess why.
“It’s okay,” he said, turning his head as far as he could toward her. “We’re still alive. We’re safe.”
“It is not okay!” Tempest shot back, her voice right in Ty’s ear. “We walked into a trap, and you could have been killed!”
The way she said the last sounded almost like a sob, and Ty knew she was right. He could have been killed, very easily. His shield hadn’t been able to protect him. But maybe he could tweak it somehow so it dispersed heat....
He was already starting to think of possible adjustments he could make, at least partly to block out the burning in his shoulder and leg, when the device on his wrist pinged an alert.
It was Dinah. Ty gritted his teeth against the ongoing pain and answered.
“Ty, Tempest,” the deerkin said, her voice and expression a picture of worry. “I caught fragments of chatter. What happened? Are you alright?”
“Do we look alright to you?” Tempest said in Ty’s ear, her fury clear in every syllable.
“I got injured,” Ty said, doing his best not to let how much he hurt show in his voice.
“What? Did something get through your shield?” Dinah asked, her concern growing into wide-eyed alarm.
“Yeah,” Ty admitted. “And it hurt. But I’m okay.”
Ty could see Dinah had a million questions, but before she could ask, Tempest spoke again. “Look, just get the med bay ready by the time we get back, okay?”
Dinah nodded. “Will do. Get here as soon as you can,” she said, and the hologram winked out.
<<<>>>
Tempest put on a burst of speed and didn’t slow down again until the penthouse that she and Dinah called home came into view. Perched on top of an abandoned building, the mansion looked like it had been somehow plucked from a simpler, more dignified time, to create an oasis of serenity in the middle of the seething metropolis that was the city of New Lincoln.
Only the faint blue glow of the shield protecting it broke the old-world illusion. After Bain raided the place to kidnap Dinah, Ty had updated its security, making it as safe as his inventions would allow.
Like she normally did, Tempest touched down on the bridge overlooking the koi pond. Ty hit the remote in his pocket and the shield flickered off, then Tempest helped him to the massive, glass doors and inside. Once there, he reactivated the shield, promising himself again that he would automate the process someday.
Dinah was waiting for them in the entryway. Even though Ty had seen her only a couple of hours earlier, the sight of her was enough to make him forget his pain for a moment. In any beauty pageant that ever existed, only Tempest could match her, although they were both very different. Only if modifications had been disallowed would anyone else have had a chance. As a deerkin, Dinah had the legs, antlers, and tail of a deer, and a delicate, beautiful skin-mottling to match.
Ty had seen such splice jobs all his life, but seldom done to Dinah’s level of perfection. She was exquisite.
She was also looking at him with undisguised anxiety, her dark eyes heavy with concern. “How bad is it?” she asked, moving with unconscious grace to Ty’s other side and wrapping a warm arm around him.
Tempest could have carried Ty to the med bay all by herself, but didn’t object to Dinah’s assistance. “I’d say second, more likely third-degree burns. Is the med bot—”
“Ready and waiting,” Dinah assured her. “What about you? Are you hurt?”
Tempest tried for a smile. “You know me. I’m always okay.”
Dinah tactfully didn’t say anything else as she and Tempest helped Ty further into the mansion.
Even though he had effectively been living with the women for several days by then, he was yet to explore the mansion in its entirety. When Dinah had been abducted, he’d helped Tempest search, and had investigated more when he’d installed his shield. But the mansion was like a labyrinth, and there were still many nooks and corners he’d never seen.
The med bay was tucked in behind the kitchen, at the end of a short corridor Ty had never noticed before. Judging by the extensive shelving built into the walls, it may have once been a pantry. Now shelves that might have housed vegetables and spices were lined with a wide assortment of bandages, ointments and creams. There was a large monitor taking up most of one wall and a couple of elegant dining chairs that looked out of place.
But it was the plain, rectangular surgery bed covered by a blindingly white sheet that dominated the center of the room. That, and a small robot suspended above that reminded Ty of the fabricator in the Architect’s workshop.
The robot was as white and shiny as only modern plastic could be, with a square head and a squat body. The ‘eyes’ looked like camera lenses and its hands would have made Edward Scissorhands proud, with ten needle point fingers that were decidedly surgical – and a little scary.
Dinah noticed Ty looking at it. “Hippocrates bot, integrated with a medical database. Top of the line,” she said. Then she gave a wry smile. “We call him Gregory. He’s a house med bot. Now stand still.”
Ty did as she asked and tried not to wince.
Without another word, Dinah and Tempest systematically stripped him of all his clothes and tech. Once upon a time, being undressed by two gorgeous women would have been a dream come true. Right then, all he cared about was the pain.
When his shirt came off, Dinah murmured under her breath, and Tempest started to curse again. Same when they took off his pants and could see the damage done to his leg. But it was when Dinah tried to pull the adhesive projector disc from his shoulder blade that he gritted his teeth.
“Gently,” he managed, aware that sweat was beading on his forehead.
Tempest tried to help, but Dinah stopped her. “His skin’s too damaged. And look, the disc is melted into his flesh. We’ll get Gregory to do it. Ty, can you get up on the bed?”
Awkwardly, Ty did so, lying on his front on the cool sheet with his head to one side.
“Gregory, let’s start with a diagnosis,” the deerkin said.
The way he was lying meant he couldn’t see the med bot spark into life. Nor could he see it maneuver about on the retractable arm that connected it to the surgical bed. But he could hear its servos whirr as it moved about, and felt the first, feather-light touch of its needle-fingers starting to probe.
“Scan complete,” it said after only a moment, its voice surprisingly deep and melodious. “Diagnosis: extensive third-degree burns over the right scapula and back right calf,” the robot declared. “Assorted partially-healed bruising covering approximately seventeen percent of patient. Foreign body at scapula injury.”
“Treatment?” Dinah asked.
“Advised surgical treatment: remove foreign body. Non-surgical: apply analgesic, clean and disinfect burned areas, antiseptic cream, Dura-Dermis to aid healing, bandages, then bed rest.”
Ty listened to the med bot’s words as patiently as possible, but really, all he wanted was for it to begin. Especially that ‘analgesic’ part. Fortunately, Dinah was of a similar mind.
“Commence treatment,” she said.
Almost at once, Ty heard a hissing noise as Gregory sprayed first the burn on Ty’s leg, then the one on his shoulder with something that at felt downright icy, but which quickly faded into a pleasant coolness. Moments later, the pain from Ty’s burns faded into nothing.




7: Restoring Health

Ty let out a sigh of purest relief. In his previous life, he’d burnt himself a few times with a careless soldering iron or hot stove. But that was nothing compared to the raging agony in his leg and shoulder. To suddenly be almost entirely free of that pain was akin to bliss, and Ty’s whole body relaxed.
“Analgesic applied. Commencing foreign object removal,” said Gregory.
“Nice and gentle,” Dinah said.
“Understood,” the robot replied, and Ty learned that the analgesic somehow managed to take the pain away without making his burns entirely numb. He felt the delicate brush of thin steel on his skin in the damaged area. Then the needles carefully slid around the edge of the disc and his skin suddenly felt cool air as the disc came off.
“Foreign object removal protocol complete,” Gregory declared. “Recommend disposal of removed foreign object.”
“Let’s not be hasty,” Dinah said, holding out a hand to the machine. “I’ll take that, thank you.” The robot handed it over.
“Cleaning affected areas,” Gregory said. “Request antiseptic hand towel.”
Dinah took her cue. Ty was facing her as he lay on the bed, and saw the deerkin gather not just the hand towel from the shelves, but also various creams and a roll of bandages off the shelves. She placed each item on a stainless-steel surgical tray attached to the Gregory’s extendable arm.
At the same time, Tempest started pacing back and forth on Ty’s other side. He couldn’t see her, but sensed her anger with every step she took.
The med bot took the towel and gently dabbed it against Ty’s back. Once again, Ty heard a hissing noise and felt something on his skin. This time, it felt slightly warm.
“So what kind of weird chemicals did I just get sprayed on me this time?” he asked, trying not to worry about Tempest’s anger.
“A couple of exotic substances you may have heard of,” Dinah replied. “Purified water and antiseptic soap.”
Despite himself, Ty let out a laugh, and the med bot moved to work on his leg.
Then Tempest’s anger boiled over. “I ought to fly over there right now and rip Rubio apart,” she growled. Ty turned to look at her, and thought she was no more than three seconds away from punching a hole in the nearest wall.
He also thought he understood the source of her rage. “This isn’t your fault, Tempest,” he said, hoping to cool her back down.
“I know it isn’t. That’s why I want to kill the man whose fault it is.” The glare in the blonde superhero’s eyes made Ty very glad he wasn’t Rubio Vecoli.
“If you’re going to be that mad at somebody, be mad at me,” Dinah said quietly. “Information Control, remember? It’s my skill. And yet I couldn’t spot a textbook ambush when it was right in front of me. If I’d done my job, none of this would have happened.” There was more than a hint of regret and disappointment in her voice.
Tempest stopped pacing and looked at Dinah with a torn expression. There was a lot of truth in what the deerkin had said. Yet Tempest’s anger was far from satiated.
A wave of coolness washed over Ty’s shoulder as the med bot applied something soothing.
“How could you have known it was an ambush when you couldn’t see inside the warehouse?” he asked, then continued without waiting for her to reply. “Look at it this way. Maybe we didn’t win today, but we’re still here. There will be other days.”
“They could have killed you, Ty!” Tempest yelled back, her voice filled with anguish.
The med bot seemed to pause in its ministrations at Tempest’s outburst, and Ty finally understood what this was really about.
Zach Kennedy, known as Bolt. The third member of Tempest and Dinah’s team and previous wearer of Ty’s device. From Ty’s perspective, everything good that had come into his life over the last few days could be traced back to Zach’s death at Bain’s hands. He even wore the man’s clothes! Or at least, those few items of Zach’s collection that didn’t include furs, sparkles, or pink.
But for Tempest and Dinah, the man’s death was still a raw and open wound. A telekinetic superhero, Zach had been part of their lives since the start. Of course they grieved for him.
Yet it was more than that as well. Ty had grown very close to Tempest and Dinah. He loved them, although he had yet to admit it out loud. And he had ample reason to believe they loved him back.
They didn’t want to lose him as they’d lost Zach.
Ty smiled. “They could have, but they didn’t,” he said gently. “Thanks to you, I’m still alive. You saved me, Tempest. I’m still here. Lost a little HP, but maybe gained a few experience points in its place. I’ll be fine.”
He could see Tempest was doing her best to hold back tears and was moved. The blonde superhero was the toughest, strongest person he’d ever met, a near-perfect warrior woman who wouldn’t look out of place on Thor’s arm. He’d seen her cry only once before, when Dinah had been taken from them, and even then, her tears may have been an expression of anger more than anything else.
So for her to be so close to crying now reinforced how she felt about him. How she worried about losing him.
Yet even then, she didn’t give into her emotions. As Gregory continued ministering to Ty’s wounds, the blonde superhero cleared her throat.
“You know, Zach’s head was full of quotes from famous people,” she said slowly. “There was one he loved to say all the time, from Oscar Wilde. ‘Experience is the name we give to our mistakes.’” She even managed to smile as she said it.
“I remember how you hated that quote,” Dinah said, her voice gentle and warm.
“Yeah.” She shrugged. “I guess everything changes.”
Both women were silent for a while as Tempest dried her eyes, leaving Ty to listen to the hum of Gregory as the bot continued its ministrations. Finally, it finished what it was doing. The med bot moved over to a bucket in the corner and dropped the towel into it.
“The burn injuries are clean and disinfected,” the robot said. “Proceeding with Dura-Dermis application and bandaging.”
“No thank you, Gregory,” Dinah answered. “Tempest and I can handle that. Prognosis?”
Immediately, the med bot backed away. “All deceased skin cells have been removed from the affected areas, and there is no sign of infection. With the assistance of Dura-Dermis, recovery time estimated to be between forty-eight and seventy-two hours.”
Ty was surprised at the med bot’s words. He’d heard about Dura-Dermis and knew it could accelerate healing. He just hadn’t realized it would be as effective as that.
Tempest’s reaction was different. She was calmer now, her anger and grief largely having run their course. She gave Ty a rueful look. “If you had a healing factor like mine, it wouldn’t even take that long.”
As soon as she said it, Ty started to wonder what he would have to do to replicate her healing factor. At the same time, he remembered all the hits she had tanked during the fight. “Are you sure you’re okay? You took a lot of blaster fire—” he started.
Tempest’s grin grew broader, and Ty knew she was back to her usual, indominable self. Without saying a word, she unceremoniously peeled off her skintight suit and stepped out of it.
Ty forgot the med bot, his injuries, everything. It didn’t matter how many times he saw Tempest like this, it took his breath away. She was flawless. The type of perfection Ty had previously thought only existed in the minds of artists paid to airbrush magazine photos.
For long moments, Ty just stared, growing ever more acutely aware of his own nakedness. The merest glimpse of Tempest’s body was enough to raise the interest of a mummified corpse, and when she raised her arms and did a slow pirouette, he suddenly found the way he was lying had become uncomfortable.
Tempest had shown herself off this way before, and up until then it had always resulted in sex. Images of the rock in the lake came to Ty’s mind, and a single glance at her smirk told him Tempest was thinking the same thing. The first time they made love, the blonde superhero had pirouetted in exactly the same way.
Yet her words were at odds with her actions. “See? No damage. I’m perfectly fine,” she said.
Ty could see she was telling the truth. There wasn’t a mark on her. Not a single bruise or scrape to indicate she’d been in a fight. She was durable beyond anything Ty could imagine, although his imagination seemed to be distracted just then.
“Are you done teasing our Ty yet?” Dinah asked, and Ty could hear the grin in her voice. “Because you’ve made him all tense, and that can’t be good for his injuries. Not to mention, if you don’t put your clothes back on, you might end up distracting me as well.”
Tempest gave a throaty laugh, and Ty knew she was okay again.




8: Friend Request

Tempest did as Dinah suggested and climbed back into her clothes. Even so, to Ty at least, the air retained a certain sexual tension, and Dinah uttered a sigh that reflected his own disappointment as she started work on his shoulder.
To help take his mind off the image of Tempest’s naked body, Ty turned toward the deerkin. “So, you’ve treated injuries before?”
“I used to have to do this with Zach all the time,” the deerkin explained, still a little sadly. “Not just burns, but cuts and scrapes as well. Broken bones, sometimes. He didn’t have Tempest’s durability, but used his telekinesis as a shield. Sometimes he would overestimate the hits he could take. After the third time, I had this med bay set up.”
“Were you a doctor? Or a nurse?”
Dinah shook her head. “Nothing so grand. Information Control, remember? I just took a basic trauma course and have kept up-to-date ever since.”
As she spoke, she applied a semi-liquid, skin-colored goop to his shoulder. It was cool to the touch, and felt like it was moving under its own volition. The sensation was strange but not entirely unpleasant.
“Dura-Dermis?” he asked.
“Yes. It’s a neutral substrate that bonds with your existing flesh, and it’s designed to stimulate healing. Over time, it becomes part of you. In a week, you’d need a geneticist to tell it isn’t your own skin. A few days later and even that wouldn’t work.” She smiled. “You won’t even have a scar. It’s pretty good stuff.”
Ty had to agree. He’d heard of Dura-Dermis before, but only in passing. It was new and very expensive, and he was extremely grateful that Dinah would use it on him. He wondered how she’d got hold of it, but before he could ask, Tempest moved closer.
“Okay if I bandage his shoulder now?” the blonde woman said.
“Just let me make sure the Dura-Dermis is covering everything it should,” Dinah said. “Then he’s all yours.”
That provoked a saucy smile from Tempest. “Really? You’re going to just let me have him all to myself?”
Dinah laughed. “You wish,” she said. “Or—maybe. As long as I can watch.”
This time it was Tempest who laughed. Ty just lay there, blushing slightly and wondering at how much his life had changed. Sure, he had a far greater chance of being killed than before, but it was definitely worth it! He’d never even dreamed he could be so lucky as to have anyone like Tempest and Dinah in his life.
The women got him to sit up, then spent the next few minutes wrapping him in snug bandages that covered both his shoulder and leg. About mid-way through the process, Gremlin appeared in the doorway and offered a mournful meow. Ty glanced over to see his faithless, furry companion looking at him with an uncertain expression. But before he could even try to entice her over, the cat turned and strolled away.
Typical, he thought.
“So, how’s that feel?” Dinah asked.
Tentatively, Ty moved his shoulder about. The analgesic was excellent. He could feel the warmth of the bandage and knew that there was something going on, but there was almost no pain at all.
“Good,” he said. “Really good. Thank you. I feel like I could take on Bain himself without any problems.”
The deerkin smiled and shook her head. “Maybe you should rest for a bit first,” she said. Then she grew more serious. “But speaking of that, what actually happened? How did you get hurt?”
The last of the sexual tension faded from the room. Tempest’s expression became grim, and that grimness reflected Ty’s own mood very well.
“One of Rubio’s men was wearing a device. Called himself Steam. You can guess why,” Ty said.
The deerkin nodded. “How did he get through your shield?”
“He didn’t. Not really. Just heated it up from the outside. My shield stops most things, but heat?” He shrugged his shoulders, and was happy to note that his injury barely offered a protest. “Apparently, not so much.”
“So, what are you going to do about it?” Dinah asked.
“I guess I have to figure out a way to avoid getting cooked,” Ty said. “Maybe add some sort of heatsink to my shield. But that’s only part of the problem.”
“What’s the other part?”
“I can answer that,” Tempest said. “The other part is that this Steam character isn’t easy to hit.”
Dinah looked from Tempest to Ty, and back again. “What do you mean?”
“He’s insubstantial,” Ty answered. “I hit him with everything I had, and it just went straight through him.” He thought about it for a moment. “Or maybe not ‘straight through’. He felt the stronger blasts, at least.”
Coming up with a way to combat that was yet another project for Ty to add to his list. An important one, to be sure, but so was replicating Tempest’s healing factor, making it easier for them to get through the house shield, and figuring out how to use his talent to repair a hole in the wall of the apartment he still technically shared with Brad. And then there were the tasks that weren’t exactly essential, but which he wanted to do anyway. Like working out how to fly.
“You’ll figure it out,” Dinah said, smiling broadly.
Ty returned her smile. It was nice to have someone in his life who actually believed in him. He was trying to work out how to express his thanks when all three of their devices pinged at once.
Someone with a device of their own was trying to contact them.
<<<>>>
Dinah was fastest. She tapped the button on her device to pick up the call.
It was Lilith. A succubus made flesh in the same way that Dinah had been made into a deerkin, Lilith had the horns, wings, and tail of a demoness, and the hooves to match. It was beautiful work, done by a master, and Dinah’s device projected her in all her glory as a holographic image floating in front of them.
The time Lilith had spent in Bain’s containment cell had left her dirty and disheveled, but even that hadn’t been enough to hide her beauty. Now, she was clean. And her allure was undeniable. She shone like a well-polished diamond.
Ty felt his usual confused reaction to her infernal loveliness. There was no denying how he felt about Dinah and Tempest, and surely they should be enough for anyone. So why did he feel that same pull toward this woman?
“Um, hi,” Lilith said tentatively.
“What do you want?” Tempest asked, full of suspicion.
“I was just … I wondered if it would be okay to come by.” Lilith was visibly nervous, yet seemed hopeful as well.
Tempest and Dinah exchanged a quick glance, and Ty understood why. Their relationship with Lilith was convoluted at best and actively antagonistic at worst. As a servant of the Master, Lilith had fought against both Tempest and Ty, and the device she wore on her wrist used to belong to Dinah.
And yet, Lilith had acted under duress. The Master had held her father hostage.
“Is this you asking? Or is it Bain?” Dinah asked.
“No, no, no, I’m done with them!” Lilith said, her eyes flashing and her expression full of denial. “After you helped me with my father, I’ve got no reason to go back. Except maybe for revenge.”
Ty believed her, but he’d always trusted her more than Tempest and Dinah did. “Why do you want to come here?” he asked, acutely aware that none of them could stop her if she really wanted to. The shield Ty had made couldn’t prevent the demon-woman from teleporting right into the med bay if she so wished.
“I just want a few minutes to talk, that’s all. If you don’t want me there, I’ll leave. And I’ll never come back, I promise.”
“And what if we don’t want you here at all?” Tempest asked, clearly far from happy with the idea.
“Then I’ll just hang up. And I won’t bother you again.”
Dinah looked thoughtful. “Give us a moment,” she said, and did something with her device that made the image of Lilith freeze in place. She turned to Ty and Tempest. “She’s on mute. What do you say?”
“She’s dangerous,” said Tempest. “That power of hers is difficult to combat. If she wanted to, she could spirit any of us away, and there wouldn’t be anything we could do to stop her.”
Dinah agreed. “You’re right. But she could do that anyway, at any time. If that’s what she wanted, why would she bother to contact us at all?”
It was a good point, and Tempest reluctantly nodded. “Then sure. Why not?”
Dinah switched her focus to Ty. “Ty?”
“I don’t think she wants to do us any harm,” he said. “I trust her.”
Dinah stifled a smirk and said, “I bet you do.” But before Ty could ask what she meant, she continued. “There is also the fact that she wears a device. The Architect didn’t give it to her. Just like Ty was when he gained Zach’s, she is largely unknown. This should give us a chance to find out more about her intentions.”
Both Ty and Tempest acknowledged the point with a nod. When Ty had gained his device, Tempest and Dinah had worried that he might prove to be a force of disruption, like Bain. They’d wanted to keep an eye on him as well.
The deerkin smiled. “All right, then,” she said. She touched her device and un-froze the image of Lilith. “Can you give us five minutes? Meet you at the main door.”




9: Fruit Cupcakes

As soon as the call ended, Dinah suggested to Ty that he might want to get dressed. “Unless you think greeting her wearing nothing but skin has become a tradition?” she asked with a wry eyebrow raised.
Ty snorted. When Lilith first appeared to him and Dinah in the deerkin’s bedroom, it had been the middle of the night. Both Ty and Dinah had been naked in the sheets, which had resulted in an awkward moment or two during the confrontation.
Thinking about the episode brought a smile to Ty’s lips as he followed the deerkin’s suggestion. But Dinah’s thoughts went in a different direction.
“Speaking of which, how about you get your police baton? Just in case?”
It was a good thought. The police baton delivered an electric jolt powerful enough to stop a charging bull, and it was their only effective defense against Lilith’s power.
As soon as he was dressed, he left to find the weapon.
<<<>>>
When the police baton wasn’t extended, it looked like no more than a cylinder of cool steel just a few inches long. He found it where he’d left it in Dinah’s bedroom and tucked it away in his pocket. He didn’t expect to need it, but couldn’t see any harm in having it on hand just in case.
By the time he approached Tempest and Dinah at the mansion entrance, Lilith had arrived.
She was standing just outside the sliding glass door, and she looked even more stunning in person than she did in holographic form. The hologram projected by Dinah’s device couldn’t adequately convey the luminous quality of her beauty. To Ty, only Tempest and Dinah were able to match her, and the three of them in one place was enough to leave him gaping.
It was like being in a candy store where everything looked equally delicious. Yet Dinah and Tempest were both familiar to him, and Lilith less so. His eyes settled on her on the other side of the glass.
Slightly taller than Tempest, Lilith was more voluptuous as well. The alterations that had given her demonic wings and other features had also tinted her skin slightly pink to match the darker shade of her hair. She wore a one-piece, leather costume that barely covered her torso, sheer leggings, and blood-red gloves that extended past her elbows.
There was a heart-shaped window over her perfectly flat belly, and her entire ensemble did nothing to hide the exquisite perfection of her shape.
Despite the unquestionable appeal of everything else, it was her face that drew Ty’s attention the most. Carved by the finest of sculptors, she was a picture of green-eyed innocence. Yet the determination and courage Ty had seen before remained in her expression as well. It gave her substance, he thought. Without it, she may have been beautiful, but perhaps almost too doll-like.
“Have you got the remote?” Dinah asked, her expression mixing appraisal with her usual smile. Tempest’s reaction to Lilith’s appearance was more circumspect, and Gremlin had deigned to rejoin them. The cat was winding herself around Dinah’s hooved feet and looked at Lilith with overt suspicion.
Ty didn’t know if the deerkin was addressing him or Tempest, but he dug into his pocket and clicked off the mansion’s shield, acutely aware of the irony. He had created the shield at least in part to keep Lilith out.
As soon as the blue nimbus vanished, Dinah stepped forward and the door slid open.
“Lilith,” Dinah said with the smile of a perfect hostess. “You look magnificent. Please, come in. Tell me, have you been formally introduced to everyone? This is Tempest, and you know Ty of course, and my name is Dinah. And what is that you brought with you?”
As Dinah spoke, Ty realized he’d been so distracted by Lilith’s beauty that he had completely failed to notice until then that she was carrying a decent-sized, woven basket.
“Oh,” the succubus said. She held her basket awkwardly, as if intending to offer it over. Then she hesitated, looking briefly at Ty before focusing on Tempest. “I brought an assortment of fresh berries and fruit. You know, the type of thing that can be hard to come by in town. Look, I just wanted to say I’m sorry for everything I did. And I realize I didn’t thank you properly for helping me and my father. So, thank you. It means everything to me that my father is safe.”
She apologized mostly to Tempest, but included both Dinah and Ty in her thanks. It looked as if she wanted to say more, but she hesitated and awkwardly shrugged her shoulders. She held the basket out to Dinah.
Tempest didn’t say anything, but her body language softened a little, and Ty just grinned. “You are very welcome,” Dinah said, accepting Lilith’s offering. “And thank you. Come on. Let’s take this to the kitchen and see what we can do with it.”
The deerkin spun on her hooves, turning her words into action, her graceful movement leaving gremlin more exposed than the cat wanted to be. Realizing that Dinah had gone, the black furball stared at Lilith for a moment, then pinned back her ears and hissed once as if to show her displeasure. Then she sauntered casually away with her tail in the air, acting for all the world as if nothing had happened.
“Oh,” Lilith said again, but Ty laughed.
“Don’t worry about her,” he said. “Gremlin has a mind of her own and doesn’t generally like people much. Well, except for Dinah.”
Lilith managed a smile, and just like that, much of the tension faded, although Tempest still didn’t look entirely happy. The three of them followed the deerkin to the kitchen.
<<<>>>
As Dinah took the contents out of the basket and placed them on the bench as if considering her options. Ty hesitated. “Would you like a hand?” he asked, aware that Lilith appeared to be on the verge of saying the same thing.
But Dinah waved them both off. “No,” she said. “Sit down. This is my thing, remember?”
They did so, and Ty couldn’t hide his interest in what Lilith had brought. In a city the size of New Lincoln, it was possible to purchase literally anything, at a price. But in Ty’s living memory, apricots, peaches, blackberries, blueberries, and strawberries had always been luxury items. Sure, most of the markets sold them, but they were seldom fresh, and were typically priced way outside Ty’s normal budget.
These ones were fresh. So fresh they might have been picked within the hour. Yet they were neatly wrapped, the berries in square, see-through plastic packages with the larger fruits packed singly in soft sleeves to prevent bruises.
Ty couldn’t help himself. “Where did you get these?” he asked.
Lilith had taken the stool next to him. She smiled in obvious delight at the appreciation. “I didn’t always live in the city. When I was young, before my birth father died, we lived in a small town surrounded by farms.” As she spoke, her expression became wistful for an earlier time. “It’s been years since I’ve been able to go back. But now, it’s easy. I can go anywhere. I just need to know where, and I can be there in an instant.”
Ty glanced at the device on the demon woman’s wrist. Not for the first time, he wondered if it might be possible for him to duplicate Lilith’s skill. He didn’t enjoy the experience of being teleported, but he could certainly see the appeal.
Not even Tempest’s speed could compete with Lilith’s ability to simply be wherever she wanted to go.
Dinah leaned over the fruit, closed her eyes, and inhaled deeply. “Mmmmm,” she said. “You can smell the freshness. Delicious. Who wants to try some fruit and berry cupcakes?” she asked.
Ty didn’t even hesitate. “Me,” he said. He hadn’t ever eaten so well before the deerkin had come into his life. But Lilith looked a little uncertain, so Ty encouraged her. “You’ll love them. One of Dinah’s skills is ‘culinary intuition’.”
“Well, okay then,” the demon woman said. “Yes, please.”
Even Tempest, who had seated herself on Ty’s other side, seemed enthusiastic about the idea, although her enthusiasm competed with a lingering apprehension over Lilith’s presence.
“Great!” Dinah said. Immediately, the deerkin started dancing with her usual grace around the kitchen, turning on the oven so it would heat up, then conjuring mixing bowls, flour, eggs, sugar, and an assortment of other ingredients and tools she would need. “And while I’m busy with this, maybe you can tell us how your stepfather is doing?”
The demon woman seemed to relax a little at the question. “He’s fine. A little dehydrated, and unsettled by the whole experience. But mostly he’s doing okay.” She offered a shrug. “If he’d remained captive any longer, then perhaps things would have been different, but I think he’s going to be fine.”
It was another reminder to Ty that this superhero lifestyle came with serious consequences. Dinah had already added the core ingredients to her mixing bowl, but at Lilith’s words, she paused to study the demon woman closely.
“Where is he now?”
Lilith lowered her eyes and bit her lip. “Somewhere safe,” she said. “I’m taking care of him.”
Dinah nodded. “But you’re worried, aren’t you?”
“Yes,” Lilith admitted. “I’m worried it might all happen again. The Master found him before. What if he does so again? If I’m there, I can help him. Take him somewhere else, you know? But I can’t spend every waking hour trying to protect him. And even then, I worry that transporting him like I do will hurt him somehow.” She shrugged again. In some way Ty didn’t understand, the gesture seemed to emphasize Lilith’s essential innocence. “He’s very frail,” she said.
Dinah glanced quickly at Tempest and Ty as if seeking permission to spill their secrets. Then, permission silently granted, she said, “The Master wants to control the devices we wear. He has gone after me and Ty, and Bain murdered a dear friend of ours for his. As long as you wear yours, the Master and Bain are a threat to you.”
The deerkin might have intended to say more, but what she’d said didn’t quite match Ty’s understanding. “Not just the devices,” he added. “He’s after those who can use them as well. Lilith would still be a target even if she gave up her device. The Master knows what she can do.”
Dinah nodded. “Which means your father is at risk as well. The Master already knows he can use him to manipulate you.”
An echo of fear passed over Lilith’s face, and she became glum. “I know. I just don’t know what to do about it.”
Surprisingly, Dinah broke into a broad grin. “Fortunately, we can help.”




10: Unified Field Control

The demon woman looked at the deerkin with a mixture of hope and confusion in her eyes.
“My main skill is information control,” Dinah said. “Many of those who wear devices have family members who would be at risk because of it. It’s part of my job to hide them. To remove their digital footprint as much as possible.” Dinah’s grin grew broader. “If you like, I can do the same for you and your father.”
“You would do that for me?”
“Of course,” Dinah said.
It was then that Tempest spoke up. “It’s what we do,” the blonde superhero said. “We help people.” She smiled as well, but there was a bitterness to it that Ty didn’t understand. “It also makes sense from a tactical perspective. We don’t want to give the Master any chance to control you again.”
Lilith suppressed an obvious shudder. “Neither do I,” she said.
“Done, then.” Dinah said. “If you give me a list of the people you want hidden, I’ll do what I can. Banking records, leasing agreements, utilities bills, anything associated with your father and whoever else you choose will be hidden so that no one can find them. Even surveillance cameras and drones—your father will be able to walk through the streets and any footage captured of him will also be hidden. From a digital perspective, it will be as if he doesn’t exist.”
The demon woman looked positively astonished. “You can really do all that?”
Dinah nodded. She seemed very pleased with Lilith’s response.
“You don’t know the half of it,” Ty added. “Dinah’s skill is amazing.”
Dinah beamed at him, but for some reason, Tempest glowered.
As she’d been speaking, the deerkin had been simultaneously mixing the batter for the cupcakes. Once she was happy with the consistency of it, she separated it out into five separate bowls, one for each type of fruit, then took a moment to throw a handful of the blackberries into a small blender and blitz them. Then she returned to her narrative.
“But that doesn’t mean he is invisible in the real world,” the deerkin warned. “There’s nothing I can do if one of Bain’s men should spot him by chance. I can monitor him from a distance, and set up an alert against that sort of thing, but that’s about it.”
Lilith nodded. “I understand. Again, thank you.” She looked at Dinah with an appraising expression, and suddenly Ty understood Tempest’s glower. There was more going on than just the surface conversation. As Dinah had been speaking, she’d also been glancing at the demon woman more often than not, and sprinkling her expression with a range of subtle smiles, raised eyebrows, and interested looks.
Without using words, was Dinah actually flirting with Lilith?
Ty didn’t know what he thought about that. He understood the attraction. A blind man with a heart of stone and eighty years of confirmed celibacy would be attracted to Lilith. Yet when last the two met, Dinah had been full of suspicion and anger. It was, after all, Dinah’s original device that Lilith still wore.
But none of that suspicion appeared to remain, at least on Dinah’s part.
Then Ty started to wonder where that flirting might lead, and how it all worked. He had been a welcome addition to Tempest and Dinah’s existing relationship. Were others to be welcomed in just as easily? Or was this flirtation no more than a game?
Either way, one glance at Tempest’s expression told Ty that she wasn’t happy about it.
“Speaking of devices,” the blonde woman said with a studiously neutral expression, “what do you intend to do with yours?”
It was enough to halt the flirting, at least for the moment. Dinah dipped her finger into the batter to taste, and Lilith’s beautiful face creased into a frown.
The demon woman looked away. “I don’t know,” she said. “Part of me wants to just disappear. Move to another city—it would be easy, now—and start over. But even then, would I be completely safe from the Master and Bain?” She shrugged. “Another part of me wants to hurt them somehow. But I’m not a fighter. Never have been.” She glanced at Tempest, and gave a self-deprecating smile. “Well, unless I’m forced to be.”
Dinah blitzed small quantities of each fruit and added them to each of the batter bowls. “You could help us against him,” she said casually. “Or, we could help you. Either way.”
Ty was watching Lilith closely. He remembered when Tempest had made a similar suggestion to him. The range of feelings he’d gone through when he realized she was inviting him to join their superhero team was like riding a rollercoaster. He hadn’t known how to react, and at first had thought himself unworthy.
He watched Lilith go through a similar range of emotions. Hope fought with fear and confusion on her innocent face. But it was the uncertainty that won, at least for the moment.
“What are you saying?” she asked.
“I’m asking for your help.”
Lilith stared, her green eyes wide with disbelief. The demon woman hesitated, then shook her head. Yet it didn’t seem to be a denial, exactly. Just an indication that she didn’t have an answer.
Abruptly, Tempest asked a question. “What happened to that guard?” she asked. “The one from where you were being held?”
Ty was surprised. He and Lilith had shut the man in the demon woman’s cell before they left. He’d told Tempest and Dinah as much after the battle, and then promptly forgot about him.
Lilith’s beautiful face hardened. “I went back and asked him some questions,” she said. “But he didn’t know anything. So I dropped him off the side of a building.” The way she said it was almost a dare, defying any of them to judge her.
Ty wasn’t a fan of needless killing, yet the body count he’d racked up over the past few days would have made a mass murderer blush. He wasn’t going to judge Lilith for her actions. And anyway, in his mind, her captors deserved everything they got.
But Dinah looked a little shocked. “Is he dead?” the deerkin asked.
Lilith shook her head, relenting. “Not that I know of. But he won’t be able to bother me or anyone else for a while.”
“So, you’ve already started to look for the Master yourself?” Tempest asked. For the first time during the conversation, Ty sensed a hint of approval from her.
Lilith nodded, but didn’t say anything else.
Dinah was still working on the cupcakes. She ladled generous dollops of the different batters into a muffin pan, then popped the pan into the oven. “Won’t be long now,” she said. She took another bowl and emptied part of a stick of softened butter into it, sieved in powdered sugar, and added a couple of drops of something that smelled like flowers. She whisked it all together with a thick plastic spoon.
Out of a combination of curiosity and a desire to change the topic of conversation, Ty asked Lilith a question. “What are your skills? If you don’t mind me asking.”
Lilith looked at him. “Skills?”
“Your powers. The device tells you. They’re listed in the ‘Unique Skill’ section.”
“Oh. I only have the one. Do you have more than that?”
Her answer surprised him. “Just the one? No, I only have one as well. I just thought with your teleportation, flight, and the earthquake thing….” It was his turn to shrug.
Lilith shook her head. “No. Just something called ‘unified field control’.”
“Unified field control?” Ty repeated, wondering what it could mean. “At what level?” he asked.
“Level?”
“The number next to the skill.”
“Oh. Two.” Lilith said.
If Ty had been surprised before, now he was astonished. It was almost beyond comprehension. A single skill that gave the demon woman all her powers? And at such strength?
What was this ‘unified field control’? Could it mean Lilith had power over the field that bound the whole universe together?
The implications were staggering. If it was what Ty thought, and Lilith could punch a hole through reality at level two, what would she be able to do at a higher level?
It was no wonder his energy fields couldn’t stop her. She could literally rip apart the fabric of reality. Maybe at level ten, Lilith could give Frieza a run for his money, destroying worlds with no more than a moment of effort.
Dinah started to laugh, and Ty realized he was gaping. Like everything else about the deerkin, her laugh was rich, warm and beautiful, and he could listen to it forever.
“Would you look at that?” she said, still laughing. “It seems our Ty has a serious case of talent envy.”
Lilith smiled at this, and Ty himself joined in with a quiet chuckle. But his mind was still will awash with the ramifications of what Lilith had said.
“Nearly there,” Dinah said when her laughter had faded. “Who wants a glass of bubbles with their cupcakes?” she asked.




11: Bubbles and Drool

In a surprisingly short time, the warm, enticing aroma of fresh cupcakes filled the air. Dinah artfully displayed the cupcakes on a large platter, stacking them according to the fruits she had used to flavor them. The blackberry cupcakes were tinted red, topped with a swirl of frosting that was starting to melt in the heat, and a scattering of berries for garnish. The other flavors were displayed similarly, the apricots and peaches sliced into sections, and sharing space on the frosting with sprigs of mint and a dusting of icing sugar.
It looked and smelled amazing. Ty couldn’t help but salivate at the delicious promise awaiting them. He wanted to attack the cupcakes like a pig at a trough, and only the thinnest veneer of politeness held him back.
He could see that Lilith was equally enticed, the demon woman’s attention divided between the cupcakes and Dinah herself as the deerkin filled four flutes with bubbles. Only Tempest seemed immune to the spell of deliciousness Dinah had cast. She had turned on her stool to lean against the wall, and while her expression wasn’t exactly surly, it was heading that way.
To Ty, the blonde superhero was as beautiful as ever, but he wondered at her current attitude. She was normally direct to the point of bluntness. Yet she hadn’t said anything directly negative about Lilith’s presence. Even so, she acted as if the whole situation upset her on a visceral level.
Dinah finished pouring the wine and handed over the glasses. She raised her own in a toast.
“To friends and lovers, and whatever the future may bring,” she said, her usual smile firmly in place as she glanced meaningfully at each of them in turn.
They drank. It was another new experience for Ty, who had seldom had the funds for anything more than the most basic of drinks. He found the taste of the bubbles to be surprisingly sweet. And, less surprisingly, bubbly.
“Now,” Dinah said. “Who’s hungry?”
The four of them devoured Dinah’s cupcakes. Glorious, fluffy, and delicious, Ty couldn’t choose his favorite among them. The fruit added an entirely new dimension to a familiar dish. It was like eating the lightest, most satisfying fruit medley that ever existed.
Nor was Ty the only one to think so.
“Oh my God,” Lilith exclaimed at her first bite, her expression one of open delight mixed with surprise.
Dinah and Ty both laughed at the reaction. “Good, aren’t they?” Ty said.
“Good? These are amazing!” the demon woman said. “I’ve never tasted anything like it! It’s like an orgasm in my mouth!” At the last, the demon woman colored a little, and Ty understood she hadn’t meant to say that out loud. He continued to smile, and didn’t miss the mischievous glint in Dinah’s eyes.
Not even Tempest’s mood could hold against the onslaught of aromatic and flavorful perfection. She let out a soft groan of appreciation and murmured, “These are wonderful. You’ve outdone yourself this time.”
As the unexpected feast continued, Lilith increasingly lowered her guard as Dinah steered the conversation away from the more serious topics of Bain and the Master. In between sips of bubbles and bites of cupcake-based perfection, the demon woman revealed snippets about her background.
Born in a rural environment, she’d nevertheless spent much of her life in the city of New Lincoln. But she still yearned for the open countryside and clear skies. When Ty asked why she hadn’t returned, Lilith replied that it just never seemed to be an option.
“And besides, these modifications aren’t the most practical for farm work,” she said, gesturing toward herself. “I like the country, but I don’t know what I would do there.”
“Speaking of which,” Dinah said. “Those wings of yours. You can really fly, right?”
The demon woman gave a genuinely happy laugh. “Yes, but not because of the wings. I can move them, but they’re not strong enough by themselves. It’s my skill that lets me to fly. I don’t fully understand how, but it seems I don’t need to. I can just do it.”
Ty swallowed a bite of an apricot cupcake with a hint of perfumed frosting. “Your modifications are amazing,” he said. “That tail – I’ve seen others with similar tails, but yours seems way more natural.”
Lilith nodded, apparently pleased. Not long ago, for various reasons, she’d been very angry with Ty. But much of that anger seemed to have passed.
“The splicers who worked on me were the best. I have full control of my tail, just like my wings. At first, it felt weird suddenly having an extra limb that could move in different directions, but now it feels natural. Like I’ve always had it.” As she spoke, she wound her tail about to demonstrate her control. Ty couldn’t help but admire not just it, but everything about her.
“Ty, you’re staring,” Dinah said with a grin. “Maybe drooling a little, too.”
Before he’d started wearing his device, Ty might have blushed and looked away. But he had grown considerably since then, and not just in terms of height. He looked the deerkin straight in the eye and grinned.
“Yep. And so are you,” he said.
The deerkin laughed. “Too right I am,” she said. “She’s beautiful. It would almost be rude not to.”
Lilith proved to be too shy to accept the compliment. She blushed and looked away, but couldn’t quite stifle an answering grin.
Later, in a moment of silence between conversational topics, Tempest spoke up. “I just had another thought,” she said. With the wine and wonderful food on offer, even she had relaxed to a certain extent. “You can sense other devices, right? That could be another reason for the Master to be interested in you. Ty has made it difficult for anyone to attack us here, but you’re like a tracking device. With access to that ability, he could just wait until we’re away from here. Unprotected.”
She said it all lightly, an observation more than anything else, with no intention of bringing the mood down. Yet the demon woman’s smile still faded.
But Ty shook his head. “That would be true if the Master knew what Lilith can do. But he doesn’t, right?”
Instantly, Lilith’s smile returned. “That’s right,” she said.
The bubbles and conversation continued to flow, and Dinah kept producing more cupcakes. At some point, Gremlin wandered back in, but she stayed in the kitchen with Dinah and didn’t deign to acknowledge Lilith’s presence at all. Or Ty’s, for that matter. The furry little traitor had bonded with the deerkin in a way she never had with him.
Not that he was particularly concerned. Gremlin was a cat, after all, and he was enjoying himself too much to be bothered. Not even his injuries could spoil the mood. He simply focused on the way Dinah was flirting with Lilith, joined in where he could, and relaxed.




12: The Master’s Fury

A little later, Ty felt comfortably stuffed and a little light-headed from the wine. He was starting to think they may have found, if not an ally exactly, then at least a friend in Lilith. And, given the way she and Dinah were flirting, perhaps something more than that as well. Although in Ty’s mind, that was uncertain. He still didn’t fully understand how this relationship worked with just him, Tempest and Dinah involved. Was there room for another?
How would that even work?
For the moment, it didn’t matter. As long as everyone was happy, including Tempest, then so was he.
He was about to suggest that they all move to a more comfortable spot in the mansion when the conversation was interrupted by an electronic ping.
Dinah was finishing up one of the blueberry cupcakes and had a dab of frosting on her lip. “Oh, that’s me,” she said. But it wasn’t her device. The deerkin, Ty was learning, never went anywhere without a connection to the online world. This time, she pulled a small tablet barely as big as Ty’s phone from a hidden pocket at her belt.
She thumbed it unlocked, and immediately sobered when she saw what it was.
“Remember how the Master contacted us last time, with a cryptic message embedded in the news nets?” she asked. “Well, I set up an alert for if he did it again, and he has.” She gave Ty and the others a bright smile. “So, who wants to find out what he has to say?”
She said it all lightly, as if discussing something as innocuous as the weather. But the reactions she got were more serious.
Tempest gave a curt nod, her expression almost a snarl. Lilith looked both horrified and uncertain, and Ty couldn’t help but remember the last time the Master had delivered such a message.
The mysterious villain had put innocent people at risk at an amusement park, sabotaging the most popular ride. Only Tempest’s superhuman efforts had prevented disaster. Ty had helped as well, but Tempest had literally borne the weight of dozens—as well as the ride itself—as she lowered them safely to the ground.
He didn’t know what the Master had in mind this time, but the mere thought of another message filled Ty’s stomach with a cold knot of dread.
“I guess we don’t have a choice,” he said.
But Dinah contradicted him. “Lilith does,” she said.
Perhaps the bubbles gave the demon woman additional courage, or maybe she would have made the same choice by out of determination alone. Either way, she gave Dinah her answer. “I would like to know what he said.”
“Good. Let’s go upstairs and find out.”
She led the way, and within minutes all four of them were in Dinah’s communications room. This time, the screen that covered all four walls showed a single coherent image: a simple alert on a dark background.
As she’d done before, Dinah took her place in the middle of the room and gestured at the screen. The alert opened to display lines of code that made no immediate sense to Ty, but which apparently Dinah could read like a book.
She nodded. “Yep,” she said. “It’s another message. Looks like it’s encoded the same way as before. Give me a second. I worked up an algorithm to unpack it, just in case….” The deerkin trailed off as she brought up the program.
Moments later, she let out an exclamation. “Ha! It is the same.” Dinah glanced at Ty, Tempest and Lilith, who looked simultaneously bewildered by what was going on and wildly impressed. “Are you ready?”
She didn’t wait for an answer, but instead gestured one more time. Instantly, the screen filled with images that were shocking in nature.
The Master’s earlier message had been a coherent warning and threat, challenging Ty, Tempest and Dinah to prevent his attack at the Scare Kingdom amusement park.
This time, it was different. This time, it was an expression of rage and hate. Instead of displaying a single image of an intended target, the screens were flooded with scenes of death and destruction. Ruined landscapes, broken buildings, the aftermath of earthquakes and hurricanes were just the beginning. The images flickered and changed to show scenes of death, both animals and human, interspersed with the most gruesome images of disease and decay.
To Ty, it was awful to look at. He wanted to turn away, and would have done so if the screens hadn’t surrounded them. Nor was he the only one. Each of the women wore expressions mirroring how he felt.
They recoiled in disgust and revulsion. Lilith’s expression even included aspects of pain.
Yet the images were just one part of the Master’s message. There was noise as well, a cacophony of harsh, grating sounds, like fingernails on a blackboard, rusty metal being torn, a wailing shriek that may have been human but which just as easily could have been an animal in distress.
All of this was a backdrop to the message itself. The Master’s eerie, metallic voice rang out through the noise like a clarion bell filled with hate. It was louder than any of them expected, and Ty’s first instinct was to cover his ears.
“Volume!” Dinah shouted. “Down to 20 percent!”
At once, the worst of the insanity faded and the Master’s words became clear.
“You think you have beaten me?” the Master said. “That your success at the park means anything at all? That the lab you robbed and the devices you stole will hurt me and my plans? These are no more than splinters, minor inconveniences that mean nothing to me! I have other labs, other sources for making devices. And they are just the beginning! When I am through, there will be people with powers beyond anything you can imagine. There will be gods walking among us, and I will be one of them! And there is nothing you can do to stop it!”
As the Master spoke, the images became increasingly violent, showing scenes of people being tortured and shot. As the villain paused, either to gather his thoughts or summon further bile, the images changed to those of explosions, death on a greater scale. Far beyond what Hollywood might show, Ty knew in his heart that the explosions were real.
“Know this, you who pretend to be heroes,” the Master continued. “I have let you live so far only to see if you can become something greater than what you appear to be. In that, you have been disappointing. You have shown yourselves to be incapable of the vision required to enact real change. You fight to preserve a broken system. And you have interfered with my plans.” The Master’s voice rose to a crescendo. “I will no longer accept this behavior! You will not interfere with my plans again!”
The Master’s last words echoed throughout the room, and the message ended as abruptly as it began.
The screens went blank. Ty felt battered. Like he’d just weathered a storm made of bile and spite. The impact of the Master’s message was visceral and profound, and he could see that the others were equally shaken.
Except Tempest, perhaps, whose response was to match the Master’s anger with her own. She simmered and glared as the others recovered.
Dinah drew a deep breath. “Does he think we took his devices?” she asked.
“So it would seem,” Tempest replied.
“And this message – it’s a declaration of war, is it not?” the deerkin said.
Tempest and Ty both nodded. The message had left Ty’s skull throbbing. It was another irritation to go with the aches of his wounds. “It looks like it,” he said. “Although, wasn’t he already an adversary?”
Dinah looked thoughtful. “He made it sound as if he was holding back.”
“Why would he do that?” Ty asked, worrying anew at the ominous thought.
It was Tempest who answered. “I don’t know, but it’s consistent,” she said with a frown. “He’s been careful to keep us alive, even when he took our devices. Before that, we didn’t know they could be removed.”
“It didn’t stop Bain from killing Zach, though,” Dinah said quietly.
There was a brief silence as they all pondered the question.
Lilith had said little until then, but at that point she spoke up. “Um, maybe I should go,” she said.
Ty glanced at the demon woman and saw her beautiful face creased with worry.
“Not if you don’t want to,” Dinah said. “We’re all in this together.” The way she said it suggested she was already thinking of Lilith as part of the team, as was Ty himself. But that assumption apparently didn’t sit well with Tempest.
“Are we?” the blonde superhero asked, one eyebrow raised.
Dinah favored her with an expression of sadness. “The Master knows about the three of us,” she said. “He also knows that Lilith is no longer under his control. Do you think his message isn’t for her as much as it is for us?”
It was a fair point, but Lilith, at least, hadn’t considered the possibility until Dinah said it out loud. She brought a hand up to cover her mouth in a gesture of surprise.
Yet her resolve remained. “Yes, I must go. I need to check on my father.”
Dinah nodded, accepting the demon woman’s concern. “I understand. Would you like me to walk you out?”
At this, Lilith conjured a smile. “No need,” she said, and teleported away, leaving nothing but a popping sound and a lingering odor of ozone behind.
Ty looked at Tempest and Dinah. “Now what do we do?” he asked. “How do we defend ourselves against the Master?” He was worried. He’d never had anyone declare war on him before.
But Tempest just shrugged. “We’re not in any immediate danger,” she said. “If we were, he wouldn’t have bothered sending this message. And your shield is still active. Not that it matters to Lilith at all.” She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Nor can we bring the fight to him. We don’t know where he is, or even who he is. So, I’m heading to my room. You two can do whatever you like.”
With that, she turned and left the room.
Ty turned to Dinah, who wore a disappointed expression. He wasn’t quite sure that Tempest’s disappearance had anything to do with what they were talking about.
“What was that about?” he asked Dinah.




13: Taking Control

Despite his question, Ty wasn’t naïve. He understood Tempest was upset by Dinah’s flirting with Lilith. He was asking a deeper question than that. He wanted to know the rules of how it all worked.
Had Dinah crossed a line, or was something more going on?
Dinah smiled. “Unless I miss my guess, it looks like our Tempest might be feeling a little insecure.” Ty couldn’t help but stare at her. Tempest, insecure? The thought didn’t compute. But before he could voice his uncertainty, Dinah continued. “Why don’t you go talk to her?” she said. “Spend some time with her. Show her how beautiful she is.”
Ty frowned. “Wouldn’t it be better if you –” he began, but Dinah shook her head.
“I don’t think she would appreciate that,” she said. “And anyway, I want to see if I can find out any more about the Master. Maybe he made a mistake that will let me track him down.”
Ty wasn’t satisfied. “But if it was your flirting with Lilith that upset her –”
“I’ve known her for a long time,” Dinah said. “Tempest is immensely strong, and not just physically. But she’s still human, just like you and me. If I go to her, her walls will be up. But you? She has no defense against you at all.”
Even a couple of weeks ago, Ty would have been astonished to learn that anyone could be defenseless against him. But now, he was becoming comfortable with his new reality.
“I know the feeling,” he said, returning the deerkin’s grin.
Dinah’s cheeks started to flush. She drew a deep breath and let it out, and one hand went to her breast. “My, my,” she said. “You’ve come a long way in such a short time. You’d best get out of here before I change my mind and keep you all to myself.”
Ty grinned even more broadly. Instead of doing as the deerkin asked, he gathered her up and kissed her soundly on the lips. When he let her go, he saw that her eyes were closed.
“Are you sure?” he said.
Her eyes flicked open again and she laughed. She pushed him away. “Of course I’m not sure! But go, Tempest needs you more. And anyway, Gremlin will keep me company.” She quirked an eyebrow. “And if that’s not enough, I can look after myself for one evening. Now go!”
Ty couldn’t help but laugh. Thinking that he was indeed the luckiest person in the world, he left to find Tempest.
<<<>>>
The blonde superhero was in the first place Ty looked. She was in the large, slightly austere, masculine-seeming bedroom that used to belong to her father. Ty poked his head in through the open door and saw her sitting on the bed with an expression that was almost a grimace on her face.
Gently, he knocked on the door frame.
She looked up at the sound. “What do you want?” she asked, her voice flat and unwelcoming.
Tempest Flaire was far stronger than Ty. Without his technology, she was faster, tougher, and infinitely more capable than he was. In an arm-wrestling competition, she would have crushed his hand and broken his arm at the elbow without even trying. Only the villain Bain, as far as Ty knew, could come close to her sheer physical capabilities.
Perhaps, if her strength and speed and combat abilities were all he knew of her, he would have been afraid of her.
But she was far more than that. In the time he’d known her, Ty understood Tempest to be fiercely loyal, as devoted to the memory of her father as she was to her ongoing mission of helping people in need. Nor was it just her father to whom she was attached so deeply. She still grieved for Zach. And Dinah had said Tempest had no defense against Ty.
The stunning blonde was heroic but private, having only recently been truly outed as the superhero she had been for so long. Yet, when Ty asked, she had shown herself in front of Badger, launching into the sky in an unequivocal display of power.
The words had yet to be said, but Ty knew she loved him as much as he did her.
He gave her a smile and stepped into her room without asking. When he’d left Dinah, he’d thought to talk with Tempest. No more than that. To find out from her why Dinah’s flirting had upset her.
Instead, without saying a word, he moved in close and kissed her.
The blonde superhero seemed surprised. But, after a moment, she wrapped her arms around him and held him tight.
There wasn’t any need for words. Somehow, between one moment and the next, Tempest was standing as well, and they quickly shrugged out of their clothes. As he had done many times before, Ty paused to admire Tempest’s perfection. She was beauty personified, from her delicate feet to her shapely hips, over the flatness of her belly and her perfect, peach-tipped breasts. Models in magazines only looked as good once the professional retouchers had finished their job.
If all else had been denied him, Ty would have been happy to simply stare, drinking in her perfection. That this was just the start was akin to a dream he’d never dared imagine coming true.
He wasn’t the only one to take a moment to admire. Tempest seemed to enjoy looking at him just as much as he enjoyed looking at her, with a single caveat.
“Your wounds,” Tempest said, her expression concerned. “Will you be okay?”
In answer, Ty let out a laugh and reached for the blonde superhero again. He picked her up, marveling that such a powerhouse could be housed in so delicate a frame, and threw her down on the bed. The analgesic Dinah had applied was doing its job. Ty knew his injuries were there, but could barely feel them.
It was Tempest’s turn to laugh. Ty landed on top of her and immediately started kissing her neck at the same time as he fondled a breast. It seemed that whatever Tempest felt over Lilith and Dinah, she had put it inside at least for the moment.
“Ooh, Ty!” she said, almost teasing. “It isn’t like you to be so direct!” she said. Ty kissed her on her cheek first her left cheek then her right. Then he paused.
“Is that a problem?” he asked.
Tempest reached out and grabbed him by his hair, kissing him soundly on the mouth. “Mmmmm, no. Not at all. Me likey,” she said, already sounding a little breathless.
It was all the invitation Ty needed. Knowing that there was little he could do that would hurt her, he let out an animal roar and did his level best to make Tempest happy.
Always before, it had been Tempest who took the lead in their lovemaking. She was strong and passionate, and knew what she wanted. And Ty was usually more than happy to let her do so. But this time, it was different. This time, it was Ty who initiated, Ty who held the blonde woman down (even though she could have thrown him off in a heartbeat), it was Ty who let his animal loose.
They made love with wild, unfettered passion, rolling about on the bed as they surrendered to the most basic of natural instincts.
Ty pounded her more roughly than ever before, and Tempest responded by matching his pace and fervor. In far too short a time, they were both gasping and moaning in climax, and Ty learned he’d leveled up in yet another way.
“I’m not done yet,” he growled in her ear. “Turn over.”
Tempest actually giggled. “Yes sir!” she said as she did what he said. Ty entered her once more, and this time it was slower. This time, it took longer to build. This time, their mutual climax lasted twice as long, was twice as satisfying, and left them both breathless.




14: Insecurity

Ty lay on his back next to Tempest on her bed, the sheets tangled around them and their legs still intertwined. He was breathing deeply, as was she, and there was a lingering miasma of sweat and sex in the air.
Ty felt almost deliriously happy. Yet at the same time, he was slightly disappointed that Dinah hadn’t randomly showed up to join them. But perhaps that was for the best. Her presence may have unsettled Tempest and brought the frivolities to a halt.
“Thank you,” Tempest breathed next to him. “I needed that.”
Ty reached for her and pulled her into an embrace. “My pleasure,” he said. He didn’t say anything else even though he wanted to. He was too comfortable, too relaxed, too at peace to want to break the mood. With all the things that had happened over the last few days, he just wanted a moment to enjoy Tempest’s presence without worrying about anything else.
It seemed that Tempest felt the same. She lay in his arms and looked at him, occasionally playing with his hair but otherwise saying and doing nothing at all.
Ty was starting to drift off to sleep when Tempest began talking.
“I don’t know why it upset me so much,” she said quietly.
Instantly, Ty was fully awake once again. “Lilith, you mean?”
The blonde superhero nodded. “Yes. Since we put on these devices, it’s like our need for intimacy has been dialed up to 11. But it’s never been a problem before. I don’t know what it would have been like if it was just me, but with Dinah and me together, it worked out pretty well. We’ve mostly been able to take care of each other. And if someone else caught her eye – Dinah has always been more into women than men – it was always temporary. And she would make sure to invite me as well.” Tempest paused for a moment. “As for me, I’m particular. There haven’t been many who were able to measure up.”
She looked up at Ty, her chin resting on his chest. “Until now, that is,” she said with a grin. “But even with you, even before we knew your alignment, I knew she would find you as attractive as I did. I didn’t think it would be a problem, and it wasn’t.”
Ty was silent for a while. “But Lilith?” he prompted.
Tempest nodded, her expression uncertain. “Yes. Lilith.” For a while, she didn’t say anything more.
“Dinah finds her beautiful,” Ty said delicately.
“Yes. As do you.” Tempest said.
Ty didn’t deny it.
Tempest breathed out a sigh. “And so do I,” she admitted. “It would be hard not to.”
“But you don’t trust her?” Ty asked.
At this, Tempest brow furrowed in uncertainty. “Yes. Or no. Funny thing, I kind of do. Even though the first few times we met, we were trying to kill each other. Or at least put each other out of commission for a while.”
“I trust her,” Ty said. He wasn’t sure it was exactly the right thing to say, but it was the truth. “She only fought us because of the Master.”
Tempest nodded. “I know,” she said.
“Then … why?” Ty asked.
Tempest took a deep breath and rolled onto her back. She wasn’t breaking the intimacy between the two of them, not precisely, but was giving herself the space she needed to speak from the heart.
“It’s because she’s too beautiful. Too perfect.”
Too perfect? Ty didn’t understand. He didn’t say anything, but instead just waited for Tempest to continue.
“I’ve always been the strong one,” she said quietly. “The one who can face any challenge. And I like it that way. I like being capable, knowing that when it comes down to it, there’s no one I can’t face. But Lilith, with her power … I’ve fought her twice, and I don’t know who won.”
She looked back at Ty. “I think if she hadn’t been holding back, she could have killed me.”
Of all the things that Tempest could have said, that was the last thing Ty would have predicted. “But she didn’t. She wouldn’t –”
Tempest was already shaking her head. “I know she wouldn’t,” she said. “I understand that, but that’s not the point.”
“Then what is?” Ty asked.
“I don’t really know,” she admitted. “All I know is that Lilith is powerful beyond words. She’s beautiful, and you can see how good a person she is. She tries so hard to do the right thing, even at a cost to herself. It’s no wonder Dinah admires her. And you. I just can’t help wonder, if she’s all that, if things develop between them, where will I fit in? Will I still be necessary?”
Ty didn’t respond for a moment. He was astonished that Tempest would even think like that. Did this blonde goddess beside him not know how wonderful she was?
Unbidden, a bubble of laughter started to rise. He tried to hold it in, but it wouldn’t be refused. He cracked a grin, which left Tempest puzzled. And that was enough.
Ty laughed out loud. For a moment, Tempest retained her puzzled expression. Then a flash of anger touched her eyes.
At this, Ty laughed even harder. One of the most powerful women in the world was starting to get angry at him. She could literally break him into pieces if she wished. And all he could do was laugh about it. He couldn’t even protect himself. While he still wore his projector discs, they were disconnected from his power supply. He had no defense against her should she wish to hurt him.
“Ty,” Tempest said, her voice a single step from a threat. “Why are you laughing at me?”
Ty struggled to get himself under control. He shook his head and tried to gesture that he wasn’t laughing at her. But for several dangerous seconds, he kept laughing.
“Ty?” Tempest repeated.
Finally, Ty managed to get himself under control. “I’m not laughing at you,” he gasped. “Not really.” He took a couple more moments to calm himself further, then said, “Tempest, there is no way in the world that Lilith could replace you in any way. All you need to do is say the word and Dinah and I would forget Lilith ever existed.”
He meant every word, but didn’t want to leave that as the superhero’s only option. “But you don’t need to do that. I haven’t really figured out how all this works yet, but I know this much. Dinah will never leave you. I will never leave you. We love you. But that doesn’t mean we don’t have room for Lilith as well, if you’re okay with it.”
Tempest studied him for a moment. After a time, her expression softened. She nodded, and pulled him close once again. “Thank you,” she said.
Ty sensed that perhaps it would take time for Tempest to fully accept Lilith in their mix, but thought their conversation may have helped begin the process.
<<<>>>
At first, Ty slept as if he no worries in the world. But as the night wore on, the analgesic on his shoulder and leg became less effective, and his dreams became troubled. It was getting close to dawn when he found himself once again battling Steam in Rubio’s warehouse.
It was like being there again, only this time, Ty couldn’t move. Steam loomed over him, laughing maniacally, reaching for him in his mind.
Ty rolled over in his sleep, putting pressure on the wound at his shoulder. In his dream, it was as if Steam had burned him again. It was enough to jolt Ty awake. He may have also let out a cry of pain at the same time. Either way, his nightmare was enough to wake Tempest as well.
“Are you okay?” she asked, her voice thick with sleep.
“Bad dream,” he muttered just as thickly. “Sorry. Go back to sleep,” he said.
In moments, the blonde superhero’s breathing regained the quiet rhythm of a deep and peaceful sleep. But Ty found himself staring up in the dark, acutely conscious of the burning patches on his shoulder and leg. All by themselves, they would have been enough to keep him awake. But as had become a pattern of late, Ty’s real-world problems had reared their grisly heads during the night.
Without his job, he had no money coming in. Martin had yet to make contact, so Ty was uncertain if that opportunity was real or not. And as well as all his regular bills, he and his roommate Brad had to find the money needed to fix a gaping hole in the wall of their apartment.
Even without his injuries, these worries would have swirled around his brain like a dust devil, gaining strength until they became undeniable.
He didn’t want to disturb Tempest any more than he already had, so, with a quiet sigh, he gently untangled himself from her naked perfection, climbed into his clothes, and tiptoed out of the room.
It had become his habit when he woke early to head down to the Architect’s workshop. Tinkering might not solve Ty’s financial worries – at least not immediately –but at the very least, it soothed him. And there was was a growing list of things he needed to do.
Like work out a defense against Steam.
But this morning, he paused instead at the kitchen. Dinah’s cupcakes had been intended to be a late afternoon snack. Perhaps Dinah had made herself an evening meal after that, when he and Tempest had been busy. So, unsurprisingly, he had woken up hungry.
Fortunately, Dinah had made more of the cupcakes than the four of them had been able to finish. A bunch of the delicious morsels were still arranged on a plate under a plastic cover that the deerkin must have put into place.
Cupcakes weren’t exactly Ty’s first choice for a hearty breakfast, but he was grateful to see them. He grabbed three of them, placed them on a saucer, and continued down to the workshop.




15: Modding Gear

Ty felt himself smile as the lights flickered on in the cool, antiseptic world of the Architect’s workshop. This was no dirty, greasy, backyard shed filled with the accumulated grime and rust of years of aimless tinkering. Instead, the Architect’s workshop was a surgical place, as clean and precise as the man himself must have been. It was the lair of a perfectionist, or perhaps a conductor of an orchestra, fully in control of every last musician and beat.
To Ty, it was a place of worship. With his talent, he could work wonders with nothing more than a screwdriver and soldering iron, but with the tools at his disposal in Architect’s workshop, he felt unstoppable. In Brad’s vernacular, they gave him a buff.
Still munching on a cupcake, he placed the saucer on the workbench. In his mind, there was little he couldn’t do, given sufficient time. He just needed to figure out what to do first.
There were the little jobs that weren’t important, exactly, but which might make life less cumbersome. Integrating his phone with the device on his wrist was one of those. Automating access through his shield wall for himself, Tempest, and Dinah was another. Then there was the ongoing program of improvements to his personal shield.
He’d made it to gave him Tempest’s strength and durability, and he’d tweaked to prevent fall damage. But one of his goals was to fly, which he couldn’t yet do. And he hadn’t even begun to work out how he might mimic her speed.
Then, of course, there was Steam. In concept, he understood that he needed a way to disburse the heat that the villain produced. A heat sink of some kind. But would that protect him entirely? If Steam was able to direct a blast of his heat toward Ty for long enough, would he still not cook in his shield?
Perhaps, Ty thought, a heat sink wasn’t sufficient. Maybe he needed to work out a different option entirely.
In addition to all this, in the back of Ty’s brain, he couldn’t help wonder if he could use his talent to make real money. So he wouldn’t have to worry about it ever again. He wasn’t sure exactly how, but he knew there were people about making good money on the back of their inventions.
Surely, with his skill, Ty could come up with something that could make him a fortune?
But before he did any of that, there was one thing he had to do first. Steam’s attack had done more than burn Ty’s skin through his shield. It had also damaged one of the projector discs he wore.
He needed to replace that disc. To reposition it so that his shield’s integrity remained, and he could continue to play his part in their superhero team. Everything else was secondary.
He was already starting to hum happily to himself as he got to work.
<<<>>>
It didn’t take long for Ty to work up a new projector disc for his shield. The original plans were still in the Imager’s memory, and the adjustments he had to make to account for the slight change in position were minor. The hardest part was reaching around to attach the newly fabricated adhesive disc to his shoulder.
The burn on his skin combined with where he needed it to go made it impossible. In the end, he gave up. He would get one of the girls to place it later.
After that, he began to look not at the possibilities for counteracting Steam’s power, but at something entirely different. Something he’d thought about while being treated in the med bay.
Healing. If he could figure out a way to ease the burn in his shoulder for good, that would be fantastic. But he knew it wouldn’t be simple.
He still had Tempest’s information on file. As well as being durable beyond measure, if she ever did get injured, the blonde superhero would heal at a vastly accelerated rate. Where he might normally take a couple of weeks before his burns to fade, for Tempest, it would take no more than a day. Sure, the Dura-Dermis would cut Ty’s healing time down considerably, but he was also thinking about the future.
The work he and the girls were doing was important. None of them could afford to take time out to heal from a serious injury. What if there was something crucial that needed to be done?
He wanted to shorten any recovery time by as much as he could.
But as soon as he started looking at Tempest readouts, he came across a problem. Tempest’s accelerated healing wasn’t a skill. It wasn’t the result of an energy field he could mimic with his shield. Instead, her cells just worked more efficiently than his own.
How could he duplicate that with technology?
After considering the problem for some time, Ty admitted he had no immediate answer. He had to give up. Yet even as he put the problem aside, he knew it was only temporary. He would come back to it, and somehow find a way to do what he needed to do. It was only a question of how, and when.
With a quiet grin, he thought again about how much he had changed. Before that fateful night in the alley, every aspect of his life had been a struggle. Every setback or failure had seemed like a mountain he needed to climb, or like chains that kept him in place.
Now, everything felt different. Easier. Even his and Tempest’s failure against Rubio’s men seemed temporary, a momentary glitch rather than an ongoing pattern. Something they could soon overcome.
Even so, he thought he might try an easier task rather than the more complicated one of combating Steam’s power. Just for the sake of a quick win.
With that thought in mind, he brought out his old-fashioned smart phone and placed it on the workbench.
“Analyze,” he commanded the Stark Imager. “Display in component form, explode and expand,” he said.
Almost at once, a holographic representation of his smart phone sprang into being, each component many times its original size, floating above the workbench.
It might take him a few minutes, but he was determined to integrate its functionality with his device.
It just seemed simpler for him to do it that way.




16: An Incoming Call

Ty was putting the finishing touches on his combined phone and device when Dinah spoke from the doorway. “Good morning,” she said.
He had become so involved with what he was doing that he hadn’t seen her arrive. Yet he wasn’t surprised, either. In the short time since he’d been staying at the mansion, it had become almost a pattern for her to find him working there.
“Good morning to you to,” he said.
The deerkin was as stunning as ever. If she ever looked disheveled from having just woken up, Ty had never seen it. Everything about her was perfect. No hair out of place. Her makeup, what little she wore, was perfectly done, and even though it was early, she looked ready to take on the world.
Despite the hour, she was already working through her first lollipop of the day. The deerkin enjoyed the sugary sweet so much she had a jar full of them on her bedside table.
Just like with Tempest and Lilith, Ty couldn’t help but admire her. As gracefully as the most gifted of dancers, she stepped toward him and gave him a hug and a kiss in greeting.
A few days earlier, Ty might have worried about her reaction to him spending the night with Tempest instead of her. But now, he knew it was okay. More than okay. Both Tempest and Dinah were equal partners in their relationship. He just smiled at her as she moved back and gestured at the saucer he’d brought with him, now empty except for a few crumbs.
“I see you’ve already had breakfast,” Dinah said.
“Yes. Yesterday’s cupcakes. Thank you.”
Dinah acknowledged his thanks with a nod. “And what have you been working on so early this morning?”
The exploded view of both his device and his cell phone still showed above the workbench even though he’d already made the changes he needed. He held out his arm so she could see his device. “This. I integrated my cell phone into it. So now I don’t have to carry them both around with me all the time.”
“Ooh, nice,” she said. “That’s a good idea. It always bugged me that these things weren’t more versatile.”
“I could do the same with yours, if you like,” Ty said. Then he looked at her sideways. “But that’s not really what you want to ask me about, is it?” he added, teasing a little.
The deerkin smiled in return. “No, not really.” She hesitated for just a moment, then came out with it. “How is she?”
“She’s still sleeping, as far as I know. I woke early and came down here. But I think she’ll be okay. You were right. She sees Lilith as being like her, only better,” Ty said.
At this, Dinah looked surprised. “Better than Tempest?” She shook head. “Different, sure. But what does better even mean?”
“Yeah. But she was worried that Lilith might replace her. With you. Us, even.”
Dinah let out a laugh, then hesitated, then laughed again. “That’s ridiculous!” she said.
“That’s what I said.”
Dinah looked uncertain. “And then what? Did she understand?”
“I think so. Or at least, I think she’s starting to. I told her that you loved her, and I did too. She seems to relax after that.”
All the uncertainty faded from Dinah’s expression. She smiled knowingly at him. “You used the L word, huh?” she said.
Despite himself, Ty felt his cheeks start to redden. Yet he didn’t look away. “Well, it’s the truth,” he said.
Dinah looked very pleased with herself.
“But I think,” Ty continued, “if you want to pursue something with Lilith, it might be best to take it slowly. To get Tempest used to the idea.”
Dinah tilted her head to one side and raised an enquiring eyebrow. “Are you trying to imply I’m the only one with an interest there? It seemed to me that you might have one as well.”
Ty laughed. Dinah was perceptive. But then he shook his head. “Only if it doesn’t upset anyone,” he managed. “And … I don’t know. I don’t think I want anything casual. Lilith – I can’t help but feel she’s a truly good person, you know? And she’s dealing with a lot at the moment. Her father. Bain and the Master. And don’t forget us.” He paused, gathering his thoughts.
“And there’s another thing. When Zach’s device came to me, it was pretty simple. Tempest saved me from Bain, you both figured out I might work out well, and everything else is history. But Lilith? Look what she’s had to go through already. I don’t think I want to make her life any harder than it already is.”
Dinah was nodding as Ty spoke. But all she said when he finished was, “Who said anything about wanting something casual?”
All at once, Ty understood something that both Dinah and Tempest had already grasped. Lilith was one of them. She wore a device, and she wasn’t a villain. If she felt the same sort of attraction for them – and it seemed that she did, at least for Dinah and maybe for Ty as well – then they weren’t talking about a one-time thing.
They were talking about adding her into their relationship. All the way. Equal partners, like each of them.
It was something to think about.
Before Ty could come up with a response, the device on his wrist signaled an alert. He had set it so he could distinguish between a message on his device and a call on his phone, and knew at once that this was his phone.
“Sorry.” He said. “I should take this.” He thought that maybe it was Martin, finally getting back to him about the job.
He hit the answer button on the device. “Hello?”
It wasn’t Martin, but Brad, Ty’s roommate. Ty hadn’t integrated the phone with the device as a hologram matrix, so Brad’s face appeared in miniature on the device’s small screen.
“Hey man,” Brad said. Ty was disappointed. As well as not being who he expected, Brad’s face was a reminder of one of the bigger problems in Ty’s life. He could have done without that reminder so early in the day.
“Hey,” Ty responded.
“Look,” Brad said. Even on the small screen, he seemed excited. “I might have found a solution to our little hole-in-the-wall dilemma,” he said.
Immediately, Ty’s interest was piqued. “You have? What?”
“Get your ass over here and I’ll tell you,” he said.
“Why don’t you just–” Ty began.
“See you soon,” Brad said. He glanced away and Ty got the impression he wasn’t alone. “Gotta go,” he said, and clicked off, leaving Ty staring at his screen.
He realized Dinah was looking at him. “Brad?” she said. Ty had spoken about his roommate before.
“Yeah.”
“What was he talking about?” the deerkin asked. “What dilemma?”
She seemed no more than curious, but Ty shook his head. “Nothing important,” he said. His money issues didn’t have anything to do with the girls. They were superheroes, doing their best to keep the streets of New Lincoln as safe as they could from the worst the city had to offer. He didn’t want to distract them with anything so mundane.
And besides, he had always solved his own problems. He saw no reason why that should stop now.
“Well, how about you go see him while I do what I can to make sure Tempest really is okay?” Dinah said.
Ty hesitated for a moment. “What about the Master?” he asked.
But Dinah just smiled. “This isn’t the first time we’ve been threatened,” she said. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll keep an eye out for anything nefarious going on. And if anything happens, we’ll contact you.”
Ty nodded. “Before I go, could you help me with something?” he asked. He didn’t want to go anywhere without replacing the shield projector disk on his shoulder.




17: Slow Connection Speed

Ty really should have spent the morning adjusting his shield so he could fly, he thought grumpily to himself as he made his slow way through town to his apartment.
He’d become used to travel being far easier over the past few days. He had become spoiled. But just then, Tempest was still asleep, and Dinah’s bike was still parked outside the Concubine Club. So he had little choice other than to use public transport.
He promised himself two things as he rode one of New Lincoln’s grimy, worn-out buses. First, he would prioritize flight more highly, when he got the chance. And second, he would pick up Dinah’s bike on the way home.
It was a considerable distance from the mansion to Ty’s apartment. A single bus ride wasn’t enough. He had to change services twice, and stand in the ongoing New Lincoln drizzle for half an hour in between.
By the time he made it to his apartment building, he was wet, irritated, and tired of the smell of wet hair and body odor that seemed to be a perennial part of every bus ride. There had even been a hint of vomit and urine in the air.
“The life of a superhero,” he muttered to himself, and laughed at the thought.
The building was just as he remembered it. Filled with the hopelessness and despair of ordinary people doing their best to make ends meet in a world that treated them like commodities. The New Lincoln megacorporations were too good at extracting every last coin they could, while paying largely insufficient wages.
It was no wonder so many people supplemented their income by selling drugs or committing other petty crimes.
Idly, Ty wondered how he might redress that balance. He was a superhero, wasn’t he? Sure, there were villains to deal with and everyday problems to solve, but the real problem beneath it all was the megacorporations. The greed of the few at the top who had the power and will to shape the world in a way that benefited them at the expense of everyone else.
Above all else, Ty’s purpose ought to be fixing that, shouldn’t it?
Once again, he thought about his dream. Not his nightmare where he was battling Steam, but an earlier one. His dream of a shining future where he was flying, a league of heroes by his side, working together to cast a net of safety and happiness around the whole world.
Surely, freeing the world from the shadow of the megacorporations would be a primary goal for such a league?
Even the thought was enough to bring a smile to Ty’s lips. But, as reached his apartment, he acknowledged that he had no idea how to even begin.
Ty placed his hand on the sensor to unlock the door and went in.
He took a single step and stopped dead. It was like he’d been frozen in place. His first thought was that somehow he’d managed to open the wrong door entirely. The door hadn’t yet closed behind him, so he turned to stare at the number, just to make sure. But it was right. Apartment seven thirty-six. Same as always.
Yet the apartment was in no way, shape, or form what he expected.
It was clean.
Before, the kitchen had been a jumble of disused appliances, the toaster and microwave in pieces from when Ty cannibalized them to make his first weapon. Now, it was recognizably a place where people could cook. The bench tops were clear, everything had been put neatly away, and there was even a faint smell of orange blossom in the air, as if someone had been using cleaning products.
Beyond the kitchen, the lounge also seemed tidy. It still contained the same lounge suite and screen as before, and it was still small. Yet even from where Ty stood at the door, he could see that there was less buildup of dust in the corners. The walls looked as if they had been washed. Even the sofa and carpet looked freshly vacuumed, with the cushions arranged neatly instead of being bunched into corners.
But the biggest difference Ty could see was the wall. Last time he’d been there, the large hole through which Tempest and Bain had fallen had been covered by no more than a flattened cardboard box.
Now, a casual glance wouldn’t be enough to tell anyone there was a Bain-sized hole there at all.
Perhaps the cardboard still covered it. If it did, Ty couldn’t tell, because someone had hung a large poster over everything, effectively hiding it all.
Goku and Krillin stared at Ty across the lounge, with Master Yoshi looking on from behind them. A throwback from the past, but still one of Ty’s favorite franchises.
Having assured himself that despite appearances, he was indeed in the right place, Ty let the door close behind him. “Brad!” he called. “Brad, where are you?”
Bradley Fletcher, professional gamer of middling ability, emerged from his bedroom door and stood grinning at Ty as if he knew how surprising the change in their apartment would be.
Brad was the ultimate slob. He habitually worked in his pajamas, and used his dressing gown as an all-purpose cleaning rag. He could go for weeks without shaving or even a bath, and Ty wouldn’t have cared to guess how long it had been since his teeth had been brushed.
The gamer was an absolute slob, and the while Ty had tried to do his share, he wasn’t about to clean up after his friend. The general state of their apartment was due, in no small part, to Brad’s habits.
Yet the figure who emerged from Brad’s bedroom was at least as surprising as the rest of the apartment.
Brad also was clean. So clean he was like a new person. His raggedy beard was gone, and his hair had been cut. Instead of his habitual pajamas and gown, he wore casual pants and a button-down shirt. The only evidence of the original Brad that remained was his hair, which was a shorter version of his unruly ginger mop, and his favorite fluffy slippers on his feet.
Ty stared at his friend for a moment. Then he quirked a half-grin. “Who are you and what the hell have you done with my roommate?” he asked.
Brad laughed. “You stole my line!” he said. Brad had said the same thing when Ty first put on his device. The physical changes he’d gone through at the time were even more striking than Brad’s.
“Well, it seemed appropriate,” Ty replied.
“Yeah,” Brad said. “Well, it turns out you’re not the only one who has met someone.” He grinned broadly.
Ty felt his eyebrows both rise up in surprise. “Really?” he asked.
“Seriously, dude, you look like you’ve just been taken out by an opponent on 1% health. Is it really that surprising? Can’t I strike it lucky as well? It’s not like you have a mortgage on that type of thing, you know.”
In truth, Ty had never known Brad to be particularly lucky in that regard. He’d been known to bring a girl home every now and again, but he wasn’t exactly the greatest catch in the world. He tended to talk about nothing other than games, and there weren’t many women in New Lincoln who would willingly overlook his habits.
“Of course you can,” Ty said blithely. “But what’s all this?” he asked, gesturing at both Brad and the apartment. “How long has it been since I was last here? A couple of days?”
Brad grinned again. “Yeah. It’s all been a bit quick, really.”
“Well? Spill,” Ty said. All thoughts of why Brad had called him to the apartment in the first place had fled from his mind.
But instead of telling his story right away, Brad announced out of nowhere, “I’m hungry. You want something?”
Ty looked at him suspiciously “Seriously, are you still Brad? I haven’t found myself in some parallel universe or something?”
Brad laughed and made his way past Ty to the kitchen. “Nah, it’s still me. It’s just that since Sarah cleaned out the kitchen, I’ve actually been using the oven occasionally.” So saying, he went to the cupboard and pulled out a bag of bagels. “Bagel?” he said.
The cupcakes Ty had eaten for breakfast seemed a long time ago. “Sure,” he said.
With the unexpected smoothness of familiarity, Brad turned the oven on and took out a baking tray. Ty remembered the only baking tray in the apartment as being thick with baked-on gunk and in no fit condition to actually use. But, like everything else in the apartment, the tray was clean. Spotless, in fact. No longer a health hazard.
Brad split three bagels in half and set them on the tray, then moved to the fridge. Ty couldn’t remember a time when that fridge had held anything beyond left over fast food boxes, many of which had been ignored to the point where they were starting to evolve. But somehow, Brad conjured a delicate, glass bowl filled with a yellow, buttery substance.
“Garlic butter,” Brad supplied before Ty could ask. “The green bits are chives or something. Sarah made it for me.”
Ty was impressed. He was genuinely looking forward to Brad’s garlic butted bagels.
The gamer slathered a generous helping of the butter onto the bagels and popped them in the oven.
“Now,” Brad said. He looked at Ty, who still stood in the entryway. “Are you just gonna stand there looking untidy, or what?”
Ty laughed again. He stepped into the lounge and sat on the couch. Brad followed him, perching himself down the other end.
But he didn’t say anything. He just grinned like a loon.
“Sarah,” Ty prompted.
“Yeah,” Brad said. “Sarah.” He grinned even more broadly.
“Are you going to say anything? Or just sit there grinning like a guy who finally got laid?” Ty asked.




18: Episode Recap

Brad gave a kind of braying snort, an acknowledgement of Ty’s words. It was enough to break the spell. “Yeah. If you’d got here an hour earlier, you would have met her.”
“So, given that I didn’t, how did you meet? What does she do? What does she look like?” Ty asked. Despite himself, he was genuinely curious.
“Oh, I can show you,” Brad said. He started messing about with the screen remote. At the same time, he answered Ty’s questions.
“I was out with some of the guys in my game guild,” he said. “I’d done a couple of jobs, trying to earn some cash, you know? One of them was basic-bitch farming to get enough gold for the client to afford a +3 armor set. The other one … that one involved tracking down the Pearl of Nevermere.”
“Didn’t you tell me once that was nearly impossible?” Ty asked. It wasn’t unusual for Brad’s stories to start and end with a game. Ty was used to it, and figured he’d get to the point eventually.
“Back when I was little better than a noob, sure,” Brad replied. “But I’ve gotten enough mad skills since then to make it happen. The pay wasn’t anywhere near enough to fix the wall, but it was still a major achievement trophy for me. I figured a celebratory drink was in order.”
“And?” Ty prompted.
“And there she was, chatting with a couple of friends at the bar.” Brad’s grin was back again. He seemed totally smitten. “I mean, it wasn’t like I was even trying to pick up. No idea why she even looked twice, but by the end of the evening it was like we’d known each other for years. Here it is,” he added.
He’d been flicking through images while he spoke. The one he settled on showed an attractive young woman who Ty would have immediately assumed to be out of Brad’s league. But then, he would have thought the same about Tempest and Dinah – and Lilith as well – being out of his league. So, who was he to judge?
Sarah might not have been as stunning as the women in Ty’s life, but he could certainly see the appeal. She was slim, dark-haired, and had a broad, open smile that contained just a hint of mischief, as if she was the type of woman who would be up for anything on a dare. In a world where body modifications were common, the only changes Sarah had made to her appearance were her ears, which were pointed like those of an elf. She wore a number of different earrings along the extended lobes, and her makeup was dark enough to suggest a Gothic vibe.
“Isn’t she great?” Brad said.
“She’s very pretty,” Ty replied. He looked at Brad. “What’s she doing with you?”
Brad didn’t take offence. “I know, right?” he said. “It’s like Tempest and you!” He scrolled through a couple more images, and Ty saw that Sarah had a purple streak dyed into the back of her hair.
“When did you meet her? Ty asked.
“Couple of days ago. After that builder guy came around to give us that quote.”
Ty couldn’t help it. He looked around at the apartment, and at Brad himself. “Just a couple of days?” he asked, even though he knew Brad was telling the truth.
“Yeah.” Brad said. He colored a little. “She didn’t exactly approve of the way I was living. She helped me clean up.”
“Well, I’m glad you found someone,” Ty said. “You deserve it.”
He said it without reservations. Ty knew that Brad was at heart a slob, but he was also Ty’s best friend in the world. He was about to ask the gamer about why he’d called when Brad abruptly change the topic.
“What about you?” Brad said. “What have you been up to? Why are you moving as if you’ve been hurt?”
“It’s nothing,” Ty said. He was a little embarrassed that Brad had noticed and didn’t really want to go into details.
But Brad was insistent. “Come on, man,” he said. “It isn’t nothing. You’ve been doing some superhero shit, haven’t you?” he said. “You know I live vicariously through you now, right? Give!”
Ty gave in. “All right, all right. What did I tell you last time? What do you know?”
“I know there was this recurring boss you had to fight, and a mega boss somewhere pulling the strings. I know that somehow you manage to score that superhero chick, Tempest, and you mentioned something about another one, Dinah. Right?”
“Right. So, you don’t yet know about the other bad guy who has appeared on the scene?”
“Another boss?”
“Yeah. Mega boss, the same as the Master. Maybe worse, even. His name is Rubio Vecoli. He was already a crime lord, but now he’s got a supply of these devices. That’s why I’m walking funny,” Ty made a face. “Tempest and I walked into an ambush yesterday. There was this guy there, called himself Steam. He managed to burn me through my shield. We were lucky to escape.”
“He burned you through your shield?” Brad asked.
“Yeah. I need to work out some way to combat that for next time we meet.”
As he said the last, Ty half hoped that Brad would come up with a suggestion. The gamer had a unique way of looking at things. Sometimes he could come up with ideas Ty wouldn’t have thought of himself.
But this time, he just nodded in understanding and said, “What else?” as if Ty was the gamer’s own private entertainment channel.
That said, Ty had actually thought of something else to tell him. He grinned broadly and nodded at the screen.
“You might find this interesting,” he said. “Do a search. Amusement park heroics or something,” he said.
Brad gave him a vaguely puzzled look, but did as is he said. It didn’t take long for him to find what Ty was looking for.
“That’s it,” he said. “Play that.”
It wasn’t an official news story that Brad had found, although Ty was sure they were around. Instead, it was just a shaky video, taken by someone in the crowd. But it was clear right from the start what was happening.
When Brad hit play, it was like being back at the park. Once again, Ty could hear the crowd yelling, their exclamations of fear mixed with wonder and worry.
The camerawork was shaky, but Ty and Brad could clearly see Tempest doing all she could to hold the massive pendulum ride in place.
“Holy shit,” said Brad.
“Yeah,” Ty agreed.
“What’s happening? Why is the ride stuck like that?”
“It was the Master. He sabotaged the ride to put all those people in danger. And Bain was down at the bottom at the base, pounding away at one of the legs. The whole ride would have collapsed if it weren’t for Tempest.”
Brad Watt continued to watch the video with his mouth open. “Whoa, he said. “What – who was that?”
“That’s Lilith,” Ty replied. “She had been coerced into working for Bain and the Master.”
“Huh? Where did she go?”
“She’s a teleporter.”
“She looks like a demon,” Brad said.
“Yeah. One of the best splice jobs I’ve ever seen.” Ty grinned at his friend. “She came over to the mansion last night. We ate cupcakes together. Dinah and I are trying to add her to the team.”
At first, Brad just stared at the screen, his mouth still open in amazement. Then he shot a look at Ty. “Add her to the team? Do you mean…” he didn’t finish his question, but his meaning was clear.
Ty just grinned.
“You son-of-a-bitch,” Brad said. Ty kept grinning.
The screen emitted the sound of rending metal, and Brad turned his attention back toward it. This was the end, Ty knew. He watched as Tempest, with superhuman strength and effort, lowered the entire weight of the pendulum ride, complete with the fifty or so people on board, to the ground.
The video ended and Ty and Brad looked at Ty again.
“Holy fuck,” he said.
Ty nodded. “Yes.”
“Were you there as well?” Brad asked.
Ty nodded. “I was on the ground, fighting Bain and a small army of the Master’s men.”
“Wow,” Brad said. Then he shook himself. “But that’s not when you were injured?”
“No, that was yesterday,” Try said. He flexed his shoulder and grimaced at the pain. “If I had Tempest’s healing ability, it would be mostly gone by now. I’m trying to work out how to duplicate it, but I’m drawing a blank on it right now.”
“Her healing ability?” Brad asked.
“Yeah. I thought I could just replicate it, but because it isn’t the same as a skill, it’s not easy.”
Brad studied him for a moment. “You said the device adds nanites into your bloodstream, right?” he said.
“Yeah?” Ty replied, vaguely puzzled.
“Well, that makes it easy, doesn’t it?”
Ty didn’t follow. He just gave Brad a puzzled expression.
“You don’t need to figure out what how Tempest’s healing ability works. You just need to program some nanites to act like your own system. Use them to repair any damage that happens. If you can do that, you’re all done. Instant immortality, or as near to it as you can get.”
Ty stared at his friend. Once again, the gamer had managed to cut through to the heart of the problem. Ty had been looking at it all wrong. He almost laughed at the simple elegance of what Brad had suggested.
“Brilliant,” he said. “That might actually work.” He made a mental promise to talk with his friend more often, especially when he had a problem that he couldn’t solve by himself. Then he drew a deep breath.
“Now, how about you tell me your other brilliant idea. Why am I here? What are we going to do about the wall?”




19: What Could Go Wrong?

Brad opened his mouth to start talking, but the oven timer chose just that moment to bing. Brad shut his mouth again, and to Ty’s growing frustration, the gamer leapt out of his seat and headed to the kitchen.
“I don’t want these to burn,” he said.
Ty drew a deep breath and waited.
Fortunately, Brad was efficient. He returned with two plates stacked with bagel halves smeared with garlic-butter, and handed one of the plates over.
Ty accepted it gratefully and inhaled the warm, delicious aroma of hot bread. As Brad settled himself back down, Ty bit into a bagel with relish. It wasn’t up to Dinah’s standards of baking, but for Brad, who had barely touched an oven before, it was better than he would have expected.
It was delicious and satisfying, and both of them wolfed down their first bagel half without pausing to breathe.
But as he picked up his second, Ty repeated his question. “What is your grand plan?” he demanded.
Brad sucked molten garlic-butter from his fingertips. He grinned. “Yeah. It’s Sarah’s idea, really.”
Ty just waited.
“She works for one of the pharmacological megas. In a testing division. There’s this new drug they’re working on that sounds really interesting. I’ve got a pamphlet around somewhere, but essentially, it’s designed to tap into hidden potential locked away in our DNA. Sound familiar?”
Ty had been about to take another bite from a bagel. Instead, he stared at his friend. It did indeed sound familiar. The device on his wrist did exactly the same.
Brad grinned. “They don’t know what they might be able to bring out, but the way Sarah was talking, she’s thinking superpowers. Telepathy. Telekinesis. The ability to shoot flames out of your ass. I don’t really need to tell you what she’s talking about, right?”
Ty could scarcely believe what he was hearing. “No,” he said.
“But it’s more than that as well. Sarah says they might be able to induce abilities in people even if their genetics don’t originally support it. Like, someday in the future.” Brad grinned. “Can you imagine it? It’d be like a performance enhancement booster, a permanent buff for your health and general well-being. With the chance of a bonus skill on top.”
Ty didn’t know quite what to think. His first thought was that somehow, the world was on the verge of a superhero explosion. Just a few few days earlier, Ty had been skeptical that superheroes existed at all. Now, he was one, and the number of superpowered people had effectively doubled.
With an unknown number of devices in the Master’s and Rubio’s control, he had expected there to be even more, eventually. But with what Brad was saying, the world – or New Lincoln at least – could be on the cusp of a major change.
It could be evolutionary in nature.
Ty was still struggling to grasp the implications when Brad continued.
“Sarah says that they expect the changes to be minor. You know, like the body modifications that are all the rage at the moment. She thinks that mostly, people will grow scales, or become taller. Maybe grow claws instead of fingernails. She expects it to become the next big thing in the body mod industry. But there will be a continuum. And those on the far end, maybe they’ll be like your friend Tempest.”
Brad was probably right, Ty thought, but he was thinking about something else he’d said. What would happen when the pharmaceutical company could create powers to order?
Would a random person be able to order up Bain’s strength, Tempest’s ability to fly, and Lilith’s strange ability all at once?
Ty wasn’t entirely sure that was a good idea.
“Um, how does all this relate to fixing the hole in the wall?” Ty asked.
“That’s the best part!” Brad exclaimed. “You know I said Sarah was part of the research team? Well, they’re in the testing phase. They need guinea pigs. Human guinea pigs. And they’re willing to pay.”
An image of Angie the Hutt sneering at him, telling him he would have to sell blood to survive, appeared in Ty’s mind. He grimaced, thinking that maybe the awful woman had been right after all. Wasn’t being a drug tester much the same thing?
Yet he had to ask. “How much?”
“More than enough,” Brad replied. “But we’ll have to be quick. They only want a few candidates right now. And I don’t know what their criteria for acceptance might be. But imagine it. You’ve already got that thing on your wrist. What if we do this and I end up turning invisible? Or, you know, gain the ability grow to 100 feet tall? Wouldn’t that be awesome!”
“Yeah,” Ty agreed weakly. “Awesome.”
At the same time, he was tempted to give it a try. His misgivings about whether the megacorporation should be doing this research or not aside, he really did need the money. What would the drug do to his system, which had already been enhanced by the device on his wrist? Would it simply act as a buff?
Or would it somehow offer him something new?
And just how much was, “more than enough?”
“Are you going to do?” Ty asked.
“I don’t see why not. What could go wrong?”
“That’s the problem,” Ty said. “Why would they be willing to pay so well if there weren’t any risks?”
Brad hesitated, but only briefly. Then he shrugged and gestured around the apartment. “Dude, look at my life. I’m never going to reach the top level as a gamer. I’ll always be struggling. Sure, life’s pretty good right now, but if this is all there is, even if something goes wrong, it’s not like I’ve lost very much.”
Ty didn’t know what to say. He’d always thought of Brad as someone who could live his life on his own terms. But he was just like everyone else, struggling in a world arranged to benefit those at the top, without much hope of a better future.
Ty nodded soberly. But before he could say anything either to comfort his friend or commiserate, his device pinged an alert.




20: Speedy Exit

It was Dinah. Ty hit the button to acknowledge her call, and the deerkin’s beautiful, exotic face floated above Ty’s device.
“Hi,” she said. Ty was aware of Brad beside him on the sofa, a half-eaten bagel still in his hands. Without looking directly at his friend, Ty could sense his immediate interest in Dinah. The two of them had never met, but Ty had spoken of the deerkin before.
“Hi yourself,” he said. “What’s up?”
“There’s been a development,” Dinah said, deliberately ambiguous. “Can you come back to the mansion?”
Ty considered. He no longer had any work to go to, and he wasn’t exactly needed at the apartment. But there was a question of logistics to deal with. “Sure,” he said. “But I haven’t yet got back to your bike. It’ll take me a little while –”
But Dinah was shaking her head. “Don’t worry about that,” she said. “Tempest is already on her way to collect you. You’re at your old apartment, right?”
Ty couldn’t help but notice the way Dinah referred to his apartment as history, as if he was officially living in the mansion with her and Tempest. He didn’t know quite what to think about that. Sure, he hadn’t slept at his apartment for a number of days by then, and was more and more comfortable in the mansion. But in his mind, he was still just a guest, and it would be presuming too much to think otherwise.
Yet, with Tempest on her way, this wasn’t the time to discuss it.
“Okay. I’ll see you soon,” he said. Then, with half an eye on Brad’s expression, he added, “Get her to come around to the hole in the wall, could you?”
“Sure,” Dinah said before ringing off.
The look on Brad’s face was nearly enough to make Ty laugh out loud. “That’s Dinah?” he said, his voice hoarse with desire.
Ty just grinned.
“I thought you were kidding when you said she was just as amazing as Tempest. I didn’t think it was possible. But … wow,” Brad said.
“Yeah,” Ty agreed. Then he grinned. “You know Lilith is just as spectacular, right? In a different way.”
“You have got to be shitting me,” Brad said.
Ty shook his head. “Seriously. It’s like they were made to put everyone else to shame.”
“What I wouldn’t give …” Brad began.
“Bradley Fletcher,” Ty said.
“What?”
“Have you forgotten Sarah already?” Ty asked.
Surprisingly, Ty’s friend blushed a deep red. It seemed that he had indeed forgotten about Sarah.
Ty laughed out loud. “If it makes you feel any better, Lilith is no more than a friend. For now.”
“Yeah,” Brad said. “That doesn’t really help much.”
Ty knew Tempest would be there in a very short time, depending on how fast she was flying. He took another bite of a bagel half, then put the plate to one side and stood up.
“Help me with this?” he said, gesturing at the poster hiding the hole in the wall.
Brad understood, and between the two of them, they took the poster down.
“Tempest is coming in again, right?” Brad asked.
“Are you worried she’ll make another hole?” Ty asked. “Bain isn’t here this time –” he began.
But Brad shook his head. He was grinning like a schoolboy. “No. I was just hoping to see her again?” He said.
Ty raised an eyebrow. “Sarah, remember?” he said.
“Yeah, yeah, I haven’t forgotten,” Brad said. Then, in a moment of honesty, he admitted, “It’s just that Tempest is better.”
Ty didn’t know Sarah beyond what he’d learned from Brad. Nevertheless, he had t0 agree. In his mind, it wasn’t possible to improve on perfection.
But he wasn’t going to indulge his friend’s lust, either, if he could help it. Still grinning, Ty used his device to call the blonde superhero.
She answered immediately, the wind in her holographic hair. “How far away are you?” Ty asked.
“If you look outside, you should just about be able to see me.”
“Okay, good. Slight change of plan. Catch me.” With that, Ty hung up.
Brad was staring at him in confusion. With the same massive grin that he’d used when showing off for Badger outside the Concubine Club, Ty turned from his friend and looked out into the sky. He saw the fast-moving blonde against the dreary grey of the sky and decided there wasn’t any reason not to do what he had in mind.
He took two steps toward the hole in the wall, and with an exuberant, wordless shout of his own and Brad’s exclamation of astonishment behind him, he threw himself out of the building.
<<<>>>
Ty knew without a whisper of doubt that Tempest would catch him. With one caveat. If he’d mistimed his jump leap, or if Tempest didn’t spot him, or if she was simply too far away to reach him in time, then he would tumble end over end until he hit the ground below.
As he laughed at his last glimpse of Brad’s astonished face, he knew Tempest would catch him.
As he started to tumble, the wind catching his clothes and making them flap around his body, he was mostly sure she would catch him.
As he fell past more floors of his building than he initially expected, he started to wonder. Tumbling down in an uncontrolled fashion, he glimpsed the ground rushing toward him, and only then did he think about activating his shield.
It would take but a moment, and it would keep him from becoming a red, sticky mess on the pavement. The only reason he hadn’t turned it on already was that it made him a little bit harder for Tempest to grip. But if she wasn’t going to reach him in time, maybe he should….
At the last possible instant before he made up his mind, Tempest collided with him in full flight. The impact was sudden and jarring, like being hit by a truck. Ty felt his head rattle back and forth, and all of the air exploded from his lungs. Yet the collision came with a sense of relief, and in moments the two of them were soaring into the sky.
Tempest was already scolding him as he did his best to regain his breath. “What do you think you were doing?” the blonde superhero demanded. “What would you have done if I hadn’t caught you? Why would you put yourself in danger like that?”
Finally, Ty was able to draw in a great gulp of air. He heard the disbelief and incredulity in Tempest’s voice, but his first instinct, when he could breathe again, was to let out a whoop! of sheer joy mixed with laughter.
Tempest was silent for a moment. When she spoke again, it was in a tone of greater understanding. “I get it,” she said. “When I first got my powers, I took a few crazy risks that maybe I shouldn’t have just because it was fun. I keep forgetting, you’re still new at this. And your shield – you were perfectly safe, weren’t you?”
Ty was still on a high from his efforts. “Yeah. Exactly,” he said. He didn’t mention that he had almost waited too long to activate it.
Surprisingly, Tempest also let out a laugh. “What am I going to do with you?” she said.
“Anything you want,” Ty replied.
With that, they headed back to the mansion.




21: Lilith’s Skill

Ty didn’t ask Tempest anything about the “development” Dinah had mentioned. He figured he would learn all about it soon enough. Instead, he just enjoyed the all-too-brief flight with Tempest, and quietly wished it would lead to fun rather than danger.
Perhaps one day Tempest would take him away from New Lincoln completely. To an island somewhere in the ocean, away from the Master, away from Rubio and his men, away from Bain and all the cruel, loathsome parts of the city.
Maybe he would suggest that to her at some point. They could take Dinah with them, and perhaps Lilith if things happened to work out there, and they could forget about everything for a while.
But he didn’t voice those thoughts out loud. He knew that right then, both Dinah and Tempest were too focused on their antagonists to even think of taking a break. Maybe one day, but there would be no pleasant interlude at that moment.
By the time they landed on the bridge over the koi pond, Tempest’s good cheer had faded enough that Ty assumed things were not yet back to normal between her and Dinah.
Ever considerate, the blonde superhero held onto Ty for a moment to ensure he had his balance. Ty would have liked to spend a few minutes just watching the brightly colored fish in the pond, but Dinah had already appeared at the mansion entrance to greet them.
She wore her usual smile and carried Gremlin in her arms. She began with an apology. “Sorry,” she said. “It seems I’m making a habit of calling you back from work or your apartment at a moment’s notice.”
Ty shrugged. “This is important,” he said. And besides, he thought privately, it wasn’t as if he had any work to go to any more. “So, what is this development you mentioned?” he asked.
“It’ll be better if I show you,” Dinah said. She turned and led them both through to one of Ty’s favorite rooms in the mansion, the cozy den with the comfortable chairs and the fireplace.
The den wasn’t empty. Instead, Lilith occupied one of the chairs. Beside her, on a low table, were the remains of more of Dinah’s cupcakes and a half empty cup of coffee.
Ty had never been much of a coffee drinker, but just at that moment, he found the rich aroma enticing. Or perhaps that had something to do with Lilith, who looked up at his and Tempest’s entrance.
Dinah was beaming with pride. “Lilith has agreed to help us,” she said. At the same time, she struggled to hold onto Gremlin. The cat squirmed out of the deerkin’s arms and scampered away into the mansion.
Tempest’s expression was one of limited acceptance. Not whole-hearted enjoyment that Lilith was there, but at least she had moved away from disappointment.
“Has she?” Ty asked, wondering what Dinah’s words actually meant. Then he turned to Lilith. “Have you?”
The beautiful demon woman nodded. “For a while, at least,” she said. “Until we can do something about Bain and the Master. I don’t know about anything beyond that.”
Dinah nodded. “Lilith isn’t a fighter, despite what she can do. But that doesn’t mean she can’t help us find who we’re looking for.”
“She can sense devices.” Ty added.
“Yes.” At this, the deerkin’s expression became serious. “Tempest and I spoke after you left this morning. Things are getting out of hand. We’ve never faced superpowered adversaries before. Because of the Architect’s precautions, there weren’t any to face. But now….”
“Now there are more and more of them,” Tempest took up the narrative. “The Master has Bain, and we know he plans to recruit others. And now there’s Rubio as well. Somehow, he’s already found a way to use the devices he took from the Master. What if Steam isn’t the only one of his men with a skill? For all we know, Rubio could be building an army.”
Ty knew that the women were right, and they didn’t even know about the drug trial that Brad had spoken about. It seemed to Ty that there was the potential for superpowered people to come out of the woodwork in all directions.
He thought about telling the girls about the drug trial, but before he could, Dinah continued.
“Our normal tactics for dealing with crime in New Lincoln are no longer enough. In truth, they’ve never been enough. The best we’ve been able to do is keep a lid on things so that people can at least hope for a normal existence. But you know what New Lincoln is like.” She glanced around. “We all do. It isn’t a safe place. There are predators of all kinds everywhere you look, and they’re only getting stronger. Rubio is just one example, as is the Master, but they’re just the tip of the iceberg.”
“And the police aren’t much help,” Tempest added.
Ty remembered their last interaction with the New Lincoln police. It hadn’t gone well. Tempest had been held overnight at the local station, under the guise of questioning, but there was something deeper going on.
Lilith had implied that the Master had spies everywhere.
“So, what do we do about it?” Ty asked.
It was Tempest who answered. “We have to take the fight to them,” she said.
“Yes. But how?”
“We can’t wait for bad things to happen anymore,” Dinah said. “We need to be more proactive. Regardless of all the other crime that happens, this is the most important thing going on in the city right now. It has to be our main priority, or it will quickly get out of control.”
“You’re talking about finding Bain and the Master and stopping them before they can do anything else,” Ty said.
“And Rubio. We need to find their devices, find the labs and anything else related to the development of superpowers, and we need to put a stop to it.”
Again, Ty thought about the drug trial. Did that fit with Tempest and Dinah’s definition of “anything else related to the development of superpowers”? Or was it more as Brad had described, the next step in body modification? And even if it did fit Dinah’s definition, was it still different? Without some mastermind guiding it, was the development of these talents necessarily a bad thing?
Or was he trying to rationalize it all because he was still thinking of signing up for it himself?
Either way, he figured it wasn’t the right time to muddy the waters by bringing it up just then.
“And Lilith can help us locate Bain and the others,” he said. He took a deep breath. “When do we start?”
“We’ve already begun,” Dinah said. She gestured toward the large screen on the wall on the far side of the den. While not as versatile as the 360° screen in her communications room, this one was more than up to the task. It was large, rectangular, took up a third of the wall space, and it showed what looked to Ty like an aerial view of part of a city. New Lincoln, Ty assumed.
In the middle, a single red dot shone in the middle.
“Is that someone wearing a device?” Ty asked.
It was Lilith who answered. “As near as I can tell, yes.”
Ty hesitated. “As near as you can tell?” He had created a sensor that could also track devices, but it didn’t have the same range as Lilith’s ability. He wanted to know if he would need it.
“I teleported there,” Lilith said. “Not into the building, but close enough. Someone inside is wearing a device.” The way she spoke left no room for doubt. The demon-woman was certain.
“Who?” Ty asked.
It was Dinah who answered. “You’d be surprised how many places there are around town that don’t have any camera feeds pointing their way. I couldn’t see who it was, and Lilith can’t distinguish between devices, and didn’t get too close. That said, they’re in an area that has nothing to do with Rubio’s holdings, and it’s within a few hundred yards of the warehouse where Bain kept me hostage.”
“Bain,” Ty said.
Tempest nodded. “Bain,” she agreed, her expression grim and determined.
Ty hesitated before asking his next question. “What are we going to do with him?”
Tempest didn’t flinch. “Whatever we have to,” she said.
“Hopefully,” Dinah interjected, “that will mean no more than stripping him of his device.”
But Ty shook his head. “We have to do more than that,” he said. “Bain is valuable to the Master. Won’t he just give him another device?”
“So, what do you suggest?” Dinah asked.
Ty set his jaw. It was his turn to feel determined. Yet he didn’t quite want to commit to anything fatal. “I don’t know. Prison. Hospital, maybe.” He shrugged. “If we plan to kill him, can we still claim to be the good guys?”
It was a sobering thought.
“Maybe,” Ty continued, “I could invent some sort of suspended animation chamber. A place where we can store him until we figure out what to do.” Even as he spoke, he knew it wasn’t a viable option. It might take him weeks to put together such a chamber, and they needed a solution now.
“Or,” Lilith said, “I could teleport him into the middle of a mountain and leave him there.”
She spoke with such bitterness and venom that it took Ty by surprise. He didn’t know if Lilith meant just to hold Bain in place or if she meant to kill him. Either way, he had to acknowledge that her anger was justified.
To Ty, Bain was an adversary. But to Lilith, he was one of her kidnappers. He had forced her to act according to his will instead of her own.
Nobody had anything to say to that. After a moment, Tempest looked at Ty. “Are you ready for this?” she asked.
It was a loaded question. The last time he and Tempest had flown off on a mission, it ended badly. Even now, the wounds Ty had gained made his shoulder and leg ache. Yet he knew the girls were right.
Before putting the device on his wrist, Ty had been hesitant. A lifetime of struggling had taught him doubt and worry. But he was a different man now. Stronger. More confident. And his skill (in the form of his energy shield) had been proven to be a match for Bain’s strength several times in the past.
It was time to give the good guys a win.
“Let’s do this,” he said.




22: Plans

The plan was simple. Whether Bain was alone or had company, Ty and Tempest would do what they could to render him unconscious. The only difference was if he wasn’t alone, Tempest would grab him first and take him back to the abandoned car park they had fought him in last time.
As for how to render him unconscious, their chosen method was simple: brute force.
They didn’t have any options, anyway. They had no immediate access to any tranquilizer that might do the trick, nor did they know enough about Bain’s durability to be sure that would work. So, the idea was for Ty to blast away at the man with his shield cannons or for Tempest to use her special attack and pile-drive him into the earth a few times, depending on who got to him first. Either way, they would immobilize him and bring him back to the workshop, where Ty would strip him of his device.
It would have been easier if the Architect’s fabricator had been mobile, but in Ty’s mind at least, it was a workable plan.
And if Bain proved to be more troublesome than expected, there was always a backup option. They could take his arm off at the shoulder instead.
When they were ready to go, Tempest looked hard at Ty. “Just so we’re clear,” the blonde superhero said, “our target is Bain. It doesn’t matter who else is there. We have to gain control of these devices. And we have to destroy them.”
Ty nodded. He flexed his shoulder, testing it out.
“Are you sure you’re ready for this?” Dinah asked, echoing Tempest’s earlier question. But while Tempest had been referring to his psychological state of mind, Dinah seemed to be more concerned with his injury.
Again, Ty nodded. “I can barely feel it,” he said. “I’ll be fine.”
He believed he was telling the truth. He’d faced Bain one-on-one before, and with the new capabilities he’d built into his shield, he knew himself to be more than the man’s match.
“Then let’s go,” Tempest said.
<<<>>>
For the second time in two days, Ty and Tempest flew through the gloomy, New Lincoln sky toward a confrontation. Ty couldn’t help but feel his usual combination of emotions. There was fear, certainly. To not fear feel fear in the face of real danger wouldn’t have been natural. But there was excitement as well, that they were doing something proactive. And real determination to do what he needed to do.
Taking Bain out of the game once and for all would give their side a significant advantage.
Ty also felt an ominous sense of déjà vu. The last time Tempest had flown him to a confrontation hadn’t ended well. Steam had gotten the best of him, and only Tempest’s swift actions had prevented worse injuries yet.
But this would be different. Bain was a known quantity. Tempest or Ty could both handle him by themselves. The Master’s chief henchman should stand little chance with both of them working together.
Yet the sense of déjà vu remained. This mission was a little too similar to the last. Even though the earlier one had been about disrupting a drug shipment and this was more about maintaining their advantage, Ty felt like he was trapped in a game, trying to complete a level he’d failed before.
He shook his head as he and Tempest flew, trying to dislodge the thought.
“Are you okay?” Tempest asked, her voice right beside his ear.
“I’m fine,” Ty replied. “I just don’t want any nasty surprises.”
“If anything unexpected happens, we’ll just leave and try again another day.”
Ty wasn’t sure he believed her. In his mind, Tempest was a force of nature. The only time he’d seen her back away from a fight was when she’d had no choice. If Ty hadn’t needed her help, she would have battled on until the end.
Yet he didn’t argue. Nor did he ask where her head was at around Lilith. To him, it was a good thing that the demon woman had returned to the mansion, but he figured it would take time for Tempest to fully accept her.
Instead, he looked out, watching the New Lincoln buildings come and go beneath them.
In only a few minutes, Ty thought he was starting to recognize where they were. The warehouse where Bain had taken Dinah shouldn’t be far away … there! Ty saw it in the distance, approaching quickly, with the ruined parking lot beside it, evidence of Tempest’s last battle with Bain.
He didn’t need to point it out. Tempest had seen it as well, and was already slowing. “Somewhere around here,” she muttered.
At the same time, Ty’s device pinged an alert. He answered, and Dinah appeared in holographic form. “Lilith can sense you approaching the target building,” she said, all professionalism and efficiency. “You are within half a mile of it. At your 10 o’clock. You should be able to see it from there.”
Tempest had slowed down enough that Dinah’s voice was clear. Ty scanned the buildings below until he saw one matching the image that had been on the screen in the den. “There,” he said, pointing.
“Got it,” Tempest said. Dinah’s image gave an approving nod. “We’ll be here if you need us,” she said, and winked out. Tempest started her descent.
At first glance, Ty couldn’t tell what these buildings were. Perhaps another warehouse of some sort, but if so, the design was quite different from the one where they had fought Bain before. Perhaps a factory of some sort instead, he thought. Either way, it was not a singular structure, but a tight grouping of half a dozen, all with a similar architecture. Dark and blocky, they were like the curved shells of massive bugs, squatting like concrete bunkers down below. Ty thought they looked tough, as if designed to withstand heavy bombardment.
Once again, Ty thought of Rubio’s ambush. In his mind, these concrete bunkers would be a great place for another attempt.
Again, he shook his head. His earlier experience had put him on edge. There was no way Rubio or anyone else could have set a trap for them. Nobody knew what they were planning.
“Which building?” he asked Tempest.
“The screen showed him in the biggest one,” came her reply. “If he’s moved, Dinah would have said so.”
It made sense. Tempest took a moment to circle the building in question. Perhaps Ty’s paranoia was contagious, or maybe it was a precaution she would have taken regardless. Either way, there was little to see beyond the few vehicles parked out back. There was certainly no hidden mercenary army ready to pounce. Satisfied, the blonde superhero brought them down to land in an area that looked like a loading dock, with wide steel doors gaping open.
Although it was darker inside than out, Ty could make out some sort of machines within. The building, he thought, was some sort of foundry.
They didn’t go in immediately. “Check with Dinah and Lilith,” Tempest said. “Find out exactly where he is.”
Ty did as Tempest asked. After a quick discussion with Lilith offscreen, the holographic image of Dinah gave them an answer.
“He’s right in the middle.”
It was enough for Tempest. “Time to turn on your shield,” she said.
Ty didn’t hesitate. “Activate,” he said, and at once his shimmering energy shield coalesced around him.
“Shall we?” Ty asked.
Tempest accepted Ty’s invitation. “Yes, let’s,” she said.




23: Déjà vu

Together, they went in.
Just like two normal people, walking in from outside as if they had every right to do so. The blonde superhero, who never looked out of place regardless of where she was, and Ty, a fairly ordinary-looking man with messy hair and a shimmering field of blue energy around him.
At first, Ty couldn’t see anything of interest. The building was almost as large as an airplane hangar, but instead of being filled with planes, there was heavy machinery everywhere. If Bain was in the middle, he was hidden behind great chunks of steel. Nor could he see anyone else. As far as Ty could tell, the place was deserted.
They looked at each other. By unspoken agreement, they moved further in.
Both of them were taken completely by surprise when someone called out, “Now!” and the metal doors slammed shut behind them.
<<<>>>
Ty’s heart pounded in his chest. Instinctively, he spun and crouched into a defensive pose. There were a dozen men behind them, although where they had come from, Ty didn’t know.
Rubio’s men.
Beside him, Tempest spat a curse. “How in the hell—?” she started. But Ty didn’t care. All he knew was that somehow, it was indeed another trap, set not by the Master, but by Rubio Vecoli. Which meant that Steam would be somewhere nearby.
It was almost beyond belief. Ty was immediately confused and afraid, but most of all, he found he was angry that he and Tempest had walked into two traps on two different days.
Without hesitation, Ty unleashed the wrath of his shield cannons. A blinding flash of blue brilliance arced from him toward the men at the door and erupted among them, tossing them about as if they were nothing. At the same time, Ty shouted to Tempest.
“Bain isn’t here! It’s a trap! Can you see a way out?”
Even as he spoke, Ty became aware of more of Rubio’s men emerging from behind the foundry equipment.
Usually, it was Tempest who acted decisively in any conflict situation. She was the more experienced of them, and the strongest. She would normally act before Ty could even figure out what was going on. But this time, she hesitated, clearly conflicted. Her instinct was to engage. To take the fight to those arrayed against them. And she easily could, as well. So far, the men Ty had seen carried only blasters. Pop guns as far as Tempest was concerned. They couldn’t hurt her.
But they had agreed. If Bain wasn’t there, they were to leave and try again at another time.
Tempest’s internal struggle was brief. After only a moment, she nodded. “The walls are concrete. I could probably punch a hole through them, but you need to distract them, get their attention. I’ll see if I can open the door.”
With that, the blonde superhero left him alone to face the approaching men.
Some of them had already started to fire. But Ty’s shield was up to the task. Blaster fire from such a distance meant nothing to him. He watched as Tempest reached the door and decided he wasn’t playing anymore. With a guttural roar that any God of War might have been proud of, he again let loose with his shield cannons.
This time, it wasn’t a single convulsive blast, but rather a continuous stream of energy that he directed all around him in an expanding circle. All of Rubio’s men caught in the conflagration were blown off their feet. Whether they had their own shielding didn’t matter. They couldn’t stand against the fury of Ty’s power. He kept pumping energy into his cannons and turning around until none were standing.
Only once all the enemies he could see were down did he relent. He couldn’t tell if they were dead or alive. Somewhere, he heard someone groaning, but most were silent. A few wisps of smoke rose from the bodies.
When he’d first let his power erupt, Ty had killed a dozen of the Master’s men at once. He had been distraught about it. The sight and smell of the dead had been enough to make him retch. He’d swore an oath to himself that he would do all he could to prevent such carnage again.
But now, only a few days later, he had done it again, with the full knowledge of what his power could do.
Part of his soul experienced guilt. But mostly, that guilt was smothered by a combination of justified rage that Rubio should send his men against them, and a sense of something that felt like betrayal.
How had Rubio managed to spring this trap? It shouldn’t have been possible!
Nor was the conflict over. Tempest was trying her strength against the steel door, but it was like a vault, and Rubio’s men had locked it tight. The steel groaned under her efforts, but didn’t give. Ty started to stalk toward her. He intended to add his strength, augmented by the power of his shield, to hers, or to simply blast their way through either the steel doors or the concrete wall beside it.
But before he had taken more than a couple of steps, he heard a sound that froze the blood in his veins.
Slimy, malignant laughter, as if a sneer had been turned into a semblance of humor.
It was an ugly laugh, a jarring, disturbing laugh, filled with a maniacal glee that might have suited a comic book villain.
Ty knew who it was before he even turned around. Steam. The superpowered criminal he’d faced just the day before, and against whose powers Ty had yet to find an answer.
“Tempest!” Ty called.
“Ty Wilcox,” the slimy voice of Steam pronounced. Ty turned around to face the man, and saw the translucent figure standing maybe twenty paces away. “Look at what you have done,” the villain said. “I have to admit, I didn’t think you had it in you. And neither did Rubio, to be fair. To take out so many without any hesitation. I do believe that if you were one of us, Rubio might even be proud!”
“Tempest! How much longer?”
In response, the screeching sound of metal being strained to its bursting point stopped, replaced by a repeated whump! whump! whump! that sounded like massive hammers on industrial anvils. Each pounding collision was punctuated by Tempest cursing out loud.
“Give me a minute!” she spat between two attempts.
At this, the vile, steam-powered minion of Rubio laughed again. “My, my,” he said, the words sounding like he was gloating. “And here I was, thinking you might try to attack. Who would have thought? Tempest Flaire, the greatest living superhero of our time, trying to escape. Guess what, my pretty one. You won’t find it easy. This building was designed to withstand a direct nuclear strike, and that includes the doors. You might have better luck digging through the concrete at your feet and tunneling under.” He paused, then added, “Rubio chose this location very well.”
Tempest didn’t pause in her efforts for a moment. But she did offer a reply. “Ty! Keep him busy!”
It was all Ty needed to hear. Even though he knew he couldn’t hurt the villain, he was going to do his best. He had to buy Tempest time.
If they couldn’t escape, they would have to face Steam where they were.
And, from past experience, Ty knew they couldn’t even touch him.
To shore up his doubts and concerns, Ty called on his anger. For the third time, he unleashed with everything he had, aiming all of his might toward Steam. As before, the full weight of Ty’s power was enough to knock the man back, but most of it just passed through him.
Ty’s blasts of power were not silent. As well as the guttural roar that escaped from Ty’s throat, the sheer power he sent through the air gave voice to a sizzling crackle that was harsh to listen to. It was like the sound produced by a high-voltage Tesla coil, and it came with the acrid stench of ozone as well.
But none of that mattered to Steam. Over and above the noises and smell, Ty could hear the villain laughing.
Ty didn’t falter. He knew his only real chance was to focus his power on the man without pause, without giving him a chance to slip out of the stream. He did so, gritting his teeth and snarling in the face of Steam’s ongoing laughter.
How long he kept it going, he didn’t know. All he knew was that the bands of power that broke away from his control arced through the air and left blackened scorch marks on the concrete and machines all around. Around them was a giant crucible, proof against molten metal at enormous temperatures. Ty’s ongoing blast turned that crucible into a glowing mound of superheated slag on the ground, bubbling and boiling into the concrete. And still the villain continued to laugh.
Finally, from behind, there came a metal-rending sound that sparked a moment of joy. He thought Tempest had found a way through the door, that they would be free. He expected her to call him, or perhaps just to grab him and flee. But all he heard was a delicate grunt and the sound of someone collapsing to the ground.
Ty didn’t even think. He ended his blast and spun on the spot.
At first, he didn’t understand what he saw, it jarred with his expectations so badly.
Tempest was the most powerful person he’d ever met. She was impossibly strong, and durable beyond measure. How could she be unconscious on the floor of the foundry?
Yet despite this, the doorway was open again. Had she succeeded in opening it before she collapsed?
Perhaps not. There was a man standing in the doorway
Steam was panting and laughing behind him. Ty’s efforts had apparently hurt him, although nowhere near enough. “Ty Wilcox,” came the slimy, loathsome voice. “I’d like you to meet a friend of mine. Call him Massive.”
The man carried the general features that most of Rubio’s extended family seemed to share. He was swarthy, with dark, curly hair, and a thick neck.
A very thick neck. It was attached to a short, solid-looking body, but the one thing Ty noticed that scared him to the bone was what he wore on his wrist.
It was a device.




24: Massive

Ty didn’t even pause to think. Forgetting about Steam as if the laughing maniac had ceased to exist, Ty ran as hard as he could toward Tempest’s crumpled form. As he did, his device sounded an alert, but he ignored it completely. There was nothing more critical to him than reaching Tempest’s side and making sure she was still breathing.
The thought of what he might do if she wasn’t felt like a weight on his chest. It made his blood run cold.
But he wasn’t the only one heading toward Tempest. The squat, solid man at the door pivoted in a lumbering way and stepped toward her as well. Massive, Steam called him. And a small part of Ty’s mind acknowledged the name to be apt. While not large, there was something about him that seemed indescribably solid, as if he was made of pure titanium. And he was heavy! The concrete floor at his feet cracked as he walked.
“Stay away from her!” Ty shouted. “I’m warning you!”
The man ignored him. He took another lumbering step toward Tempest. Ty didn’t know this man from a stick of butter, but he was one of Rubio’s men, and that was enough.
Still a few paces from Tempest, Ty once more unleashed a blast of power from his shield cannons.
It was like Ty was a living jet engine and his blast was the engine’s exhaust. A powerful beam of blue fire burst from him and arced toward the villain. Massive was only a few yards away. Ty’s blast should have either blown him across the bunker or incinerated him on the spot. Ty wouldn’t have cared much either way. All that mattered was keeping him away from Tempest.
But the man’s only response to Ty’s power and fury was to raise a hand in front of his face as if he were staring at the sun. He gave a grunt, leaned into the blast and, incredibly, waded forward another pace.
Ty was incredulous. First, Steam was immune to his power, and now this guy. Massive, it seemed, was more durable than Ty could believe. More durable than Tempest, more durable than Bain.
It was as if the man fought through nothing but a stiff breeze.
For the briefest of moments, Ty let his power falter, such was his astonishment at Massive’s incredible strength. Then, with a howl of pure fury, he redoubled his efforts.
Massive uttered a growl, and stepped even closer.
He was only half a stride away, but at least Ty had made him change direction. Instead of heading for Tempest, the man approached Ty himself.
Out of sheer stubbornness, Ty stood his ground for a moment too long. Massive let out an inarticulate roar and cuffed him with a back-handed swing of his muscular arm.
The blow connected. Despite Ty’s shield, it was strong enough to pick him up and send him sailing across the floor. He skidded and bounced, and stopped when he smacked into a concrete column.
If it weren’t for his shield, Ty knew that the single blow would have killed him. Nobody could stand up to such hideous strength. Perhaps not even Tempest herself.
Ty shook his head to clear it and started to struggle to his feet. The lumbering man had turned back to Tempest. He was reaching toward her.
“No!” Ty bellowed. You leave her alone!” Again, he set himself, ready to attack, but he had forgotten about Steam. The laughing villain, as angular and thin as Massive was blocky and square, stepped in front of him.
“Would you look at that?” the man sneered. “Looks like you and your girlfriend are completely outclassed. Rubio will be pleased when we return, with your devices as trophies for our triumph.” And with that, the insubstantial man who controlled the power of steam reached toward Ty.
He knew his power was largely ineffective against Steam, but he let rip regardless, angling his blast to catch Massive a glancing blow when it ripped through the insubstantial villain. Massive let out a bellow of irritation and hesitate for just a moment. Ty got away, out of Steam’s reach. But he knew he was done for. He couldn’t even protect himself, let alone Tempest. Steam was right. They were both seriously outclassed.
And, all by himself, Ty didn’t have the power to stand up to either of them.
Perhaps it would have been better if he’d just run. Tried to save himself, to make his way out of the bunker and hope that Tempest would survive whatever these monsters planned for long enough to mount a rescue.
But Ty had a stubborn streak, and there was no way he would leave Tempest behind. Even though it might cost him his life, in his mind, there was no other option. He would fight to his last breath to keep Tempest safe. And if that meant Steam boiling him in his own shield, then so be it.
He just wished he had some offensive capability that would be effective against these two.
In desperation, he looked around, seeking inspiration. But there was nothing. Just cold concrete and solid steel. Nothing at all he could use to his advantage.
Again, Massive reached for Tempest, and once more Ty aimed a blast of power at him. But this time, Steam was too close. The insubstantial villain took just a moment to heat up the air around Ty. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t focus, and the skin on his face and hands was starting to burn.
He changed his focus to Steam instead, but the villain just laughed and heated the air up even more.
It was too much for Ty to bear. Still trying to use what power he had, Ty sank to his knees. He snarled and gritted his teeth against the pain of Steam’s heat, doing his best to keep going. To last a little longer. And he hoped beyond all semblance of reason for a miracle.
Steam laughed even louder. He loomed over Ty like a grinning grim reaper, and turned up the heat even more. In the back of Ty’s mind, he understood that Steam could already have killed him. Even without touching his skin, Steam’s control of heat was strong enough. He felt he was boiling inside his own shield, and had no choice but to let go of his power. At this, Steam gave a mocking laugh and bent closer.
This was it, Ty thought. His brief superhero career was over. He was done. As his vision started to go dark around the edges, he looked once more toward Tempest, hoping that at she would come back to her senses and somehow escape Massive’s grasp. That’s what he had been playing for. A few extra moments to allow the blonde superhero to recover. But it seemed even that was to be denied him.
Ty started to relax under Steam’s power. He would have given anything to hurt the man, but such was not to be. There was nothing more he could do.
But just before he gave in completely, he heard a characteristic pop! and caught a distinct whiff of ozone.
This time, that ozone smell wasn’t from his power, but Lilith’s. The demon woman was looking at him with horror on her face.
She had come to save them, Ty understood. He summoned the last of his strength and spoke.
“Tempest first,” he said.
Then there was blackness.




25: Burn Ward

The shocking cold of the void between two distant points was enough to jolt Ty back to consciousness. Mostly, at least. Out of no more than the most basic, animal instinct buried in the reptile part of his brain, he started to struggle against both the cold and the feeling of strong arms holding onto him.
The arms held him more tightly, and in less than a heartbeat, he and Lilith blinked back into existence.
“It’s okay,” Lilith said to him gently. She didn’t let him go even though they’d appeared in the entranceway of the mansion itself. It seemed that she wasn’t sure if he would remain standing. “You’re safe, now,” she said. “Just breathe.”
Breathe. Ty realized that the air was no longer too hot to breathe. He drew in a great lungful of the sweetest, most delicious air he’d ever tasted, enjoying the cool familiarity of it, as well as the overtones of Lilith’s earthy scent and leftover cupcakes.
At first, he felt nothing but relief that he wasn’t yet dead. Then, with the return of some of his strength and his most recent memories, he stiffened. “Tempest!” he said. “You have to rescue Tempest!”
Lilith gave him a shy smile. “I did that already,” she said.
Ty was even more relieved about that than finding himself still alive. “Good. Good,” he said. “I was afraid you might take me first when it was Tempest who was in real danger.”
“It looked to me as if you were both in danger. But it wasn’t like I had much choice. When I tried to get close to you, you tried to block me.”
“I what?” Ty asked. He couldn’t remember doing anything of the sort.
“You were determined. I had no choice but to rescue Tempest first.”
Ty had no real response to this. “Well, thank you,” he said. “If you hadn’t turned up when you did, I’m not sure what would have happened.”
Lilith gave him a small smile, accepting his thanks, but said nothing more. Ty got the impression she felt she didn’t truly deserve his gratitude.
Ty didn’t follow it up. He was still shattered, and there was something more pressing on his mind.
“Where is she?” he asked.
“The medical bay,” Lilith said.
It was all Ty needed to hear. He tried to head that way immediately, but found his legs had yet to recover his strength. He faltered, and Lilith was there, holding him up.
“Are you okay?” the demon woman asked.
Ty nodded. “I’ll be fine,” he said. In truth, his latest brush with Steam had left him weak and singed around the edges. But he didn’t think there was anything major wrong with him. A little time and he would be as good as new.
More cautiously this time, he tried again, and found he was well enough to walk without any problems.
<<<>>>
For the second time in two days, Ty made his way to the medical bay. This time, he wasn’t the patient. Or at least, he wasn’t the main one.
He didn’t know what to expect. Didn’t really know if Tempest was even alive. All he could do was hope for the best and deal with whatever the truth happened to be.
It was with a certain grim determination that he made his way past the kitchen to the antiseptic, white room.
Fortunately, the grim determination proved to be unnecessary. He could see from the doorway that Tempest was not only alive, but she was conscious as well. Dinah was with her, but had her back to the door, so it was Tempest herself who saw Ty and Lilith first.
“Ty!” the blonde superhero said, her face full of concern. “What happened? Are you okay?” she said, effectively mirroring everything Ty wanted to say to her. Then she added, “You look a mess.”
The skin around Ty’s cheeks and nose, and his hands as well, was starting to hurt. He felt burnt, and his hair had taken on an old sort of curl due to Steam’s heat. He knew he would be sore over the coming days, and his original injuries hadn’t exactly improved because of the experience, but all Ty cared about was Tempest.
He was just happy that she was alive.  “Don’t worry about me,” he said. “Just tell me that you’re okay.”
Tempest was half sitting up in the hospital bed. Gregory, the medical robot, was quiescent, and Dinah had half turned to Ty. The deerkin wore a peculiar expression, one that mixed the remnants of fear with relief, and Ty understood how worried the deerkin had been. But that was all in the past, because Tempest’s health was apparent.
“I’m always fine,” Tempest said. “It would take more than that to keep me down.”
“She is not always fine,” Dinah contradicted her. “Look. There, at the temple. Have you ever known Tempest to bruise before?” she asked.
She was right. In all the fights Tempest had been in, Ty had never seen her injured before. Not against Bain, or Lilith, or even in the midst of a blaster battle. But she currently sported a bruise that reached from the top of her jaw all the way to her hairline, and possibly further.
Ty couldn’t even comprehend how she had gained such an injury.
“What happened?” he asked. “I was focused on Steam. How did you get hurt?”
Tempest made a face. “My own damn fault, really,” she said, sounding disappointed in herself. “I was trying to open the door quickly so I could get back to you and wasn’t paying attention. Didn’t even think someone might try to open it from the other side. But they did. It caught me off balance, and then…” She looked puzzled for a moment. “Someone hit me? I don’t know, really. It was just a guy. Short and squat. How could he have hit me hard enough to knock me out?”
It was a question Ty could answer. “He was wearing another device. They called him Massive. As best as I could tell, he’s infinitely denser than he has any right to be. As if every part of his body is made of tungsten or lead. I let him have it with my shield cannons, and he just shrugged it off.”
“Another one,” Tempest said, her words heavy with meaning.
“It was his presence that warned us,” Dinah said. “That, and Ty not answering my call. We figured you were in trouble, and that’s when Lilith came to get you.”
“Lilith?” Tempest asked. “I figured it was Ty, somehow….”
But Ty shook his head. “I did my best, but there wasn’t anything I could do. I can’t seem to hurt Steam at all. And this new guy….” Ty just shrugged. “If Lilith hadn’t turned up when she did, I don’t know what would have happened.”
“Not exactly a successful mission,” Tempest muttered. Then she focused her attention on Lilith. “Lilith, thank you. For saving Ty and me.”
It was a simple expression of gratitude, yet to Ty, it felt like something more as well. As if Tempest was acknowledging that Lilith was needed. That she could really be part of the team.
Again, Lilith didn’t seem to know what to do with the thanks. She looked away. “You’re welcome,” she murmured.
“So now we have Bain, Steam, and this guy,” Tempest said. “It’s like we were saying before. These devices—in the wrong hands, they’re dangerous.”
She was right, but that wasn’t what concerned Ty the most.
“But what I don’t understand is what actually happened?” he said. “How did we get it so wrong? How did Rubio spring his trap? It shouldn’t have even been possible.”
The question hung in the air, unanswerable, for several seconds.
Then, in a moment of serendipity, Ty’s device sounded an alert, as did Tempest’s and Dinah’s.
It was Rubio Vecoli himself.




26: Gloating and Threats

The four of them looked at each other, as if asking whether or not they should answer. Dinah nodded, and Tempest sat up even higher. She pressed the button on her device, and Rubio’s holographic head sprung into being in front of her.
“Tempest!” he enthused. “I’m so pleased to see you well! I had worried that my men had hurt you too badly!” The crime lord, usually expansive and jovial, seemed to be in fine form. It was as if he was enormously pleased with himself. “And who else do you have with you? That young man, what was his name? Is Dinah with you? And what of the new one, the teleporter? Is she there as well?”
Tempest’s expression was flat and hard. “We are here,” she said. “Alive, healthy, and well.”
Rubio let out a bark of a laugh. “Ha! So good to hear!” Perhaps he would have said more, filling the air with urbane pleasantries that meant nothing. But Tempest wasn’t having any of it.
“Rubio, what do you want?” she demanded.
“Tempest, Tempest, just because we are at present adversaries doesn’t mean we can’t be civil to each other, does it?”
“Rubio,” Tempest said, her tone just as flat as before. “What. Do. You. Want?”
The crime lord grinned widely. “It seems that the trappings of civility are to be ignored. All right then,” he said. “Fair enough. I guess, when it comes down to it, I want to thank you.”
His answer was surprising. “Thank me?”
“Yes. You see, if it wasn’t for you and your little visit to my bistro the other day, these amazing devices wouldn’t have been on my radar at all. You would have had your war with this mysterious Master, and you would have either won or lost without me. But because of that visit, because you asked for information I didn’t yet have, you forced me to look for it. If I hadn’t, we wouldn’t have found that lab. The devices within it would have doubtless gone to the original owner, and my little enterprise would not have received the boon that it has.”
Ty didn’t like the way this conversation was heading at all. He would have liked to hurt Rubio, to pick him up and hurl him into a wall, just for the harm he had already caused. But all he could do was grit his teeth in silence and wait for the man to continue.
Tempest spoke first. “I’m so happy you’ve benefited,” she said, making no effort to keep the distaste out of her voice. “Out of curiosity, how did you find your people, Steam and Massive, so quickly? I thought only one in a hundred or so have the potential such powers.”
“One in a hundred, you say? My dear Tempest, your ratio is a little high. When I called for volunteers, there were many who were eager to try their luck. Steam was an early success. He was one of the original twenty to wear a device. As for the others….” Rubio trailed off and his features darkened. “They were surprised when they learned the devices couldn’t be removed without amputation.” He gave a shrug. “Volunteers after that have been slower to emerge, but still, we have had our successes. Instead of one in a hundred, the number is more like one in sixty.”
Ty and Dinah exchanged a look of horror, and Lilith brought a hand up to cover her mouth. Even Tempest looked a little uncertain.
“Are you saying that you’ve tried the device on nearly 200 of your people?” she said. “And taken the arms from nearly that many?”
Rubio favored her with an evil grin. “Thereabouts.”
“That’s insane,” Tempest blurted.
Immediately, Rubio’s ebullience turned into a cold sort of anger. “Don’t be so quick to judge, my dear Tempest,” he said. “Each of my men volunteered, just for the chance to serve me better. Nor were they the only ones. For I wear a device as well.”
Ty was stunned. Did that mean Rubio also had a skill?
“And?” Tempest said.
Rubio’s grin became vicious. “And how do you think I managed to lure you into my little trap?” he asked. “Tactical Intuition, it’s called. I didn’t know what it meant at first, but within a very short time I started to see patterns that I couldn’t before. I knew you were a threat, and sought to negate it as swiftly as I could. And I figured that Steam and Massive would be up to the task. Had I known about your teleporter, we would not be having this conversation now. I would have added her into my calculations, and you would be done.”
Tactical Intuition, Ty thought. The way Rubio described it, it could give him a serious advantage.
As if the man hadn’t already been dangerous enough before.
Into the silence that followed the villain’s pronouncement, Tempest repeated her question. “Rubio, what do you want?”
And just like that, Rubio was laughing. “I want nothing you can give me,” he said. “I just wanted to let you know you are beaten. That all by themselves, Steam and Massive are your match. But with me guiding them? You have no hope in this conflict.”
The villain paused, as if giving his words time to sink in. But Tempest curled her lip into a slight sneer and said, “Is that it?”
Rubio rewarded her with another sharp laugh. “Yes, my dear Tempest. That is it, for the moment. When next we speak, it is likely it will be in person. Until then.” It appeared he was about to hang up.
But Dinah had something to say. “Before you go,” the deerkin said, “there’s something else you might want to factor into your calculations.”
“Ah, Dinah. So good to hear your lovely voice. Do tell, if you would be so kind,” Rubio said.
“Of course,” the deerkin replied. “You see, the Master had a purpose for those devices. He is not happy they’ve been taken. He wants them back. And he will do what it takes to get them.”
For the first time during the conversation, Rubio’s expression became uncertain. But he quickly smothered it with another broad smile. “Is that so?”
“Yes,” Tempest said, lending her certainty to Dinah’s words.
“Well, maybe you can give this Master a message from me,” Rubio said.
“What message?”
“Bring it on.”
With that, the crime lord was gone.
Ty looked at Dinah, Tempest, and Lilith. “We have to let the Master know about Rubio,” he said. “Tell him somehow that it wasn’t us who stole the devices.”
Dinah and Tempest both grinned, and Lilith looked both shocked and intrigued by the idea.
“That’s what I was thinking,” the deerkin said. “And I think I know just how to do it.”




27: Visitor

Ty was downstairs in the Architect’s workshop. Once Rubio’s call ended and Tempest pronounced it unlikely the crime lord was in a position to threaten them immediately, Dinah swiftly took charge. She commanded Tempest to take it easy for at least the afternoon. A head knock like the one she had sustained could be serious, and the deerkin didn’t want the blonde superhero going anywhere unaccompanied for at least a day.
Tempest hadn’t liked the idea, but accepted the deerkin’s authority with reasonable grace.
As for Ty, Dinah slathered a dose of soothing, antiseptic cream on his exposed skin and told him he was good to go. He’d left Lilith and Dinah together while he accompanied Tempest back to her room, and then headed downstairs to the workshop.
Ty was determined to find a solution to his problems.
With Tempest injured, the nanite idea had become a priority. Additionally, he needed to find something that would give him an advantage over Steam and Massive. But what that something might be, Ty didn’t know.
All in all, the nanite healing project seemed the easiest, because at least he had a starting point.
Unfortunately, that proved to be an illusion. The more he looked at it, the more complex the problem turned out to be. Sure, he could get easily program the nanites to do whatever he wished. His skill was strong enough to give him that sort of control.
But he didn’t understand what he needed them to do.
The human body was his problem. Ty didn’t truly understand how it worked. He quickly realized that he would need the full knowledge of several specialist medical practices to even begin. And even then, it would likely be a painstaking process of defining each minute action that his nanites could take.
It was not going to be a quick fix.
As he came to that realization, Ty slammed the palms of his hands down flat on the top of the workbench in frustration. If he had all the time in the world and access to all the information he needed, he could do this. But with Steam and Massive out there, not to mention Rubio, Bain, and the Master as well, he just didn’t have the time.
He needed a solution that would help them now!
Ty uttered an angry noise and hit the workbench again, this time with the side of his fist. It made a satisfying noise, but without his shield activated, it also hurt his hand. And that made everything worse. He cursed under his breath in irritation and only belatedly realized he was working himself into an unnecessary rage.
Deliberately, he stepped back from the workbench. He closed his eyes and drew a deep breath to calm himself. He understood that perhaps it wasn’t his failure to come up with something brilliant on the spot that was the true source of his frustration.
Instead, it might have been a delayed reaction to seeing Tempest lying prone on the bunker floor.
In the short time since he had joined Tempest’s and Dinah’s superhero team, Ty had seen his power improve in leaps and bounds. He had gone from a nobody with half a knack for electronics to a powerful force with a significant skill. And the perks, if he could risk Dinah and Tempest’s wrath for even thinking of them like that, were astonishing. Even if he didn’t include the house that they shared.
But the game was changing. Tempest was no longer the most overpowered player in the game. Even if Ty succeeded in replicating her strengths, they still wouldn’t be enough.
New Lincoln was changing. The world was changing. And the future Ty and the others could see seemed disconcertingly bleak.
Tempest could only be as strong as her skill allowed. Dinah had an invaluable skill, but would never be a fighter. The jury was still out on Lilith, although Ty suspected she would indeed lend her aid.
That meant it was up to him. With his skill, his strength wasn’t limited in any meaningful way. He ought to be able to replicate anything, including Steam’s power, and that of Massive. If only he could work out how to do it.
More than that, he knew he could create a countermeasure that would give the advantage back to him and Tempest. The only thing stopping him was a lack of imagination.
Ty realized his fists were clenched again. He understood he was going around in circles, and he couldn’t do anything about it. He seemed he had found an unsolvable problem.
Except, maybe there was a solution.
Unbidden, Brad’s drug trial possibility came to his mind. What would Ty be able to do, he wondered, if his skill level increased to 5? Or even higher?
Maybe he should give Brad a call and follow up, he thought.
Before he could truly make up his mind either way, his line of thought was interrupted.
“Um, hi,” came a voice from behind him.
It was Lilith.
Almost at once, Ty felt his frustration fade. There was something about Lilith’s presence that soothed him on a spiritual level. More than her beauty, he sensed a purity about her, and innocence that had somehow survived despite her history. He knew that she’d been a stripper and had a conviction for fraud in her past. And she had worked for the Master, albeit against her will. Yet despite all that, she still shone with an essential goodness.
He offered her a smile. “Hey.” He wondered why she had come to find him, but didn’t ask. He figured she would tell him in her own time.
The demon woman stared at him for a long moment, then looked away, her cheeks slightly flushed. “Um, sorry to disturb you,” she said. “It’s just, Dinah has gone up to talk with Tempest, and I didn’t want to intrude.”
Ty understood. Even though Lilith had rescued Tempest from Rubio’s trap, it might take a while before things stopped being awkward between them.
“I just thought I’d come down and see what you were doing,” the demon woman finished.
Ty had to laugh at himself. He gestured at the clean, empty workbench. “Well, as you can see, I’m not doing much. I still have to figure out what I can do, before I actually do it.
Despite the empty workbench, the workshop itself wasn’t empty, and he thought Lilith might be interested. “This used to be the Architect’s workshop,” he said, gesturing around. “You can see some of the things he used to do in the display cabinets. Prosthetics, mostly. Maybe even the ones Rubio’s men will end up wearing. But he—the Architect—also created the devices we wear.”
Ty sighed. “It seems he was full of ideas. He wrote them all down and stored them in that filing cabinet. Maybe one day I’ll get the chance to go through them and see how many I can turn into reality.”
Lilith listened with polite interest rather than wonder. “That’s what you do, isn’t it?” the demon woman asked. “You work with technology, right?”
At this, Ty understood that while Lilith had witnessed each of them use their skills, nobody had yet explained what they were.
“That’s right. Technological Enhancement. I can take things that already exist and improve them. I don’t know if there’s anything I couldn’t pull apart, fix, or improve.” He shrugged. “You already know Dinah’s skills. Food and information, effectively. And Tempest—the thing that makes her so super is an unconscious ability to manipulate energy fields around her. Her power is what I’ve based my shield on. I haven’t yet managed to duplicate everything she’s able to do, but I’m getting there.”
Ty hesitated. He knew that Lilith wasn’t completely certain about the whole superhero gig. She wasn’t a fighter, and all she really cared about was making sure her father was safe. An easy option to ensure that was to make Lilith herself less of a target.
“I can also remove the device from you, if you want,” Ty suggested. He didn’t want her to do so. He wanted her to be part of the team. But he wouldn’t deny her that choice if she so wished it.
But the demon woman shook her head. “No,” she said. “This device—it gives me possibilities I wouldn’t otherwise have. I want to see where things go, at least for a while.” Then she offered Ty a quiet grin. “And besides,” she said, “I think I could teleport myself away from it if I wanted to.”
Ty looked at her, surprised. He hadn’t even considered that possibility, but knew she was right. While the device gave them their powers, it was the nanites in their bloodstream that helped to maintain them. It would take some time before Lilith lost her teleportation ability even if she lost her device.
Ty looked at her thoughtfully. “Lilith, why are you here?” he asked.
The demon woman looked at him in confusion.
“You want to help us fight the Master,” he said. “I get that. That’s why you turned up here today. But you also have your father to look after. And, as much as it was a good idea, the plan you and Dinah came up with kinda backfired. Rubio used it to lure me and Tempest into a trap. So, and I don’t mean anything negative by this, I’m just wondering why you’re still here?”
Ty knew his words were clumsy, but Lilith accepted them the way they were meant. She took no offense.
“Dinah,” she said. “She asked me to stay. I think—I think she was more worried about Tempest and you than she wanted to admit. When I sensed the second device wearer nearby, she understood something was wrong. She tried to contact you, but when that didn’t work, she became desperate.” Lilith looked away. “That’s why I came to rescue you. Because of Dinah.”
Ty hesitated. That part made sense, but it was only part of the answer he sought. There was something she hadn’t yet said.
“I get that,” he said. “But why are you here? Why did you come looking for me, now?”
Lilith’s cheeks turned pink. She turned away. But she answered him nonetheless.
“Because I’m not usually attracted to women,” she blurted. “I don’t know. I thought you might be able to help.
Finally, Ty understood. Tempest and Dinah had explained everything to him when he’d first put on his device. But Lilith had been kept in a box, and the only other device wearer she knew had been Bain.
Ty couldn’t help it. He let out a laugh even though he knew it was the wrong thing to do. Lilith had opened up to him, or at least started to, and now he was laughing at her. Her expression hardened into a frown and he was afraid she would blink out of existence. But before she did, Ty raised his hands up in surrender.
“No, look, I’m not laughing at you. It’s more that—I don’t know, I guess I just hadn’t thought about what it would be like for you. Listen, why don’t you sit down, and I’ll try to explain.”




28: Skill Check

As Lilith sat on one of the stools at the workbench, Ty took a moment to study the perfection of her features. In his mind, she was a match for both Tempest and Dinah.
Then he started to speak. “Dinah is something special, isn’t she?” he said.
It was like she didn’t want to admit it, but Lilith nodded. “And Tempest, too,” she began, then blushed deeply again and looked away.
“Yeah, her too,” Ty agreed. He thought about saying that Lilith herself was equally beautiful, but thought it might scare her off. Instead, he just told her what he knew.
“These devices we wear have a number of peculiar effects. They bring out our hidden potential. Strengths and skills, but more than that as well. Before I put mine on, I was maybe five, six inches shorter, and had the physique of a bean pole.” He shrugged. “Combine that with dead-end job, a lack of confidence, and acne, and I wasn’t exactly anyone’s idea of a catch.”
“But you—" Lilith started again, but once more she stopped speaking and said nothing.
Ty agreed anyway. “Yes. I’m much better now. And the same has happened to Dinah, and Tempest. And maybe you as well. I don’t know.”
Lilith nodded, but seemed unwilling to trust her speech. She said nothing.
“But that’s just the physical things that have changed. When these devices are on, they also seem to awaken a certain attraction among us. Not for anyone, but between those who share an alignment. Like, I’ve never been more attracted to anyone than I am to Dinah and Tempest. And they have said much the same back to me.”
“So it’s the device that’s causing all this?” Lilith asked.
Again, her cheeks were tinged slightly pink, and Ty couldn’t help but think she might have more than just Dinah and Tempest on her mind.
“Yes and no,” Ty said. “The device just brings out what’s already there. You might think you’ve never been attracted to women before, but what if you just hadn’t met the right one?”
The demon woman nodded, looking thoughtful. “Alignment?” she asked.
“Yeah.” Ty said. “Think of it as the source of all your actions. Like, I’m neutral good. It means I’ll typically try to do the right thing, and I’ll obey the law, but I won’t get hung up on it if the law doesn’t make any sense. Like if Dinah or Tempest was in trouble and I needed to get to them fast, I don’t think I bother stopping for traffic lights. You know? Dinah and Tempest are the same as me. Bain—he would be evil of some sort. Probably neutral or lawful, because he’s too controlled to be chaotic.”
Lilith’s brow was furrowed in puzzlement. “So, what would I be?”
“Well,” Ty said with a grin. “You’re attracted to Dinah. And she’s attracted to you.” Again, Ty could have said more, but he didn’t want to push Lilith away. “I’d guess that means you’re on our side of the alignment table. Because none of us has any attraction to Bain whatsoever.”
Lilith made a face. “Yeah, me neither,” she said.
“But you can see, if you like. It’s written on your character page. You can bring it up on your display.
Ty didn’t need to show her how. The demon woman had obviously found it before. In no time at all, her character sheet displayed in holographic form above her device.
Just as she said, she had a single skill, and the strength was listed as ‘2’. Ty couldn’t imagine what she would be like if she were to level up.
Additionally, he could see that her strength, durability, and healing were all a match for his own and then some, not including the buff from her skill.
It made her seriously formidable. With the buff, she was on a par with Tempest itself.
But none of that was what Ty was looking for.
“There,” he said. “Lawful good.”
Lilith nodded. “Sounds right,” she said. “I’ve always tried to do the right thing. Not that it helped much in the past,” she finished.
With a flash of insight, Ty felt he understood her much better than before. The tone of sadness in her voice spoke volumes. Not only had Lilith perennially struggled to do the right thing without seeing any benefit from it, but she had been forced to act against her essential nature just to survive.
No wonder she was hesitant about joining their team.
But it was interesting on another level as well. Ty’s alignment matched that of both Dinah and Tempest, and likely all the original device wearers as well. He thought the Architect might have used alignment as part of his selection criteria.
Ty had thought the attraction between him and the girls was a side effect of their shared alignment. But Lilith was different. Still good, still on the right side of the ledger, but at a fundamental level, she was in a different category from them. Yet the attraction remained.
Perhaps the relationship between attraction and alignment wasn’t that simple.
“So, that’s why,” Lilith said. But again, she didn’t finish her thought out loud. She bit her lip instead, as if thinking things through.
“So that’s why you are attracted to Dinah,” Ty finished the demon woman’s thought for her. Lilith nodded. “And Tempest,” Ty said. Lilith hesitated, but nodded again.
“Not that it matters,” she said. “I don’t think she likes me that much. Although, I can’t really blame her for that, can I?”
Ty smiled. “I wouldn’t be so sure about that. Give her some time. You might be surprised.”
Lilith didn’t say anything. This time, Ty decided he would push it. “And me,” he said, finishing the thought completely.
At first, Lilith just blushed and wouldn’t meet his eye. Then, slowly, she did look at him. Openly, without artifice. Once more, Ty was struck by her beauty. The perfection of her modifications was one thing, but her face was another. If Dinah had an elfin look and Tempest that of a movie star, then Lilith, with her large, green eyes, could have been an angel, despite the horns and cloven hooves of exactly the opposite. She was immaculate. Beyond compare, and in that moment, Ty felt the same undeniable attraction he felt for Tempest and Dinah.
It was magnetic, compelling, and Ty didn’t stop to think. He leaned forward and kissed her, reveling in the yielding softness of her lips.
Then he shook himself and sat back.
He saw that Lilith’s eyes were closed and she’d leaned forward on her stool. Her eyes flicked open, and she sat back with an expression that mixed confusion with surprise. “I didn’t mean for that to happen,” she confessed, blushing again.
Ty just grinned.
The demon woman seemed flustered. “What about Dinah? And Tempest?” She frowned, apparently uncertain. “Wait, you were in bed with Dinah. Are you with Tempest as well?” she asked.
Ty nodded. “I told you, the attraction works in every direction. And I don’t think either of them would mind that we kissed.” Then he reconsidered. “Well, Tempest might. It’s hard to say really. But Dinah wouldn’t mind at all.” He grinned again. “Except that she would want to be invited as well.”
It seemed to be too much for Lilith. She blushed even harder, looked at Ty as if trying to work it all out, started to say something, then stopped. Ty understood. He still wasn’t entirely sure he understood how it all worked.
“How?” Lilith said, then shook her head. All at once, she stood up with the stool between her and Ty. “Sorry,” she said. “I shouldn’t … I’ve got to go.”
Ty knew she was about to teleport out of the workshop. It seemed that he had indeed pushed her too hard, too quickly. But there was something he needed to say before she did
“Wait, before you go, there is something you need to know.”
It was enough to make Lilith hesitate.
“All this,” Ty said. “Us, me, Dinah and Tempest, that’s just a bonus. I don’t know if either Tempest or Dinah have said anything directly, but from my perspective, you would be more than welcome to join us. In the team, I mean.” Then he smiled again. “And the other thing, but that’s not what I mean. We need you. The city of New Lincoln needs you. And your alignment, who you are, it seems like you really like to help people.
“But it isn’t all fun and games. You already know how dangerous it can be. And it’s getting worse. It used to be that Tempest was the strongest one of us. Now there’s this Steam guy, and Massive. And you. We don’t know how bad it could get. It’s dangerous, but that isn’t going to stop us. We—Dinah, Tempest, and me— we’re still going to do all we can to help.” Lilith was already nodding before Ty finished. “If you really want to help, you would be welcome.”
“I understand,” she said. “I’ll do what I can. You’ve been good to me, despite the things I did to you. And I want to help. It’s just—I don’t want to hurt anyone either,” she said.
Ty didn’t have any answer to this. The deaths he had caused since putting on his device were no longer in the single digits.
And perhaps that was why the Architect had gone for the alignment he had. Could a lawful good person be a superhero? Sure, there were examples in the comics where they could. But this was real life. Would Lilith be able to help them and remained true to who she was?
Only time would tell.
Surprisingly, Lilith offered Ty another of her quiet smiles. “I have to admit, benefits of joining you guys are appealing,” she said. Then she shook her head. “But I really must be going. Say goodbye to Dinah for me. And Tempest.”
With that, the demon popped out of existence, leaving behind only a faint odor of ozone, and a smile on Ty’s lips.




29: Unexpected Delight

Ty stayed in the workshop for some time, trying to get his brain to work on the problem. In the end, he started to wonder if the tasks he’d set for himself were beyond him. The healing nanites in particular seemed too complex for him to deal with. As for being able to stand up to Massive and Steam, while he had come up with a few ideas, he had nothing concrete.
What could defeat Steam? Ice, maybe? Could he somehow tweak his energy shield so it acted like a freezer of some kind? As for Massive, all he could think of was to increase the power of his shield cannons.
He could do that easily enough simply by adding more power converters. But at what cost? He could conceal the ones he already carried fairly easily. They weren’t particularly bulky or heavy. But if he tried to carry twice as many, he wouldn’t be able to walk around in public without getting funny looks from passers-by.
Unless he put them all in a backpack? Maybe as a temporary measure, that would help. But he didn’t want to have to carry a backpack everywhere either.
It was a conundrum.
In the end, he put the questions aside and started working instead on his pet project. He wanted to learn how to fly.
But even that wasn’t simple. There were all sorts of aerodynamic calculations he had to account for, as well as angular momentum, direction control, and other considerations. Tempest was able to just fly in whatever direction she chose, but Ty needed to program the calculations into his shield.
He figured it was best to start simply, and within a matter of hours, he was confident that he could perform a low, vertical glide. It would be leaping across maybe 50 yards. Not true flight, not exactly, but it was a good start.
He would have to be satisfied with that, for now.
With a sigh that mixed equal parts frustration and satisfaction, Ty decided to call it a day and headed back upstairs.
<<<>>>
He found both Tempest and Dinah in the kitchen, and was relieved to see that the blonde superhero seemed back to her usual self. Without Lilith there, Tempest seemed happy as she aided the deerkin. Ty didn’t know what they were making, but the air was heavy with the odor of fish, as well as a number of spices Ty knew he wouldn’t be able to name.
“Hey,” Ty said in greeting. “I thought you were restricted to bedrest.”
The blonde made a rude noise. “I’m perfectly fine,” she said. “And bed is for sleeping. And,” she said, smiling broadly, “maybe a few other things. Neither of which I was engaged in. Look, the bruise is nearly gone.”
Ty saw she was right, and once more envied her capacity to heal. The wounds on his shoulder and leg were starting to itch abominably, and the skin on his face and fingers had started to tingle despite the cream Dinah had applied. No doubt he would lose some of it over the next couple of days as the dead cells flaked away.
But Tempest’s bruise was almost gone. He could just make out a yellowy smudge at her temple.
“She isn’t a good patient,” Dinah added with a grin. “Never does what the doctor orders. But still, I can’t complain. I’m glad of the company.”
Ty could see she was telling the truth. It seemed that they were back to normal. Whether they had answered the question of Lilith, Ty didn’t know, nor did he ask.
He didn’t have to. “Did Lilith find you in the end?” Dinah asked.
At the demon woman’s name, Tempest’s smile lost a little of its depth. But it didn’t fade completely.
“She did. But she had to go. She asked me to pass on her goodbyes.”
The deerkin nodded. “Oh, well,” she said. “I guess we can’t expect to take over all her time, now could we?”
“Did she give any indication as to what her plans were?” Tempest asked.
Ty shook his head. “Not really. She’s willing, but still uncertain. If she hadn’t been forced to do so, she wouldn’t have wanted to play any part in the Master’s earlier game.”
Both Dinah and Tempest accepted this, but kept their thoughts to themselves.
Ty decided to change the subject. He inhaled deeply and asked, “What’s cooking?”
Dinah beamed at him. “We figured that with everything that has happened over the past few days, it was time to take a break from it all. Pretend the bad guys don’t exist, and everything is right in the world. Tempest suggested we go on a date, and just have a good time for the evening. What do you think?” she asked
“A date?” Ty responded. “What, just the two of you?” He didn’t know what he thought about that. Sure, they could do what they wished, but he would have liked to be part of it too.
“Of course not, silly!” Tempest said. “You as well!”
Dinah laughed out loud.
“Oh,” Ty said. Yet he was still confused. “But then, what’s all this?” he asked, gesturing at the activity in the kitchen.
“We thought we’d have the date here,” Dinah said.
Ty thought about his financial situation. “That sounds fantastic!” he said. “What can I do to help?”
Tempest grinned at him. “Your timing is just about perfect. We’re just about ready to serve the first course.”
The first course was a small salady-type thing they had already plated onto three separate plates. Yet this was like not a boring, shriveled lettuce and careless tomato affair like the Concubine Club might serve if anyone asked. Instead, it was a riot of different colors and textures that had Ty salivating.
He could recognize only a few of the ingredients. Fancy lettuce and sprouts of different kinds, and a smattering of chopped cherry tomatoes. But there were other things he couldn’t guess at. Perhaps a soft cheese? Something purple? The whole had been drizzled with a dressing that, to Ty’s senses anyway, seemed spicy, and even as Ty watched, the deerkin added a sprinkling of pepper from a grinder.
“Grab a plate,” Dinah said. “The table’s all set.
Tempest and Ty both did as the deerkin asked, but Dinah herself took a moment to check the oven before doing the same.
“Where to?” Ty asked. He was thinking the formal dining room, but wouldn’t have objected to the more intimate den.
“The conservatory,” Dinah said.
“The what?” Ty asked.
Dinah raised an eyebrow. “You haven’t seen the conservatory yet?”
At the question, Ty realized he had. Every time he and Tempest landed on the bridge over the koi pond, he’d seen the large, glass-and-ironwork enclosure full of green that jutted out from the side of the mansion. He’d just never thought about it until then, and had yet to see it from the inside.
“No time like the present,” he said.
The three of them made their way to one of the most stunning parts of the mansion yet.
‘Conservatory’ might not have been the best word to describe it. It was too small a word for a structure so huge. As large as a school hall and then some, it was a match for the tropical house of the New Lincoln botanical gardens.
And not just in size. It had the humidity as well, and overwhelming sense of green. It was like someone had planted a forest, complete with full-sized banana trees, winding vines, and a wide assortment of broad-leafed, smaller plants that were no less spectacular in their own way. Everywhere Ty looked, there was a hidden pocket of color, with orchids and bird of paradise flowers competing for his attention. Somewhere within the forest depths, Ty could hear water, and he wouldn’t have been surprised to hear chittering monkeys or brightly colored parrots calling in the distance.
“Wow,” he managed.
“Are you going to stand there all day? Because I want to eat!” Tempest said from beside him.
Ty laughed, realizing he had been standing in place for some seconds with his mouth open. The blonde superhero’s words were enough to bring him back to the present, and it was only then that he saw the small table right in front of him, in a clear patch before the forest truly began.
It was a circular, elegant table set with three chairs. It seemed as if Ty’s presence was expected, but Lilith’s was not. Whoever had set the table had outdone themselves. It looked amazing, like Ty might have expected in any high-end restaurant, complete with glasses of water, a bottle of wine cooling in an ice-bucket, and a small but decorative flower arrangement in the middle. Each setting already had a side plate with thick wedges of dark, rich-looking bread, and Ty’s mouth was already starting to water. He chose a seat at random and placed his salad in front of him, and the two main women in his life did likewise.
As they settled themselves down, Ty expressed his amazement. “This is incredible,” he said. “How come I haven’t seen this before?”
“I guess you haven’t been looking,” Dinah said, grinning broadly. “Or maybe you were too busy in the Architect’s workshop.
“One day, one of you is going to have to give me a proper tour of this place. Every time I think I’ve seen all of it, I stumble across something new.”
“Of everything my father created,” Tempest said, “this mansion was the thing he cared about most. It was his sanctuary, a place where he could escape from the rest of the world. You know what it’s like out there, with New Lincoln itself tearing you down until you have nothing left. This whole place was my father’s antidote for that.”
It was easy for Ty to forget Tempest’s connection to the mansion ran so deep. For her, everything in it was a memory of her father.
“Tempest,” Ty started. “How long have you lived here?”
“I don’t remember living anywhere else, but I know my father bought this place when I was young. Of course, it wasn’t always like this. The house grew as my father gained in wealth and stature. I remember when it was no more than a simple three-bedroom apartment on the top of the building. Like a seed, my father kept feeding it, kept adding to it as time went by. And now,” she gestured around, “this is what we have.”
Dinah spoke into the silence that followed. “I didn’t know the Architect as well as Tempest, of course,” she said, her voice filled with remembered reverence. “But I see this place as a reflection of who he was. Magnificent from an external perspective, but when you look at it more closely, it’s the warmth and tenderness which you see more clearly.”
Tempest nodded. “He was like that,” she said. “On the surface, he could be closed and forbidding. But this is his heart.” She paused to draw a sad breath, and Ty remembered she still didn’t truly know what had happened to her father. “He spent a lot of his time in the workshop, but he also made a point to wander the grounds outside, to feed the koi in the pond, and to make sure all the plants stayed healthy and grew as they should.”




30: Second Course

As Tempest spoke, Ty realized Dinah was looking at her with a wry grin on her face. “Yes, the mansion is a wonderful place,” she said. “But I’m hungry, so I’m going to eat!” She said it lightly, not to demean Tempest’s reminiscences, but to inject some laughter into the meal.
It worked. Tempest’s sadness over her father immediately lifted, and the three of them dug into the fabulous meal.
Ty couldn’t believe how much flavor Dinah had injected into a simple salad. For a guy whose normal diet had been based around whatever he could get, it was incredible. Never again would he be able to view a soggy, day-old sandwich with anything more than disappointment. He thought that if Lilith knew, like really knew, what Dinah could do in the kitchen, it would make her decision far easier.
Ty would sell his soul to keep eating like this. As he chewed a sensational mouthful, he looked at Dinah with something akin to pride and knew he didn’t need to sell his soul to anyone. He’d already given it away.
Conversation drifted. They talked a little about Rubio and the Master. By unspoken consensus, discussions of greater depth were out of bounds. Ty spoke about what he’d been trying to do in the workshop, but the girls couldn’t immediately offer any helpful advice. They did, however, offer words of support and encouragement, projecting confidence that Ty could do what was needed.
Tempest talked a little more about her father, including the man’s vision for New Lincoln. Ty listened with interest to stories about a city that shone rather than festering in the mire. In Ty’s mind, the Architect’s vision was a close match for what he’d seen in his dream. People who were able to live good lives out from under the thumb of the megacorporations.
As their plates became empty, Dinah began to speak about the various new dishes she had in mind to try.
“Where do you get all these ideas for recipes?” Ty asked. Even the thought of them sounded amazing.
She grinned at him. “Information control, remember?”
Of course. It was obvious, really, Ty thought, and he couldn’t help but wonder what other knowledge was stored away in the deerkin’s head.
“Speaking of which,” Tempest said. “What’s happening with the second course?”
“I’ll have to check,” Dinah said. “It’s a pity Lilith isn’t here,” she said casually as she stood up. “She could teleport back and forth in an instant. No waiting!” With that, she left Tempest and Ty to themselves.
Tempest’s enjoyment of the meal had faded at the mention of Lilith, but not as much as when the demon woman had popped in for a visit. Ty thought the conversation he’d had with her earlier might have helped. But maybe there was more he could still do.
“I spoke with her earlier,” he said.
“Who? Lilith?” Tempest asked.
Ty nodded. “Yeah. She’s going through the same stuff I went through,” he said. Then he grinned. “So many years ago now, it seems”
At this, Tempest returned his smile. To Ty, it seemed as if his life had only truly begun when he put on the device. So much had happened since then that it really did seem like a lifetime ago.
“But the thing is,” he continued, “I had you to help me figure things out. But Lilith has no one. All this is new to her. And you know what she told me?”
Perhaps despite herself, Tempest was interested. “What?”
“She said she’s never been attracted to women before, and now, all of a sudden, there’s you and Dinah. Can you imagine how confusing that might be for her?”
Ty could see he was getting through. Tempest looked a little chagrined.
“That would be kind of awkward to deal with,” she admitted. Then she looked at Ty oddly. “But you mean just Dinah, right?” she said. “Not both of us?”
Ty shook his head. “She didn’t mean to say it, but you as well,” Ty said.
At this, Tempest’s expression became uncertain. “But….” she began. Worry and apprehension fought with her uncertainty for a moment, and won. She looked crestfallen. “I’ve been so cold to her,” she said.
Ty knew he could have left it there, but there was something else he wanted Tempest to know. “Maybe she isn’t exactly the same as I was,” he corrected. “Her alignment is slightly different.”
“You saw her alignment?”
“Yeah. Her entire character sheet. Her skill—it gives her one hell of a buff. It takes her right up to your level. But her alignment isn’t neutral good. It’s lawful good.”
Tempest just stared at him for a moment. “But that means—”
“Yeah. It means she really was forced into working for the Master. It isn’t something she would do out of choice. Which is why she’s having a hard time figuring out what to do now.”
As the blonde superhero digested this latest piece of information, Dinah returned, carrying all three plates with the poise and grace of a dancer.
“Second course is served,” she said.
<<<>>>
The second course was a rich, flavor-filled fish dish, a casserole-type thing with hearty vegetables that shouldn’t have gone with the salad at all. But because Dinah had woven through some of the same spices, it seemed not just to go with the salad, but to build on it. Somehow, she’d managed to make the two different food styles work together as well as potatoes and gravy. Every mouthful was a sensation, and Ty found himself murmuring inarticulate noises of satisfaction and enjoyment as he ate.
The deerkin seemed to appreciate Ty’s display of enjoyment, and if she noticed that Tempest was a bit more introspective than she had been before, she didn’t mention it. And soon enough, it didn’t matter anyway. Dinah’s food proved more than enough to entice Tempest away from her own inner thoughts.
The rest of the meal passed as it had begun, with light conversation, fantastic food, and great company. Before they’d finished with the first course, Ty would have happily rated it as one of the top 10 culinary events of his life.
By the time they finished the second course, that rating had improved to the very top spot. And that was before Dinah brought out the dessert.
At first, Ty wasn’t sure what the dessert was. Each plate contained no more than a single chocolate-colored globe, a little bigger than Ty’s closed fist. He looked at it in puzzlement for a moment or two, then realized Dinah was grinning at him.
“What do you think?” she said.
“What is it?” Ty asked.
“Watch,” Dinah replied. With that, she picked up the earthenware jug she’d brought with the desserts and deftly tipped a stream of hot, dark chocolate over the sphere, crossing over the middle several different ways.
The poured chocolate was hot enough to melt the skin of the sphere, and when it did, it opened up like a flower to reveal the delicate wonder within.
Ty had never seen anything like it. Inside the now open petals of chocolate were a trio of beautiful-looking miniature desserts, none of which Ty could name, but all of which smelled delightful. He sat there, just staring, as Dinah moved on to perform the same reveal with Tempest’s plate and then her own.
When each dessert had fully opened, the deerkin placed the earthenware jug back on the table.
“Well? Are you going to try it?” she asked, looking very pleased with herself.
Ty didn’t need any more nudging. He picked up his spoon and dipped it into the puddle of creamy white goodness in the middle of his dish. A single taste convinced him that Dinah’s skill in the kitchen wasn’t human. She was a goddess, and the food she produced nothing short of ambrosia. And somehow, she’d even managed to weave through the same spices again, wrapping the meal up as if with a bow.
“This is incredible,” he blurted, and Tempest mumbled her agreement around her own first taste.
“Thank you,” Dinah said. “Although in truth, I can’t claim full credit for this one. I got the idea off one of the cooking shows on the net.”
Ty wanted to say something more, to express how much his taste buds were enjoying the meal. At the same time, he wanted to eat. In the end, he tried to do both at the same time, again degenerating into grunts of gastronomic ecstasy.
Nor was he the only one. Tempest also appeared to have lost the power of speech.




31: Dessert

The meal was the most magnificent Ty had ever eaten, and to do so within the shade of a tropical rainforest with the two most spectacular women in the world at his side was beyond anything he could have hoped for. Even if the worst thing imaginable had happened just then, like a meteor crashing down from the sky to crush them where they sat, Ty would have died the happiest man in the world.
He ate the rest of his dessert as if in a dream, the sensational flavors elevating him to a state of pure bliss. He savored each mouthful as much as he could, and found himself scraping the plate with his spoon to ensure he didn’t miss anything.
Finally, with an aching regret deep in his soul, he put his spoon down. The plate was empty.
He was at once satisfied and profoundly disappointed that the meal was done. He looked up to see that same satisfaction and disappointment expressed on the faces of both Tempest and Dinah as they too finished the last of their desserts.
Ty leaned back in his chair. “That was the most extraordinary meal I’ve ever had,” he said.
Tempest was touching the corner of her napkin to her perfect lips. She nodded in agreement and said, “One of your best.”
The deerkin smiled broadly. “I’m glad you liked it. But now I’m worried. I had something else planned for after the meal. A walk through the conservatory, to start. But are we all too full?” she asked.
Despite seldom having had more than a single course at a time before, Ty felt good. “I’m fine,” he said. “Comfortable. In fact, if you happen to have another one of those desserts lying around, I wouldn’t say no.”
Dinah laughed. “No, unfortunately. But I do have something else that might be considered a different kind of dessert.”
With that, she pushed herself away from the table and stood. “If you’d like to follow me?” She included Tempest with her invitation as well, then turned from them and headed toward one of the pathways that cut through the forest. As she walked, she peeled off her clothing and left it on the ground behind her.
Ty and Tempest exchanged a look. “Well,” the blonde superhero said. “That’s an invitation I’m not going to turn down. Are you coming?”
Ty stifled a laugh. “Not yet,” he said. Together, he and Tempest stood and followed the deerkin into the foliage.
<<<>>>
Ty thought he was done with surprises for that day, both good and bad. But he could scarcely believe it when the path opened up to show a medium-sized pool complete with a gentle waterfall, covered in cascading ferns and an assortment of orchids. He was flabbergasted. He’d never even suspected the existence of something like this in the mansion. Somehow, it reminded him of the rock Tempest had taken him to on the first day, in the middle of the lake. Perhaps it was Dinah standing there next to the water, wearing nothing but her perfect skin. Except that the deerkin hadn’t been with Ty and Tempest that day.
Either way, Dinah grinned broadly, then dove into the water, submerging completely only to reappear, laughing, in the center.
“How is it?” Ty asked.
The deerkin sent a splash of water his way. “Come on in and find out,” she said.
Neither Ty nor Tempest needed a second invitation. In a matter of moments, both of them had climbed out of their clothes. Tempest followed Dinah’s lead and dove in, cutting the water cleanly to appear next to the deerkin, floating in the water like any teenager’s wildest dream come true.
Ty, less confident with the depth of the water and with his ability to swim, chose a more tentative route. Cautiously making his way into the water, he approached the girls, but Dinah chose to splash him again, and he blinked to avoid getting water into his eyes.
“You’re not afraid of getting a little wet, are you?” the deerkin teased him. At the same time, Tempest disappeared back under the water.
“Of course not,” Ty said. Then something touched him on the backs of his legs and moved up to his buttocks.
Ty couldn’t help it. He let out a very un-masculine squeal and jerked around, only for Tempest to emerge from the water in front of him, laughing at his reaction.
Ty’s humiliation was lessened by the general happiness of the mood, and the fact that he was skinny dipping with his two favorite women. He caught himself thinking that the only way to improve on the evening would be if Lilith had been able to join them. Then he decided two could play Tempest’s game, and he ducked beneath the water himself.
He opened his eyes to find that the water was clear and fresh. The view he had of Tempest and Dinah from this angle was extraordinary. He pushed himself along the sandy floor, catching Tempest around her knees and pulling her under.
She was grinning at him through the water and didn’t seem to mind at all what he’d done. Instead of struggling to get free, she wrapped her arms around him and pulled him close, the water adding a new, soft dimension to the feel of her flesh. She kissed him underwater, and Ty was as aroused as he’d ever been.
But he couldn’t breathe underwater, and that moment wasn’t right for thinking about how he could give himself that ability. Still locked in an embrace, he and Tempest broke the surface together.
“Hey, no fair!” said Dinah. “Make room for me!”
With that, she ducked down and inserted herself between them, rubbing her amazing body against Ty’s erection as she did.
Ty, Tempest and Dinah spent the next several minutes just touching and kissing each other, each of them enjoying the new sensations the water offered. It didn’t take long before their breathing started to deepen and their investigations became more urgent.
It was Dinah who took it to the next level. She was facing him and already had her arms wrapped around Ty’s neck, so she raised herself up just enough to do the job, and lowered herself onto him with a shudder and small moan of pleasure.
Tempest took the opportunity to press herself against Ty’s back so that Dinah’s legs were wrapped around them both. She reached around in the water, took Dinah’s hips in her hands, and started to move the deerkin back and forth.
Dinah’s eyes were mostly closed, but that didn’t stop her from kissing Ty passionately as she moved against him. At some point, she realized Tempest was close enough to kiss as well, and from that moment split her attention equally between them.
As for Ty, it wasn’t just his mind that was still buzzing with the drug he’d taken. It was his skin as well. Every watery touch felt electric, and every sensation was enhanced far beyond what was normal. It was all he could do to stand there in the water, sandwiched between the two women, and hold on, reaching around behind him to clamp Tempest even closer as Dinah moved against him.
Perhaps the water added to the sensations for Dinah as well. With her eyes tightly closed, she clenched her teeth and ground against Ty with all of her strength. A moment later, she let out a cry of ecstasy and shuddered against him, and it took everything Ty had to rein in his own climax.
Dinah panted for a moment, then favored Ty with a broad grin. But when she spoke, her words were more for Tempest than him.
“Your turn,” she said, and slipped off him into the water.




32: Desperate Times

They continued their lovemaking in the wet for some time, then moved to a broad, flat boulder near the edge of the water. After the switching of roles the previous night, Ty hadn’t been quite what to expect from Tempest. But she was back to her normally passionate self, and Dinah showed her natural tenderness.
Both were beyond sexy to Ty, and he was as close to delirious as he could be by the time they were done.
But nothing could last forever, and finally, they were all spent. Ty couldn’t remember ever being as content as he was at that moment, lying on the boulder, drying off in the forest within the Architect’s conservatory. Dinah lay with her head propped up on Ty’s belly, and Tempest has half-draped over his naked chest.
They spent a long time just lying there, with the blonde superhero idly played with Dinah’s hair. Then, out of the silence, Tempest started to speak.
“You like her, don’t you,” she said.
None of them needed to ask who she meant.
Dinah nodded. “Yes. I think I do,” she said.
Tempest drew a deep breath and shifted her weight just a little.
“And you, Ty?”
Ty didn’t trust himself to speak. He nodded instead.
“Yeah,” Tempest said with a sigh. “I think I’m beginning to like her as well.” She lapsed into silence for just a little too long.
“And?” Dinah prompted.
“And, I guess if you want to pursue her, there would be worse things in the world,” Tempest said.
Dinah laughed out loud. “That’s one way to put it,” she said, and that was enough. All of them chuckled as if she’d told a joke, and Ty knew that all was going to be right in the world.
<<<>>>
But that wasn’t what he thought the next morning.
He woke up in Tempest’s bed with her and Dinah on either side of him. The previous evening had been one of the best in his life, and he couldn’t help but smile at the memory. He was beyond happy that Tempest had decided to give Lilith a chance. What that might mean for the future, Ty couldn’t guess, but for now, it was enough that Tempest and Dinah were no longer at odds with each other.
On another day, he might have taken the time to luxuriate in the warmth of the two women, enjoying the yielding firmness of their skin so close to his own. But, as had happened before, many of his ongoing worries had resurrected themselves during the night.
Martin still hadn’t called him, and he was starting to think the DJ either hadn’t gotten the message or had changed his mind. Either way, it meant that for now, Ty was flat broke, and he still had bills to pay.
It was time, Ty thought. He had no other option. He would track down the drug trial his roommate had mentioned, at least to learn a bit more about it.
Ty listened to the quiet sound of the women breathing in their sleep for a moment longer. Then he sighed out loud and carefully climbed over Dinah, kissing her between the shoulder blades as he made his way out of the bed.
The deerkin shifted in her sleep and muttered something unintelligible, but Ty doubted she would even remember when he had left.
He climbed into his clothes, used the bathroom, and instead of heading to the Architect’s workshop, he made his way through the building and out onto the street.
Although it was still early, it seemed that New Lincoln was in for one of its rare rainless days. The cloud cover was still there, but instead of the oppressive feeling of darkness and drizzle, it seemed lighter and further away. There was even a breeze, unusual in the city, which carried an unexpected hint of freshness with the usual odors of decay and depression.
It made traveling to the Concubine Club a little more bearable. The public buses he forced himself to endure were still held together by rust and grime, and still packed with too many desperate people trying to get on with their day-to-day lives, but at least he wasn’t overpowered by the odor of wet hair and B.O.
It took him an hour and a half to reach his target. The Concubine Club looked the same as ever. Ty had barely thought of the place since Tempest had whisked him away a couple of days earlier, to meet Steam for the first time. In his heart and mind, he was completely done with it, and the only reason he had returned at all was to retrieve Dinah’s bike.
Even though the Ducati was equipped with the latest antitheft system, Ty was happy to see it still where he’d left it under the tree outside the club. He disabled the antitheft system and put on his helmet. He would have liked to take a moment to thank Badger for keeping an eye on it, or to follow up with Martin, but it was too early. Neither of them would be inside.
Instead, he climbed onto the bike, checked that everything was as it should be, then started her up. He was about to head away when he saw a familiar figure waddling along the pavement to the club.
It was Angie the Hutt. Ty watched the obese woman make her way up the stairs. Somehow, the way that she moved and the expression on her face conveyed an image of sadness, of someone who was profoundly disappointed with what life had given her.
A few days ago, Ty had hated this woman. She was the author of much of the misery in his life over the past couple of years. But she had ceased to be important.
He had much more powerful adversaries to face. He realized then that in his roommate’s vernacular, she wasn’t even a minor boss anymore. She had become an NPC, a face in the crowd, with little beyond a set sequence of actions she would repeat for the rest of her life.
Nor did he feel any sympathy for her. Perhaps she was sad and despondent. Perhaps she wished every day for her life to be better. If so, Ty knew it to be her own fault. She was the wellspring for her own misery.
All she needed to do was be nicer to others, and he was sure her own life would improve.
Angie reached the top of the stairs. She unlocked the door and stepped through, and shut it behind her, closing off that piece of Ty’s recent past.
With no further thought of her at all, Ty urged the Ducati into motion.
<<<>>>
It wasn’t a long ride from the Concubine Club to where Ty needed to go. Brad had given him an address on the ground floor of one of the massive mega-corporate buildings. Covering more than a dozen city blocks all by itself, it was immense, well over three hundred stories tall, with the top third of it buried in the clouds above. To anyone on the ground, it was looming and oppressive, and played no small part in the sad, desperate feel of the city as a whole.
The traffic in this part of the city was dense and had slowed to a crawl. Ty rode with his feet off the pedals, touching the asphalt from time to time to keep his balance. He kept half an eye on the cars all around him, and half an eye on the never-ending sequence of shops that made up the first level of the building.
And the people. There were so many of them making their way along the pavement, hiding from the gloom and shadows as best as they could and making it hard for Ty to see past them to the stores in behind.
Electronic bookstores that offered the latest grafted communication tech sat next to strip clubs that boasted girls who had been modified to suit any fetish. Ty couldn’t help but wonder if maybe Lilith had once worked in this area even as he questioned who would patronize such a place so early in the day. Next to the strip joints and tech stores were coffee shops and food vendors jammed in among splicers whom Ty wouldn’t trust even if he had the funds to change his look. He wouldn’t have been surprised if their customers came away with blood poisoning to go with their prehensile tail, the stores looked so dirty.
And the noise! Blaring music from speakers pointed to the road. A never-ending orchestra of car horns hooting with no purpose. And paid ‘marketers’ standing in front of the stores, shouting at people in an effort to gain their attention in the hope of enticing people in through the doors.
It was one of Ty’s least favorite part of the city, but this was where he needed to go. So he did his best to ignore the grimness and desperation that hung over everyone like a pall, and worried that he might have already gone past his target.
But just before he reached the end of the block, he saw a glass window that seemed out of place. There were no gaudy displays, no bright lights or loud invitations. Instead, the glass window boasted a simple, painted sign.
OmniTec Industries – Clinic 104.
It was what he was looking for. Without further thought, Ty bumped up onto the pavement and kicked the Ducati’s stand in place. For a moment, he contemplated what he was about to do. Tempest had said there were too many superpowered people about, and that it felt like there was a change starting to happen. It was her job, and Ty’s as well, to keep the lid on that change as best they could.
And yet, there he was, outside Clinic 104.
He hadn’t mentioned the drug trial to Dinah or Tempest. He knew he should have, but at the same time, he was desperate. He needed money, and couldn’t see any other options to get it.
And besides, he thought, justifying it to himself, he didn’t know for sure what these people were trying to do. He didn’t know how close they might be to success. So, perhaps this little excursion of his could be described as a fact-finding mission.
Ty didn’t consider that Dinah was far better placed to conduct this sort of research than him. She could have found out for sure if the drug trial was something they should be watching, or if it was harmless, all without leaving the mansion.
He told himself that maybe this drug would do as Brad said. Help people lose a little weight, or develop more muscles. Become the best they could be.
But finding superpowers buried deep within them? Maybe that was no more than wishful thinking.
The only way Ty would know for sure was to get off Dinah’s bike, activate the antitheft device, and go in and see for himself.




33: The Dotted Line

Inside, Clinic 104 looked much like a doctor’s office. Clean and sterile, there was a small waiting area just inside the door and an oversized reception desk in front of him. Yet, where most such offices Ty had seen separated the waiting area from everything else with solid walls, this one used glass. Ty could clearly see two rooms from where he stood next to the reception desk.
One of the rooms was empty. In the other, a random patient lay back in what looked like a dentist’s chair, hooked up to various monitoring devices, with a man in a white lab coat talking to him.
Ty wanted to watch what was happening, but the receptionist looked up at his arrival.
“Good morning, and welcome to OmniTec Industries,” she said. She was a young woman with modified eyes that were disproportionately huge compared to the rest of her face. “How can I help you?”
“I’m here to find out some more about the drug trial you have running,” Ty said. “AZT-407, I think it’s called.” Brad had given him the name of the drug at the same time as he’d supplied the address.
The receptionist nodded. She was pretty, Ty thought, but only if she wasn’t compared to Tempest, Dinah, or Lilith. Idly, he looked at the name badge she wore high up on her chest. Melita, it said.
Melita’s expression didn’t look favorable. “That one is fairly exclusive,” she said. “We’re only accepting candidates for it if they meet strict criteria. But if you qualify, it comes with significant compensation.”
Ty couldn’t help himself. “How much?” he asked.
The receptionist named a figure that would solve all of Ty’s immediate problems and then some.
He tried not to show any reaction. He swallowed. “And, uh, what are the criteria you’re looking for?” he asked.
The receptionist nodded, reached for a tablet computer on her desk and handed it to Ty. “Swipe to start. It’s a questionnaire we use to determine if you’re eligible. Take a seat, fill it out, and then we’ll see.” The perfect receptionist, Ty thought. Efficient, informative, and polite.
He took the tablet. “And if I am? Then what happens?”
“If you’re able to fill out the form in the next ten minutes, we can slot you in right away. One of the technicians will administer the drug, and that’s it.” Melita gave him a quick smile he was sure Dinah and Tempest wouldn’t like. “You’re in luck. Normally, there would be a wait of at least a week.”
A week? Despite himself, Ty found that he was anxious to get started. If he did qualify, he didn’t want to lose his window.
Then he silently questioned what he was doing. Did he really want to go through with this?
No, he didn’t. But the money made it very enticing.
He started to turn toward the waiting area, then paused. “One more question,” he said. “I haven’t done any drug trials before, but do they all pay like that?”
The receptionist shook her head. “No. This one is special.”
“What makes it special? Is it dangerous?”
“All drug trials have risks associated with them. But as far as I can see, and remember, I am not medically trained, this one has fewer than most.”
“Do you have a list of those risks?” Ty asked.
The receptionist nodded. This time, she handed over a printed brochure. “This has all the information you need,” she said.
“Thank you,” Ty said. He turned to one of the seats, sat down, and start started to read.
<<<>>>
The brochure mostly just reiterated what Brad had already told him of the benefits of AZT-407. Increased clarity of thought, increased immunity to a variety of diseases, as well as building various muscles and tissues. It claimed to “create the body your genetic base could have produced under ideal conditions” and that he could expect to become “taller, stronger, and healthier than ever before.”
It read like a brochure for the device Ty wore on his wrist, and he was at once both intrigued and concerned.
Nor was that the limit of the brochure’s boasts. “Not only will you become the best version of yourself, but you may also gain something extra,” it said.
It didn’t go so far as to claim that users of the drug would be able to fly or walk through walls like comic book characters. Instead, it hinted at “unnamed potential” to be found locked away in his genetic code.
Even more interesting than the rest, however, was the final claim in the benefits section. “Even those with no innate recessive potential for unusual abilities might find that, because of the way AZT-407 acts, they might still gain an ability beyond that which is considered normal.”
That was something the Architect’s device couldn’t do. The potential for technological manipulation that formed Ty’s skill had always been there, locked away within him. Same for Tempest, Dinah, and Lilith. Even Bain, the Master, Massive, and Steam. The monstrous strength, talent for heat, and solidity was already there, buried beneath the surface.
But this drug, this AZT-407, promised more. If it proved true, then it could make someone like Rubio even more dangerous. The man was ruthless in his search for followers with hidden talents. He’d cut the arms off his men if they failed to show the sort of strengths he was searching for. But this!
With AZT-407, a man or woman with no talent at all could become a powerhouse capable of leveling an entire city with nothing more than a word.
This drug could be a gamechanger beyond even what the Architect’s device had proved to be.
Ty couldn’t help but be concerned by the claims. Yet there was something that gave him hope. A single line in italics, in a font size that was almost too hard to read.
“Results not typical. Your results may vary,” it read.
A standard disclaimer that Ty interpreted as, ‘For most people, this doesn’t work.’
Even so, his caution and worry remained. What if the drug could do what it promised?
As well as the benefits, the brochure listed a number of potential side-effects, none of which sounded particularly serious. These included headaches, nausea, a sense of dizziness, and tremors in the extremities. Then there was another disclaimer:
“AZT-407 is an experimental drug. There may be additional side-effects not listed above. OmniTec Industries takes your health and well-being seriously. If you have any concerns, our friendly staff will be happy to help you.”
Standard stuff, Ty thought. He took a moment to consider and decided that AZT-407 sounded like an amazing substance. He probably would have been tempted to try it even without the financial bonus. But the money was the clincher. There were no two ways about it. Ty needed the cash.
He turned to the questionnaire on the tablet.
Name, age, address, next of kin. Again, standard stuff, but from there, the questionnaire went into details about his health. Ty answered as best as he could, even though he no longer really knew how tall or heavy he was. For those fields, he guessed based on how much he’d grown, and moved on to the next. After that came a series of questions that seemed to be aimed at assessing his personality profile. He wondered what that might have to do with AZT-407’s potential effects, but he shrugged and filled it in as best as he could. After all, the Architect himself had included psychological profiling as part of his criteria. Why should OmniTec Industries be any different from that?
The personality section was by far the most extensive, and it took Ty more time than he wanted to finish. Finally, he came to a legal declaration, which absolved OmniTec Industries of all legal responsibility, should he be selected, for anything that might go wrong, as well as stating that he, Ty Wilcox, understood it was OmniTec Industries’ sole discretion as to whether or not he would be selected.
Ty hesitated for only a moment, then gave another mental shrug. The odds were slim that they would choose him anyway. And if they did, what was the worst that could happen? The side-effects didn’t seem that bad, and really, the device coming into his life was the best thing to have happened to him. Why would this be any different?
Knowing in his heart that Tempest and Dinah wouldn’t approve, Ty signed on the dotted line, then stood to return the tablet to the large-eyed receptionist.




34: AZT-407

Melita took the electronic form from him with a pleasant “Thank you,” and told him that he would know the results in a moment.
Then she did something with the screen Ty couldn’t see, and her overly-large eyes grew even bigger.
She looked back up back at Ty with an expression close to surprise. “Congratulations,” she said. “You meet our criteria.”
Ty couldn’t believe it. He didn’t know what to think. He had been mostly convinced that he wouldn’t be who they were looking for, and couldn’t really tell by the questions what OmniTec Industries was after. He’d been prepared to ride back to the mansion having gained nothing but the knowledge that this drug wasn’t for him.
Instead, he faced a massive decision.
“The window for administering the trial drug is still open. Would you like to go ahead with that now, or would you prefer to make an appointment?” Melita said.
Perhaps he should make an appointment, Ty thought. That would at least give him time to think. He opened in mouth to start to speak, but was stopped by an image that had come unbidden to his mind, dominating all other thoughts.
The image was of a gaping hole in the wall of his apartment that could only be fixed if he had the money to do so.
All of a sudden, his throat closed up. He couldn’t breathe, and his heart started to hammer in his chest like it did just before a fight. He closed his eyes and strove to steady himself.
“Sir? Are you okay?” the receptionist asked.
Ty opened his eyes again. He strove for a smile, but couldn’t get there. “Now is good,” Ty managed.
“Excellent,” the receptionist said. “Take a seat, and we’ll call you through in a minute.”
Ty turned away robotically. What had he done? he wondered.
Was it too late to back out?
He thought that at the least, he should let Tempest and Dinah know where he was. He didn’t want them to wonder where he had gone. But he didn’t even get the chance to sit down before a masculine voice caught his attention.
“Ty Wilcox,” the voice said.
Ty spun about. He felt like he was in shock. He was sure much of the blood had drained from his face. What the hell was he doing?
What he needed to do to survive, he told himself.
The speaker was a tall, dark-skinned man in a white lab coat that displayed OmniTec Industries’ logo emblazoned on the front. He was bald and had replaced his eyebrows with a series of metallic spikes. Other than that and a grafted communication device visible above his left ear, the man was devoid of body modifications.
He smiled pleasantly at Ty’s expression. “We are ready for you now, if you’d like to come through,” the man said.
Ty took a deep breath. He’d made his decision, and, for better or worse, now it was time to see it through. Ignoring his doubts and hesitations as best he could, he followed the tall man through to one of the rooms at the back.
“My name is Darien Cort. Please take a seat,” the tall man said, “and could you roll your sleeve up past your elbow?”
Ty did as he was asked, and Darien maneuvered the monitoring equipment closer. “Now, you’re here for the AZT-407 trial, correct?”
Ty didn’t trust himself to speak. His mouth was still dry and he was unaccountably anxious. He nodded.
“Good, good. You know, you’re very lucky. I do believe you’ve taken the last spot in the trial.”
Ty wondered if that meant there wasn’t any space for Brad. Or had his roommate gone through this process already?
“How many people are in the trial?” he managed.
Darien gave him a reassuring smile. “I’m sorry, but that information is classified. What I can tell you is that it isn’t a big number. Now, I’m just going to attach these sensors to different parts of your body. They’re just to monitor your heart rate, the oxygen levels in your blood, things like that. Is that okay?”
Ty didn’t see that he had much of a choice. He nodded, and the tall man got to work, placing sticky, plastic discs here and there. But he hesitated when he saw the projection discs Ty already wore.
“What are these?” he asked.
“New type of body modification,” Ty said, thinking quickly. “Are they in your way?”
The man shook his head. “I shouldn’t think so,” he said, and continued with what he was doing.
He was done in less than a minute. “Now, has the procedure been explained to you?”
Ty wondered if the brief explanation Melita had given him counted. “No,” he said.
“Okay. Well, we’re going to put one of these needles in your arm,” he said, holding the device up for Ty to see, “and connect it to a saline drip. The saline will help keep you hydrated, and hopefully that will lessen any unpleasant side effects. When you are ready, we’ll add the AZT-407 to the saline solution. And that’s it. You’re done.”
Ty nodded. It sounded simple. “How long will it take?”
Darien made a dismissive gesture. “Ten minutes, maybe fifteen.”
“And then what?” Ty asked.
“You probably won’t notice much of a change right away,” he said. “But over the next few hours, pay attention to how you feel. See if you notice anything different.” Darien smiled again. “Anything unusual. We would like you to return to us here in the next couple of days, and at that point we will ask a series of questions to determine the effectiveness of the drug. And there might be a physical test or two as well. Nothing too strenuous, and maybe a cognitive test or two as well.”
Ty nodded. He wondered why they hadn’t put him through those physical tests already, to give them something with which to compare. But there was a more important question he had to ask.
“And the money?” he said. “When do I get paid?”
Darien smiled again. Ty wondered if he sounded as desperate as he felt, but when the man spoke, there was no judgment in his tone at all.
“The first installment will be transferred into your account when you leave us today, with the final installment due when you come back for the questions and tests.”
Ty nodded. He couldn’t really ask for anything better than that.
“Are you ready? Make a fist with your left hand and hold still. This will sting a bit.”
Ty didn’t feel ready. He felt like he was making a huge mistake. But he had a history of stubbornly adhering to his decisions even if he regretted them.
That was one of the reasons he’d spent so long working at the Concubine Club.
So he did as Darien asked, looking away as the needle slid into his arm. Quickly and efficiently, the man secured the needle in place and hooked it up to the bag. That done, he turned back to Ty.
“Last chance to change your mind,” he said. “Are you ready?”
Ty hesitated for several seconds. “Do it,” he finally said.
Darien man accepted Ty at his word. From a surgical table, he plucked a large syringe filled with an orange liquid that seemed to sparkle.
“The magic ingredient,” he said, and injected it into the IV bag via a valve at the top.
Ty watched as the orange liquid mixed with the saline solution. When the syringe was empty, the man took it away and popped it back on the surgical tray.
“Now, we’ll just give that a little while to make sure you don’t have any adverse reaction,” he said.




35: An Adverse Reaction

At first, Ty felt nothing more than a slight warmth in the crook of his arm where the needle had pierced his skin. He lay back in the chair and tried to relax.
Then, all at once, it felt like his blood was starting to burn.
Ty gripped the armrests. “I’m—is it supposed—” he began, but that was as far as he got. In the space of a single heartbeat, the burning in his veins increased to agony and beyond. He felt as if he was on fire from the inside, and it was all he could do to clench his teeth shut and bite back a scream of pain.
At the same time, the monitoring devices started to squeal out a warning as Ty’s heartrate and respiration suddenly increased to dangerous levels. Ty began to panic, aware that this was just the beginning, and that more of the drug would drip into his veins with every moment. He feared that something serious had gone wrong, and that, judging by his responses so far, he might not live through it.
Sweat sprung out on his forehead and everywhere else. In moments, he was soaking wet with it, and still the pain in his veins increased.
To his credit, Darien Cort hesitated for only a moment. Then he reached for what could only have been an intercom and hit the button.
“Emergency in med bay two!” he said loudly and clearly. “All available assistants required to attend immediately!”
That done, the man turned his attention back to Ty.
Ty wanted to rip the IV line out of his arm, but his muscles had started to spasm. He felt himself kick and jerk back and forth, his hands still gripping the armrests without his conscious control. By then, the surging in his veins had spread through his entire body, and he felt hot enough to burst into flame. His brain felt as if it was fizzing, and everywhere he looked gained new dimensions of color.
It was like he was looking through an orange filter. Everything, Darien, the walls, and even the receptionist through the glass window had taken on the unnatural hue.
Ty didn’t know what was happening, but it didn’t feel good. He felt a pressure like a steel band around his chest and found he was struggling to breathe. For reasons Ty couldn’t understand, the tall man had decided to grab hold of his arm and was speaking to him very intensely.
“You’re going to be all right,” he said. “This is just a reaction to the drug. It’ll pass soon. You’ll be fine. Just relax and everything will be okay.” Like that, repeated again and again like a mantra used to hold back his own fear.
To Ty, that fear was obvious in the man’s eyes. Even though Ty could barely think, he could see it clearly.
He could also hear something else over Darien’s words: an animalistic growl that was almost a yell.
With a sense of astonishment, the part of Ty’s brain still capable of rational thought understood that the sound was coming from him. He was making it in response to his adverse reaction to AZT-407.
And beyond even that, the monitoring devices were all squealing in unison. Ty’s heart was pounding as hard and fast as it ever had, and he still couldn’t breathe. It must have been less than a minute since the drug had entered his system, and Ty knew he couldn’t last much longer. His vision was starting to go dim when the door burst open and three other people charged in, including Melita, who had a strangely worried look on her face.
“Hold him down! Help me hold him down!” Darien said. “He’s stronger than he looks! We have to keep him from hurting himself!”
The animalistic part of Ty’s mind didn’t like the idea of being held down, and he struggled even harder.
“Stop the trial!” someone shouted. “Don’t let any more of the drug into him!”
It seemed a sensible suggestion to Ty, but he was in for another surprise. “No!” Darien said. “This is the one the Master wants! We have to see it through!”
Ty’s mind, fizzing and bubbling to the tune of the drug, didn’t know what to do with that information. Had he heard the man right? What did the Master have to do with any of this?
“Well at least tranquilize him then!” somebody shouted.
“That’s what I’ve been trying to do!”
There was a flurry of activity, and someone stuck another syringe into the saline solution.
Then, between one heartbeat and the next, Ty’s reaction to the drug increased exponentially. This time, he did let out a scream, and the tranquilizer began to kick in.
Ty’s consciousness fled from the agony within him. He sank into blissful unconsciousness and knew nothing more.
<<<>>>
Ty didn’t know how long he stayed unconscious. A small part of him thought that it couldn’t be long, and that even through the worst of it, he’d always been partially aware of the burning in his veins.
He could remember snippets from when he’d almost woken as well. Or maybe he’d just been dreaming. At one point found himself surrounded by a number of men, all in white lab coats with the OmniTec Industries’ logo emblazoned on the front.
“I think he’s waking up,” one of them said. “Hit him again,” said someone else.
Before his consciousness faded again, Ty realized that the men were binding him to the chair.
Later, when Ty next worked his way back to consciousness, he was all alone in the room. He noted groggily that the needle was no longer in his arm, and that the bag of saline solution, which still hung next to him, was empty.
Then he looked through the glass to the reception area, but his mind must have been playing tricks. He thought he saw Bain standing there, looking at him, with someone else at his side. Sarah, maybe? Brad’s girlfriend?
It couldn’t be. He must be dreaming, he thought, and allowed himself to sink back into oblivion.
When he made his way back to consciousness for a third time, he was alone, still bound in the chair, but no longer in danger of sinking back into darkness.
Ty’s eyes were itchy. His head felt as if someone had been pounding on it with a brick. His tongue felt thick in his mouth. Everything ached.
All of his muscles and even his bones felt as if they had been wildly abused. His brain felt like a spongy, groggy mess. It was like the worst hangover he’d ever experienced, and he couldn’t help but think back to the brochure. None of the described side effects came anywhere close to this.
But he was still alive. More than that, the fire in his veins had faded to no more than a gentle burn that was almost pleasant, in comparison at least.
And the monitoring equipment seemed to be much calmer now. No more high-pitched warning noises, and from what Ty could see through his itchy, hard-to-focus eyes, both his heartbeat and respiration rates were back to normal.
“Hello?” he said. Or at least, he tried to say it. The only sound escaping his throat was a dry-sounding croak.
He frowned to himself. Everything that had happened was a blur of confusion. He couldn’t remember it clearly. Couldn’t remember anything, really, that happened after Darien had hooked him up to the drug.
All he knew was that for some reason, he no longer felt comfortable there in the clinic. He wanted to get out, but didn’t really know why.
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Ty would have given a lot for a simple drink of water. Only … perhaps not. If he drank anything just at that moment, there was a good chance it would bounce straight back up. Maybe it was a good thing there wasn’t any to be had.
He focused through to the reception area and saw Melita there at her desk.
“Hello!” he said again, this time his voice sounding stronger. “Can you hear me?”
The receptionist heard him. She looked at him through the glass, smiled, and made her way into the room.
“You’re awake,” she said.
Ty nodded. “Looks like it,” he managed. His head still felt like it was packed full of marshmallows, but it was becoming clearer.
“You gave us quite a scare,” Melita said.
“What happened?” Ty asked.
“You had an adverse reaction to the drug. But it’s okay, you got through it all. You should be fine now.”
That was good news, Ty thought. He tried to move, but found the restraints still held him in place. “Why—” he started.
“Oh, they were to prevent you from hurting yourself. We can take them off now, if you like,” she said.
“Yes. Please,” Ty said.
As his brain started to function more clearly, he found himself becoming increasingly angry with everything that had happened. Angry not just with OmniTec Industries, but also with himself for having taken such a risk. He should have at least returned to the mansion to discuss it with the girls. Maybe he still would have gone through with it, but with Tempest or Dinah at his side, he would have felt more comfortable.
The receptionist busied herself removing Ty’s restraints, and then he was free.
“What about these?” Ty said, gesturing to the various sensors Darien had applied to him.
The receptionist looked uncertain. “I’m not supposed to touch those,” she said. “Hold on, I’ll call Darien.” Melita went over to the intercom and pressed the button. “Patient in med bay two is awake, request assistance to detach his sensors,” she said.
Then she smiled at him. “Shouldn’t be long,” she said. “Sorry, I’m not really supposed to leave the front desk. I have to get back there.”
Ty nodded. “Thank you,” he said. He was still feeling lightheaded, but with each passing minute, he was feeling better and better. But he didn’t feel much like waiting, so he was already peeling off the first of the sensors when the tall man to return.
Darien favored Ty with the same relaxed smile he’d used at the start, and an approving nod at what he was doing. “Good to see you looking so well,” the man said.
“Does this happen often?” Ty said, his tone surly. For some reason, he no longer trusted the man.
“No, not often at all,” he said. “But every once in a while, yes.”
“Then why isn’t that sort of reaction listed in the advertising material as a side effect?”
“It’s very rare,” the man began, but changed his mind when he saw Ty’s angry expression. “But maybe you’re right. Maybe we should add it.” He shrugged slightly. “Either way, the agreement you signed covers us legally. You agreed to be part of the trial under your own free will, and OmniTec Industries cannot be held responsible for any adverse reactions. You understand that, right?”
He spoke conversationally, as if it was a matter of minor importance, but from Ty’s point of view, it was just another example of the control the megacorporations had on the people of New Lincoln. Only the truly wealthy could afford to fight for a fair deal.
“I understand,” he said, and thought he really, truly did. He wouldn’t have been surprised to find the omission in the brochure had been deliberate. “Now, can I get out of here? Or what?”
“Yes, yes. Of course you can. Let me help you with the sensors.” He reached over and started to peel them from Ty’s skin. Then he paused. “And while I’m not accepting any legal liability for anything that happened, from a personal perspective, I just want you to know that I’m sorry you had the reaction you did. It can’t have been fun going through it.”
Ty accepted the man’s sympathies without comment. He didn’t really know how to respond. All he knew was that he wanted to leave.
“Thank you,” he said, although whether he was referring to the man’s help with the sensors or his words, even he didn’t know. “Now, can you transfer my money?” Ty asked.
<<<>>>
With everything Ty had learned living in the city of New Lincoln, he half expected sort of ‘issue’ with his money. It was the way things seemed to work whenever a megacorporation was involved. And while he hadn’t heard anything specific about OmniTec Industries, in his mind, they were all much the same.
But Melita helped him with the first installment without any problems. While she transferred it through, she also reminded Ty that he had to turn up again to go through some tests in the next day or two.
“It won’t be like that again, will it?” Ty asked, still a bit fuzzy headed and grumpy.
The receptionist shook her head. “I don’t see why it should. As far as I know, it’s just a questionnaire and a couple of tests.”
Because his brain wasn’t yet working properly, Ty didn’t even think to ask what she meant by, “as far as I know.” She was the receptionist for Clinic 104. Surely others had gone through the same drug trial as he had. Surely Melita would know with certainty what happened next, without having to make any assumptions.
As it was, Ty let the comment pass with no response. “Do I need to make an appointment?” he asked.
“It would probably be best,” Melita said. “When would suit you?”
Ty’s life used to be fairly predictable. He’d spent most of his time at work, and the rest at his apartment, maybe playing a game with Brad or just watching a show. But now, it was much more uncertain. He couldn’t easily predict where he would be even a few hours ahead anymore, let alone an entire day or two.
And with his brain still lost in the mud, it was all he could do to just stare at Melita in confusion
She took pity on him. “How about we just pencil you in for the day after tomorrow, about this time again?” she said.
Ty nodded. “Fine,” he said.
The receptionist looked him up and down with the overly large eyes. “Will you be okay?” she asked. “Is there someone I can call to collect you?”
It was a moment of unexpected kindness, and Ty appreciated it. But he didn’t really want Tempest or Dinah to know what he’d done, at least not yet. Nor did he have anyone else he could easily call.
“No, thank you,” he said. “I’ll be all right.” And with that, he turned and made his way out of the clinic.
He reached Dinah’s bike easily enough, but when he turned off the antitheft device and sat on the Ducati’s seat, he felt the world swirl around his head for a moment.
“Steady,” Ty told himself. “Come on Ty, get it together.”
A few seconds later, he felt good enough to put his helmet on. He activated his personal shield just in case, and started the engine.
He rode tentatively at first, but with each passing moment, he felt more sure of himself. He sat straight and breathed deeply of the New Lincoln air. And by the time he reached Tempest’s and Dinah’s building, he was almost feeling back to his normal self once again.
His headache had mostly cleared. While his eyes still felt like they were made from sandpaper, the grit size had decreased from boulders to smaller than sand. And the aches in his muscles and bones had faded to no more than a tingling at his extremities.
He parked Dinah’s bike in the parking garage a little ruefully, aware that he’d borrowed it several days earlier and that Dinah had been without it all that time. Then he made his way up the stairs.




37: Buzz

Something peculiar started to happen as he stepped into the mansion. He was beginning to feel really good. Strong and alive, like he’d seldom felt before, even with the device on his wrist. And his brain seemed to be fizzing. Not like before, when the drug had lit it on fire, but like he had overdosed on caffeine.
He felt so clear and awake it was like he would never need sleep again, and he wondered if maybe the drug was starting to work.
He wanted to head straight to the workshop to see if it had made any difference to his skill, but had to pause first at the kitchen. Dinah was there, as was her habit, but, surprisingly, so was Lilith.
“Ty!” the deerkin exclaimed. “We missed you this morning! Where did you go?”
“I went out to get your bike,” he replied.
“You did? Excellent! Maybe we could go for a ride later on,” she said. As she spoke, she glanced at Lilith, and Ty was mostly certain her “we” had meant her and the demon woman.
Ty just grinned. It seemed that Dinah was wasting no time at all getting to know the beautiful woman. Now that she had Tempest’s approval, things were all go.
As for Lilith herself, she seemed happy enough. Perhaps the conversation with Ty had helped. In any event, she smiled shyly at Ty as if she knew where things might be heading and was happy to let them.
“I’m teaching her to make waffles,” Dinah said, and Ty had to stifle a laugh. It seemed to be one of the deerkin’s go-to moves. “We can bring you some when we’re done if you’d like.”
Ty understood. It was a subtle dismissal, but a dismissal nonetheless. It was clear that Dinah wanted to spend more time with Lilith. He nodded and said, “Works for me. I’ll be in the workshop. I’ve got a few ideas I want to track down.”
Before he turned to go, he asked, “Where’s Tempest?”
“She went out on patrol,” Dinah replied. “I think she wanted to find a simpler problem to solve rather than thinking about Rubio or the Master.” The deerkin gave him a lascivious grin. “Looks like you’ll have to look after yourself for a little while.
Ty laughed. He thought about what had happened in Clinic 104. He knew he should tell Dinah about it, and Tempest as well, but for the moment at least, he decided against it. His brain was fizzing, and he wanted to find out if that meant anything or if it was just some harmless buzz brought on by the AZT-407.
“You know where I’ll be,” he said, and made his way down to the workshop.
<<<>>>
It seemed to Ty that with each passing moment, his brain became noticeably clearer. Even before he reached the workshop, he felt as if ideas were starting to holler for his attention. Not just ideas relating to his immediate problems, but random ones as well.
He thought he knew a way to increase the power output of his police baton tenfold with just a small tweak.
A large-scale idea for how to clean the New Lincoln air quickly and efficiently sprang fully-formed from nowhere.
And, even though body modifications weren’t really his thing, he figured it wouldn’t take much to create a nanite that could change a person’s eye color at will.
But before he could even note these ideas down for later, new ones appeared, shunting the old out of place.
Ty hadn’t been much for recreational drug use in his earlier life. Zzapp, for example, wasn’t something he’d ever been in a position to try. With what he made at the Concubine Club, even a casual beer had been a luxury, so to even think of trying something a little more extreme would have been financially crippling.
He’d never been truly high before, but thought that must have been what he was feeling just then. The clarity with which he could think, the associated release of endorphins—he was enjoying himself more than at any other time in his life.
Ty let out a quiet laugh as he surveyed the workshop. It was ironic that the hangover from this high had been the first thing he’d felt. Perhaps there would be another once AZT-407 left his system. But for that moment, at that time, Ty was over the moon.
“Meow,” said someone, out of the blue. Ty looked down and saw Gremlin on the floor, winding herself around his legs as if she hadn’t betrayed him entirely for Dinah.
“What are you doing here, you rotten traitor?” Ty asked her. Then he understood. “I get it,” he said. “You have a competitor for Dinah’s affections, don’t you? And you’re not sure yet if you can trust her.”
The cat had never been the friendliest of companions, but Ty liked her all the same.
“Well, you’re welcome to hang with me,” Ty told her. “But I warn you, I have a feeling I’m going to be busy over the next little while.”
Surprisingly, the cat accepted Ty’s words with aplomb and sat next to his feet. But when he reached down to pat her head, she adroitly stepped just out of his reach before settling down once again.
Ty laughed. “You horrible creature,” he said with affection.
Then he put the animal out of his head, and before he did anything else, he brought up his character sheet.
What he saw was nothing short of astonishing. It was like when he first put on the device. Across the board, his stats had gained a +2 buff. According to the holographic readout, he was smarter, stronger, and more durable than he had been before the drug had entered his veins. It was like the AZT-407 was a universal buff in a syringe, and he couldn’t help but wonder how long the effect might last.
Could it be permanent? Or was it temporary, good for a single round of gameplay but no more?
Either way, the important thing was that he had also levelled up in his skill. Where before he’d been a 3, his character sheet now showed a solid 5. But even that was secondary. Something else had appeared on his character sheet, something that hadn’t been there before.
There, in front of him, a new line had appeared:
Secondary Unique Skill:
?
The question mark suggested it was as yet undefined, but the implications of its presence alone were staggering.
It looked as if the drug had performed as advertised, conjuring a skill from nothing. And if it could do that for him, it could do it for others as well.
New Lincoln was indeed on the brink of an evolution. Tempest and Dinah, and Lilith as well, might have thought that evolution was all about the Architect’s device. But if this drug got out, if people started to use it, all things were possible.
No longer would simple body modifications be enough. People would pay for this drug. It would change what it meant to be human.
Ty knew he could no longer keep this to himself. He made a mental note to tell the girls what he’d found. He didn’t know what they might want to do about it, but one thing was certain. They needed to know.
But that was for later. Just then, Ty had an unknown length of time left on this inaugural dose. He had to make use of it. He had to do what he could to reset the playing field between him and the girls on one side, and Steam, Massive, Bain, Rubio, and the Master on the other.




38: Ty Supercharged

Ty knew just what he wanted to start with. For the first time, after a sequence of comparative failures in the workshop, he could see a clear route to succeeding with one of his goals: accelerated healing.
While it wasn’t exactly an offensive measure, it was a potential lifesaver nevertheless.
Always before, he’d become hung up on the need to understand all the complex workings of the human body. But now he realized he didn’t need to understand everything after all. All he needed was a clear picture of what a body should be like, and he could program the nanites to replicate it.
He just needed a pattern, a detailed breakdown of human tissue as it should be.
Fortunately, he had just such a pattern available.
Although he knew that Dinah was busy in the kitchen with Lilith, he didn’t hesitate. He gave her a call via his device.
“Ty,” the deerkin said, her holographic image smiling. “What’s up?”
“I’m working on something,” he said. “Can you access the anatomical files the med bot uses?”
The deerkin didn’t even blink. “Sure. It’s all cloud based. Give me a moment.” As was her habit, she hung up.
Seconds later, Ty’s device sounded an alert. Dinah had sent a message linked to everything he needed.
He sent a quick thank you to the deerkin (along with a reminder that she’d promised to send down some waffles), and got to work.
Over the next little while, Ty was a dynamo of furious, efficient activity. Using the Stark Imager to help him see what he was doing, he integrated a single nanite with the full knowledge of Gregory’s anatomical database. But integration wasn’t enough. He also needed to give the nanite the ability to act.
A couple of times before, Ty had found himself in a trance as he exercised his skill. It was like all he needed to do was stand back and let his talent guide his hands. This time was much the same, except that he could sense the success before it came.
In his mind, it was a form of magic. He was imbuing the nanite with life and purpose. He was doing it by means of new code that came to him as if by divine inspiration, but it may as well have been a spell.
Ty’s focus narrowed. He forgot about Gremlin even though the cat had curled up in the middle of his workbench. He forgot what day it was and everything else except for the task at hand. His focus narrowed so that all he could see was the code and the holographic representation of the nanite, and whichever part of Gregory’s anatomical references he had replicated at the time. The rest of the workshop meant nothing to him, and even when Dinah appeared with a plateful of waffles, he didn’t notice at all.
Only the work in front of him mattered. This shining, perfect creation that was forming before him. He was so focused that he nearly forgot to breathe, and only remembered when he started to get dizzy.
Finally, after an unknown length of time had passed, he was done.
He could have let out a whoop of sheer joy. Instead, he just stood back and stared at the holographic representation of what he had accomplished with a smile and a quiet sense of pride.
He’d done it. He knew he had—the simulations he’d run told him so.
The nanites would replicate itself within their host body. Millions and millions of them would come into existence, waiting and ready to spring into action. And when an injury happened, not only would the body’s natural defenses kick in, but the nanites would as well.
They would help heal bruises within twenty minutes. A cut within half an hour or so, depending how deep, and how many types of tissues were damaged. A broken bone might take an hour or two. But no more than that.
Ty had achieved something he’d started to think might have been impossible. And he’d done it in a matter of hours.
There was only one more thing he had to do. Test it in a real-world situation.
But first, he had to build up his supply of nanites. He transferred the specs to the fabricator and gave it a command. “Fabricate,” he said.
He looked at Gremlin, who was still sleeping in the middle of the workbench. “That wasn’t so hard, now was it?”
Then he noticed the plateful of waffles on the workbench for the first time.
“How did they get there?” he muttered. He hadn’t seen or heard anyone enter in the entire time he’d been working. Perhaps Lilith had teleported in and away very quickly, he thought. But then he shook his head. Why would she do that?
He decided it didn’t matter. The waffles were there, they promised to be delicious, and he was hungry. So, without any pretense of decorum at all, he stuffed them in as fast as he could, barely chewing before he swallowed.
It was almost a travesty to treat Dinah’s delicious offerings like that, but Ty was on a mission. Even then, his mind was still fizzing. He wanted to keep working as long as he could.
By the time Ty had finished eating, the fabricator had finished fabricating the nanites. More than a million of them, they looked like nothing more than a small puddle of mercury in the Petrie dish Ty had positioned to catch them.
There was no better time than just then. Ty could have swallowed the nanites, or injected them directly into his bloodstream. But he didn’t need to do either. They were small enough individually to enter his system through the pores of his skin. All he needed to do was touch them.
He did so. At once, the liquid metal started behaving in a way no true mercury ever would. It latched onto the tip of his finger and flowed upward. In just a few seconds, there was nothing left in the Petrie dish at all, and his finger looked as if it was enclosed in the tip of a metallic glove.
Ty watched, fascinated despite himself, knowing with great clarity what the nanites were doing. Even now, he imagined he could feel them working their way through his skin to the tissue beneath.
In less than a minute, they were gone.
For the second time in a matter of hours, Ty had willingly allowed an active foreign substance into his body. The first time, it had been AZT-407. The whole experience had been painful, and his body hadn’t enjoyed it at all. This time, it was a big non-event.
The only sensation was that of having dipped his finger into a cold liquid. Nothing more. He couldn’t feel the nanites at all once they had entered his skin.
Now all Ty needed to do was wait. He’d thought to test the nanites by cutting his thumb or causing some other form of minor injury. But he didn’t have to do even that. The burns on his leg and shoulder, while healing, still had a long way to go. Or at least, they would have, if it weren’t for the nanites.
Ty imagined them coursing through his bloodstream and limbic system, replicating themselves as they went to ensure there were enough of them for the job. He imagined them finding the injuries and, like bees in a hive, signaling to their fellow nanites to tell them what they had found.
Whether they really could do what Ty wanted, only time would tell.
In half an hour or so, he would have the answers he needed. In the meantime, there was still so much he wanted to do.




39: A Gamer’s Voice

Ty really wanted to give himself the ability to fly. It was something he’d worked on intermittently ever since his first flight with Tempest, when the blonde superhero had carried him across the city.
It was, in Ty’s view, the only way to travel. And while he thoroughly enjoyed it when Tempest picked him up as if he weighed nothing and launched herself into the sky, there was something appealing about being able to fly by himself.
Yet it was far from his top priority. He’d made himself strong and durable, like Tempest. But Steam could cut through his defenses with ease, and his best offence couldn’t hurt either him or his colleague, Massive. And what if there were others out there with even greater potential? What would he do then?
Ty knew he could make his shield more powerful, but in his mind, that wasn’t enough. He needed to come up with another offensive option altogether, something that could be used no matter what they were facing.
As soon as he had the thought, Lilith’s ability came to mind. Unified Field Control, her character sheet had said. That was the sort of power Ty thought he might need. Even at a low level, the demon woman could literally tear down buildings, and teleport across vast distances.
Surely, she could also tear down Steam and Massive? Surely a moment of effort would be enough to nullify them as a problem for good?
As tempting as it was, Ty wasn’t entirely sure how Lilith’s power worked. He hadn’t seen the full schematics like he had with Tempest. The mechanism behind Lilith’s power remained hidden.
There was also another issue. Ripping Steam or Massive apart would doubtless be fatal, and that wasn’t what Ty was looking for. He wanted to be a match for any superpowered villain he might come across, but that didn’t mean he was okay with wholesale murder.
Ty’s head was still buzzing, but it wasn’t his skill that was lacking just then. It was his ability to see outside the box. His creativity, his capacity to do more than just build on what was currently available.
He needed something new.
But this time, he wasn’t ready to give up. He might not be the best at thinking outside the box, but he knew someone who was.
Without hesitation, Ty called his friend Brad.
“Hey,” the gamer said, answering his phone on the third ring. Once again, the gamer’s face was displayed on the small screen rather than as a hologram. Maybe that would be another project, Ty thought. Integrating his phone with the device was just a start. It would be nice if he could make use of the best of all functionalities, whether he was placing a traditional call or using the device.
“Hey, look—” Ty began. But Brad interrupted him.
“Did you go to that place?” he asked.
It wasn’t what Ty wanted to talk about, but he owed Brad. “Yeah.”
“And? Did you get in?”
Ty nodded. “Yeah. They said I was the last they would accept.”
“Lucky bastard! Did they pay?”
“Yeah. Hey, look, I wanted to ask –”
“They didn’t accept me,” Brad said. “Pretty bummed about it, actually. Although I haven’t given up hope. There might be a back door. Or at least, that’s what Sarah said.”
Ty had known there was a chance Brad wouldn’t get in, but right at that moment, it was the last thing on his mind. “Oh,” he said. “Bummer, man.”
But Brad shook off Ty’s commiseration. “So? Does it work as advertised?”
Ty nodded. “Stat increase across the board,” he said. “Just like the device. And there’s something new as well. A new skill.”
“Man,” Brad said, and Ty could sense his jealousy even through the line. “Some guys just get all the luck.”
Ty didn’t know what to say about that. He knew Brad was right. Over the past few weeks, Ty had received more than his fair share of good luck. But in his mind, it evened out. Ty’s life up until then hadn’t been a bucket of roses.
“Yeah,” Ty said. “Hey, listen, I’ve got a problem and I thought you could help. Got a moment?”
Brad said he did, and Ty explained his problem.
“So, you’ve got a bunch of these bosses appearing everywhere,” the gamer said, translating everything into his own worldview. “And you’ve been leveling up, gaining new armor and weapons to suit your level. You are like a level 15 hero, and you’ve been upgrading your weapons and armor to match. And that’s been fine against the minions and level 10 or 15 bosses, but these guys are something else. Call them level 30 or 40 villains. You could level up even more, but that would take time, and you’re not sure even then it would do the trick. Am I right so far?”
“Yeah,” Ty replied. “That sounds about right.”
“So, what about artifacts? Can you get yourself like a legendary sword or something?”
That was a way of thinking about it Ty hadn’t considered. “What do you mean?” he asked. “Like a police cannon or something?”
“Well, I guess so.” Ty thought about it. Effectively, this was what he’d done to combat Lilith when she appeared in his bedroom. Although he was hard-pressed to think of his police baton as a legendary item.
But a police cannon was so bulky they were usually mounted on a car. Could he and Tempest easily carry one into a fight?
“Or,” Brad said, “maybe something else. There’s this game I’m playing where you can drop mines, targeted to your enemy. Of course, if you stand on one, it’ll kill you as well, but maybe something like that?”
Ty’s fizzing brain latched onto the idea as if it could save him. As indeed it might. “Not mines. But maybe an EMP grenade,” he said.
“A what now?” Brad said.
Ty saw it all clearly. He knew what he had to do. “An EMP grenade. These two guys, Massive and Steam, they get their power through the device on their wrist. I thought before about somehow cutting their arms off, but I don’t know if I even could. Steam is able to go insubstantial, and Massive—he might be too dense for anything to cut. But that doesn’t mean I can’t target their devices anyway.”
“Oh. Well. Glad I could help,” Brad said with a grin.
Ty was more and more certain that this was the way to go. He nodded. “Yeah, this will work. Thanks, Brad. Got to go.”
And with that, he ended the call.
<<<>>>
Ty’s brain continued to operate at a high level. Sometime during the EMP grenade design phase, Gremlin got bored of sleeping on the workbench. She yawned hugely, showing healthy white teeth that any carnivore would have been proud of. Then she stood and started to meow at Ty with an indignant tone.
“What do you want?” Ty asked her. “You want some food? I don’t have any here, sorry. But maybe Dinah has some in the kitchen.”
That was assuming Dinah was still there. For all Ty knew, she could be anywhere. As could Lilith. He wondered briefly what the two women were up to, and idly reached out to scratch Gremlin’s head.
The cat ducked under his questing hand and nimbly stepped to one side. But this time, instead of simply moving half a foot out of his reach, she leapt delicately to the floor of the workshop and sauntered away.
“Fine,” Ty said. “Leave me, then.”
Yet he wasn’t really that bothered. He still had work to do.
On the high Ty was enjoying, building an EMP grenade was simple. The complex part was in controlling the blast area. How big did it need to be?
Big enough that he didn’t have to be 100% accurate with his throw, yet small enough that it wouldn’t take out anyone he didn’t wish to target.
It would be all well and good to disable Steam and Massive, but if it knocked out his own device or Tempest’s, it would leave them worse than defenseless.
If the devices stopped working, it would be exactly the same as if they had been removed from their arms. And the villains they faced didn’t act alone. Massive and Steam had been supported by Rubio’s men, and Bain had an unknown number of the Master’s mercenaries to call upon.
Even if Ty and Tempest managed to take out any superpowered villain they faced, they would still have to deal with whoever was left.
They couldn’t do that if they were suffering from withdrawal.




40: A Plea For Help

The workings of an EMP device were surprisingly simple. It required only to release a massive electrical charge all at once. Ty’s design centered around a fist-sized capacitor paired with one of his power converters to ensure it stayed charged. He added a simple timer like that found on a normal grenade, and wrapped the whole in a simple steel can.
Once the Stark Imager showed the design was finished to his satisfaction, he simulated setting the grenade off.
“Twelve-and-a-half feet,” he muttered to himself as he measured the simulated blast radius. According to the data on the display, anything electronic within that radius would fail to work. But if he and Tempest were standing beyond that, they should be fine.
Once again, Ty stood back from the desk to admire his work. From his perspective, this had been his most productive day ever. The EMP grenade should really help even the playing field, and as for the healing nanites … he reached over his shoulder and touched the spot where he’d been burnt to check what was happening there.
A couple of hours ago, it had been itchy, just beginning the process of healing. But now, when he touched the bandage, it felt really good. Just like normal, undamaged skin.
Ty grinned. He reached beneath his shirt and pulled the bandage away, then tentatively touched the place again.
The wound was behind him, on his back, and it would require two mirrors for him to see. But it felt perfectly fine. Back to normal.
It was a success beyond Ty’s wildest dreams. He knew now, if he wasn’t injured too badly, he would be able to heal from almost any attacks.
Perhaps he wouldn’t be able to regrow a leg or even fight off a cold, because that wasn’t what his nanites were for. But bruises, burns, broken bones, and other injuries should now be no more than a temporary nuisance.
Even better, his healing nanites weren’t reliant on the device on his arm. They would continue to work even if, for some reason, he no longer wore it. They would even take care of things like arthritis or chronic injuries that might developed over time.
All in all, it was a major accomplishment, and he couldn’t wait to strip the bandage away from his calf as well.
Before he did so, Dinah and Lilith appeared at the workshop entrance.
Lilith’s cheeks were bright red, her lipstick smudged, and her clothes weren’t as neat as before. As for Dinah, the deerkin was almost smoldering with latent desire, and the two of them exuded an earthy, musky scent.
Ty felt the corners of his mouth quirk into a grin. He didn’t know how far exactly the two women had gone, but it seemed that a boundary had been a crossed. Which boundary, he would have to ask, but neither seemed displeased that it had happened.
Yet, as quickly as it began, Ty’s smile faded. Despite the overt clues of sexual indulgence on display, the overriding impression he got from them was one of worry.
“What’s wrong?” he demanded.
Lilith took a moment to stare at the holographic display of the work Ty had been doing, but Dinah answered straight away. “Tempest received a message from Rubio,” she said.
Immediately, Ty went on alert. The crime lord had proved to be nothing but trouble, and if he had spoken to Tempest, it couldn’t be good.
“What did he say?”
“According to Tempest, he wanted to call in a marker. He said she owed him a favor.”
“That’s rubbish!” Ty exclaimed. “Rubio never fulfilled his part of the deal. Tempest owes him nothing.”
Dinah nodded. “That’s how I see it as well,” she said. “But Tempest has her own mind. She’ll do whatever she thinks is right.”
Ty knew Dinah’s words were true, but it didn’t change his opinion. “What was the favor he wanted from her?” he said.
“Remember when we told him the Master wanted the devices he stole? Well, I used the Master’s own encoding technique to spread a message online, letting him know it was Rubio who took them.” The deerkin shrugged. “It seems to have worked. Rubio’s men are under attack from the Master.”
Ty was incredulous. “And he wants Tempest to help him?” It was incredulous. The gall of the man was unbelievable. “What was her response?”
He asked the question even though he was pretty sure he already knew the answer. If Tempest had chosen to ignore Rubio’s message, Dinah and Lilith wouldn’t be so worried.
“She’s on her way there now,” said Dinah.
Feeling suddenly angry, Ty gritted his teeth and let out a growl of frustration. The target of that frustration wasn’t Tempest. She was a true superhero, and he couldn’t argue with her instinct to help. But the Master’s timing was irritating!
It was too soon! Ty’s mind was still buzzing with the effects of the drug, and there was so much more he still had to do. If he could have just one more day to himself, he knew he could finish so many projects. But it seemed he wasn’t going to get that time.
“Ty?” Dinah asked.
Ty had turned his back on the woman while he dealt with his anger. At the deerkin’s word, he did his best to rein himself in and turned back to face them.
“I have to go,” he said. “Rubio is slippery. And that talent of his – you know this has to be a trap of some sort.”
“Yes,” Dinah agreed, and even Lilith nodded.
Ty looked hard at the deerkin. “Where is she? How do I get there?”
Surprisingly, it was Lilith who answered. “You don’t need to know. I can take you straight there,” she said.
When Ty had first met Lilith, he had been struck both by the innocence of her features and the determination that gave her strength. That determination had been less pronounced since she’d escaped from the Master’s control. But now it was back in full measure.
“Are you sure?” Ty asked.
Lilith nodded again. “I want to help. And if Rubio is fighting the Master and Bain, I want to be there. I want to be part of it.” She shot a quick glance at Dinah that suggested kinship, and broadened her answer. “I want to be part of all of it,” she said. “Part of who you are. What you’re trying to do. It’s a good thing, what you have here, and I haven’t been part of many good things in the past.”
It made perfect sense to Ty. Lilith was lawful good, yet had been compelled to act in ways contrary to that core nature for much of her life. He turned to Dinah.
“How long have we got?” he asked.
“None at all,” she replied.
Ty cursed under his breath. “Fabricate,” he ordered. “Quantity: three.”
The fabricator whirred into life and started to bring three EMP grenades into being.




41: Unexpected Interlude

As the fabricator did its work, Lilith and Dinah gave Ty a few additional details. With Lilith sensing a congregation of devices and Dinah plotting out where they were, they’d worked out that Rubio was under attack in an old industrial plant that formed part of the crime lord’s empire.
The deerkin contacted Tempest and told her that Ty and Lilith were both on their way, and the blonde superhero said she would wait for them to arrive before she did anything.
That was the good news. But there was bad news as well.
“Do we know how many device wearers there are?” Ty asked.
Lilith shook her head. “Lots. I don’t know how many. They’re too close together for me to tell. Half a dozen? I don’t know.”
Half a dozen was too many for comfort. Ty turned to Dinah. “Cameras?” he asked.
But the deerkin shook her head. “It’s an old plant, and Rubio isn’t keen on cameras at the best of times. To me, it’s a dead zone. I can’t get anything from it.”
Ty wondered if he should fabricate camera-wielding drones of some sort for exactly this type of situation. Maybe he would add it to his ongoing list of tasks, he thought.
The fabricator finished its work and became quiet. Ty picked up the resulting grenades and tested them for weight, then stowed them in his pockets.
He turned to Lilith. “Are you ready for this?”
Grimly determined, the demon woman nodded.
“Then let’s do it.”
<<<>>
Ty didn’t think he would ever get used to the soul-chilling cold of that indescribable space through which Lilith teleported. He knew without asking that Lilith could have existed there without any issues. As well as gifting her a range of other abilities, her skill seemed to make her proof against the inimicality of this fearful, in-between place.
But if she were to leave Ty there, in less than a minute, he would be no more than a popsicle with a frozen device on his wrist.
So when they popped back into reality having spent only moments away, Ty’s first response was to let out a sigh of immense relief.
Then he realized they were nowhere near Rubio’s industrial plant. Instead, they had appeared next to a large, concrete fountain in the middle of a well-tended rose garden.
He took a moment to steady himself. Unusually for her, Lilith didn’t let him go right away. She held him as Tempest usually did, for long enough for him to regain his footing.
Ty looked all about, completely confused. “Where are we?” he asked. “Why have you brought us here?”
“This is one of my favorite places,” Lilith said. “It’s the New Lincoln Rose Botanica, and it’s quite close to where I used to live.” She gave a quiet smile. “It’s just a place I used to come to.”
They weren’t the only people in the gardens. The fountain sat on a raised platform, and from where he stood, Ty could see perhaps half a dozen others wandering aimlessly by themselves or as couples walking hand-in-hand.
“But why are we here?” Ty asked. He wasn’t angry, not really, but his worry for Tempest had increased. He didn’t like it when she faced danger alone.
“I’m sorry,” Lilith said. “We’ll be on our way soon. I just wanted the chance to say thank you.”
“Thank you?” Ty asked.
The demon woman nodded. “You answered my questions. It gave me the confidence I needed so when Dinah approached me again….” Lilith trailed off and looked shyly away.
Ty understood. He smiled at her. “You’re welcome,” he said. “Now, do you think we can go to where we are supposed to be?”
“Of course,” Lilith replied. “But first…” It seemed she had a habit of not finishing her sentences. This time, she stepped in closer, her arms wrapped around him. Ty thought she would blink away, but instead, she leaned forward and kissed him on the lips.
It was a soft, sweet kiss that spoke of more than just friendship. To Ty, it was an act of unexpected confidence from the demon woman, and it felt like a promise of things to come.
Lilith lingered longer than Ty expected, then broke away with an expression of pleasure on her face. “I think I’m going to enjoy this,” she said. A pre-device Ty might have thought her words ambiguous. He’d never been that lucky in life. But now, he was sure of Lilith’s intent. Her words reinforced the promise of her kiss.
“I sure hope so,” he said, grinning in turn. “But for now, we have things to do.”
The demon woman nodded, and plunged them back into that moment of cold.
When next they reappeared, Lilith still held him tight. This time, they were where they were meant to be, floating some 200 feet in the air above the old industrial plant.




42: Plant

Ty expected Tempest to be either hovering in the air or standing on a high point overlooking the skirmish. But she was nowhere to be seen.
Ty didn’t like it. It was with a sense of foreboding that he looked about, searching for any sign of the blonde superhero.
“Where is she?” he asked through gritted teeth.
Beneath them was a labyrinth of brick and iron buildings, metal walkways, silos, and chimney stacks, most of which looked rusted and derelict. To Ty, it looked like the type of place where homeless people might find shelter, where drug deals could be made without fear of observation, and where bodies could be disposed of with impunity. Normally it would have been deserted, with nothing but tumbleweeds blowing past to highlight the desolation.
But right then, there were people about, the Master’s mercenaries engaged in conflict against Rubio’s men, scurrying from one place to another and doing their best to stay out of sight.
It wasn’t silent. Shouts of anger and pain mixed with the sound of blasters firing and desperate cries as men sought to gain advantage over each other.
“I can’t see her,” the demon woman replied, a grim expression on her beautiful face.
Ty tried to call the blonde superhero via his device, but he got no answer.
“She must be around here somewhere,” Ty said. “Where are the device wearers?” He was worried, his heart beating loud and fast in his chest. Tempest was the perfect superhero. Strong, fast, durable, she had it all. But she wasn’t invulnerable. She could be hurt.
Lilith looked around again. “This way,” she said, and turned them about. As she did, a massive concussion came out of nowhere.
Boomcrack!
It was the sound of thunder and came with a shock wave that shook them both in the air.
“What the hell?” Ty said, but Lilith could only look at him in dismay. Whatever it was, Ty didn’t like it. “Hurry!” urged her.
The demon woman couldn’t fly as fast as Tempest, but was fast enough. In a matter of moments they were above an entirely different part of the plant, over an entirely different scene.
Where before they’d witnessed men doing their best to keep hidden as they fought, now they floated above an all-out battle in a wide dirt clearing.
There were men—and a few women—everywhere, doing their best to maim and kill. To Ty, it looked like the demo reel of a videogame battle. Except it was real. People were dying.
And there were device wearers among them. Even from above, Ty spotted Steam and Massive, both wreaking havoc, but they weren’t the only ones involved. In a clear patch of dirt, a woman wearing the uniform of a mercenary spewed liquid vitriol about her like she was a dragon. Everything the liquid touched melted as if in acid, and one of Rubio’s men screamed in pain as it ate through his arm.
Another large man with a device seemed to be grinning as enemies closed in around him. He was surrounded by a circle of pain, men and women clutching at their heads and writhing on the ground. Ty couldn’t immediately see what his power was, but then, just before a group of enemies reached him, he threw his hands wide as if preparing to embrace them and brought them together to clap.
Boomcrack!
It was the same massive concussion as before, but this time Ty and Lilith were closer. The force of it was enough to send them briefly tumbling, and Ty held the demon woman tight out of real fear before Lilith brought them back under control.
The people around the man fared much worse. They joined those writhing on the ground, some unconscious, others in pain. But nobody was immune to the man’s power, except maybe Massive.
It was like the battle had paused to allow the participants to recover, and it allowed Ty to see.
“There she is!” Ty cried.
The combatants had parted just enough, and Ty could scarcely believe it. Somehow, Tempest had been captured. She was on the ground, surrounded by the Master’s men and entangled in a net that reminded Ty of one once used on him. It was reinforced and electrified, but Ty had seen the blonde woman through the netting.
Even that shouldn’t have been enough to hold her, but as soon as they recovered from the concussion, the men around her resumed what they’d been doing: firing their blasters at her from close range.
“No!” Ty said, enraged and desperate to help her. “Leave her alone!” Then he turned to Lilith. “Drop me on them!”
But Lilith had also spotted someone, and her expression had turned from grim determination through to incandescent rage. Ty knew she hadn’t even heard him.
“Lilith!” he shouted at her. “What is it?”
It was enough to get her attention. “Bain,” she replied, her voice as cold as death.
Ty understood. He looked and saw the huge man wading into the fray, laughing as he ignored blaster fire as if it was nothing. He knew that to Lilith, Bain was a source of torture and pain, and she wouldn’t feel safe while he still had power.
He nodded. “Do what you must,” he said. “Just let me go!”
Lilith’s beautiful features turned into a snarl. Instead of simply dropping Ty as he expected, she vanished from within his arms.
Gravity took over. Ty started tumbling toward the ground and activated his shield. He flailed about in an uncontrolled way, twisting and turning as he fell, but even so he still managed to see Lilith appear next to Bain. He saw the huge man’s laughter turn into an expression of shock, and then both he and Lilith vanished again.
Ty let out a stream of curses as the ground came closer. His brain was still buzzing from the AZT-407 in his system, and he wanted more than anything to use the buff to give himself the power of true flight. If it had been up to him, he might have been tempted to just let the Master and Rubio wage war on each other and deal with whatever was left. But Tempest needed his help, and that was more important than anything.
As his shield slowed his descent near the ground, he briefly wondered why seeing Bain would trigger thoughts of the drug, but couldn’t see a connection. Then his world filled with violence and rage.
His descent hadn’t gone unobserved. He was landing among the Master’s mercenaries, and as he twisted about so he could land on his feet, someone shouted an order.
“Shoot him!”
Ty gritted his teeth against the blaster fire that followed. He waited only until he was sure of his footing, then unleashed his shield cannons with a roar of pure rage, flinging mercenaries in every direction.
It was enough to attract the attention of the mercenaries surrounding Tempest. They turned toward him, their expressions filled with fear, and fired at him as if it would do any good.
Ty unleashed again, doing what he could to avoid Tempest, who was still caught in the net.
All at once, the way to Tempest was clear. Ty stalked toward her, intending to help, but there was little need. Cursing fluently, the blonde superhero threw the net off herself and stood.
“Are you okay?” Ty said as he approached.
“I’m fine,” she said, her voice almost a snarl. “Let’s finish this!” she said.
Ty knew there were too many superpowered people in the fight for it to be that easy. He shook his head. Nobody else knew it but him, but this battle was effectively over.
“I have a better way. Let’s get to the top of that building and I’ll show you.”
He could tell Tempest wanted to vent her anger in some heroic way, but he stood his ground. “You’ll see,” he said, and grinned broadly.
At first, Tempest looked incredulous. Then, as if she couldn’t help herself, her lips quirked into a mirroring grin. “Okay, but this better be good,” she said.
As she moved in to gather Ty into her embrace, the air filled with an elongated, wailing scream that mixed rage with fear.




43: Endgame

It was Bain.
Ty and Tempest watched in astonishment as the hulking brute of a man appeared to grow larger and larger as he fell from the sky. It was only then that Ty understood what Lilith had done. She had teleported both of them straight up into the sky and let him drop in an imitation of Tempest pile-driving special attack.
The demon woman hadn’t released the man at the same speed Tempest might have done, but he still hit the ground with a thunderous crash and an obvious jolt that made the rest of the combatants pause.
Ty couldn’t see if Bain remained conscious or not through the cloud of dust that rose around him. But when Lilith reappeared and let out a howl of frustration and rage, he assumed the villain had survived. Before Ty or Tempest could even move, the demon woman blinked out of existence with Bain once again.
Ty and Tempest looked at each other. Surprisingly, the blonde superhero gave him a broad grin.
“You know, Dinah’s new friend is really starting to grow on me,” she said with a tone of approval that was akin to pride.
Ty smiled back. “Yeah,” he said.
Boomcrack!
The Master’s clapping superpowered villain wasn’t to be outdone. Once again, the battlefield shook to the sound of his power. Tempest and Ty were far enough away that they could hold themselves firm, but those unpowered fighters around them staggered, with some falling to their knees.
“Time to go,” Tempest said. Without ceremony, she picked Ty up and launched into the air.
They didn’t go far. Just to roof Ty had pointed out before, overlooking the battle. Tempest held him steady until he was sure of his feet, then they turned to survey the battlefield.
A new combatant had appeared. One of the Master’s men, he was small in stature, yet device he wore on his wrist gave him power. He was facing both Massive and Steam, and Ty knew that if it had been him, he would have been badly outmatched.
But the man was like a human Tesla coil, spewing jagged bolts of electricity in every direction. Neither Steam nor Massive could get near him without risk of being fried. Yet the small man had enough control that the clapping man and spitting woman could stand at his sides without being harmed.
They faced Rubio’s men together.
The unpowered combatants were, in Ty’s mind, inconsequential. This was where the true battle was.
He wanted to ask Tempest how she’d become caught in the net, but right then, his most important concern was what Tempest had planned.
“Do you really intend to aid Rubio against the Master’s men?” he asked.
“Yes,” the blonde superhero replied.
“Why?” Ty asked. He couldn’t keep the confusion out of his voice.
Despite the chaos on the ground below them, Tempest took the time to explain. “As tempting as it might be to let them fight among themselves, this is an opportunity to take out some of the device wearers who aren’t on our side.” She looked away, but continued to speak. “And doing so will wipe the slate clean between me and Rubio.”
Ty shook his head, and the wailing scream of Bain started anew. He looked up and saw the huge villain tumbling through the air once again, and judged he would land back in the small crater he’d made the first time.
“You don’t owe him anything,” Ty said. “Rubio didn’t fulfill his part of the bargain.”
“I know that,” Tempest replied as Bain smashed into the ground a second time. “But Rubio believes I’m in his debt, and even that belief is dangerous. This clears any confusion.” She offered a smirk. “And if Steam or Massive should be taken out in the crossfire, so much the better.”
Ty understood.
He and Tempest stood watch as Lilith popped into existence on top of Bain once again. Just like last time, she let out a shriek of anger, then teleported away with the big man a second time.
“Bain is a tough one,” Tempest observed. Then she turned to Ty. “What’s your ‘better way?’” she asked.
Ty grinned. He pulled out the first of is EMP grenades. “How good is your throwing arm?” he asked.
It turned out that Tempest throwing arm was very good indeed. From the top of the building, she threw two grenades, one after the other, toward the battling device wearers. Both grenades hit their target, letting out two distinct, visible pulses of energy.
The first grenade’s pulse encompassed the clapping man and the electrical man, and the second engulfed out the spitting woman and Massive.
As Ty had planned, it didn’t harm them directly. But it did take their devices out of play.
The sight of each device clicking open and falling to the ground carried with it the sweet taste of victory. Before the device wearers even truly realized what had happened, the withdrawal symptoms kicked in.
Ty had experienced the same symptoms himself and knew how debilitating they were. All four device wearers—ex device wearers—looked decidedly ill. The woman tried to spit acid, but was violently sick instead. Massive went down on one knee and had to steady himself with a hand. The other two looked at each other as if they were starting to understand, and slowly collapsed.
Surprisingly, it was the bigger of the two who was first, but the small man followed quickly after.
Only Steam was left standing. He looked around as if he couldn’t quite believe what had happened.
Ty had his third grenade out and ready, but he didn’t think he would need it.
“Listen to me!” he yelled at the top of his lungs. The remaining combatants were starting to sense what had happened. The fight had gone out of them, and many had already started to slink away. But several of the Master’s men, mercenaries all, remained, expressions of defiance on their face.
“Listen to me!” Ty repeated. “This day is done! Of those with power, only WE remain. Take your wounded and leave this place. Do it now!”
He didn’t bother to make any threats. The threat was obvious.
Into the silence that followed, Bain’s wailing scream returned. For the third time, he landed with a crunching thump in the crater he’d made before. But this time, Ty turned to Tempest.
“Take me to him,” he said.
<<<>>>
Tempest did as Ty asked. The blonde superhero flew swiftly and the distance was short. Yet by the time they arrived, the Master’s men were already quitting the field of battle, leaving only Steam and a few of Rubio’s men behind.
Ty ignored them. There was nothing Rubio’s men could do to hurt him or Tempest, and if Steam wanted to try anything, Ty still had his final grenade.
For the third time, Lilith appeared over Bain. But this time, she recognized that Ty and Tempest were there and hesitated.
Ty could see Bain through a through the dust. The hulking villain lay face down in the dirt. He looked mess, with his military style clothing torn and blood visible through it from multiple contusions. Yet he was still conscious. Still moving, although the only sound he made was a groan.
Ty wanted to talk with Lilith, to make sure she was in control of herself, but before he said anything, Steam spoke up.
“Interesting toys you have there,” the slimy, steam-powered villain said, his voice like a puddle of old oil. “How many of them do you have, I wonder?
Ty barely glanced at him. “More than enough,” he replied, even though it wasn’t quite true. He could use the one he had against Bain, but then they would be defenseless against Steam should the man choose to attack.
“Do you really want to find out?” Tempest said. “Especially as we’re here at your boss’s request and have just saved your life?”
“Oh, I don’t think you saved my life. Not at all. There’s not much that can touch me,” the slimy man said, his voice filled with threats.
Tempest glared at him. “Take one more step toward us and you’ll be writhing on the ground like your friend.”
Steam hesitated. He kept grinning his foul, slimy grin, but didn’t take that step.
Ty turned his attention back to Bain, who had been cursing under his breath as Steam spoke. Now, he heaved himself over so he was on his back, and surveyed each of them with an ugly expression on his face.
It was enough to enrage Lilith. “Why won’t you just die?” she shouted. She was a true demoness, a being of fury and power, and looked as if she was about to launch herself at the man. But Ty held up a hand.
“Wait,” he said.
“I don’t want to wait!” Lilith spat. “I want him defeated!”
At this, Bain turned his snarl toward her, but there was nothing he could do to defend himself against her power if she chose to use it.
Ty’s brain was still buzzing. They needed to neutralize the man, and quickly. But Ty’s original idea of taking him back to the Architect’s workshop to remove his device wouldn’t work. There was nothing there to restrain him.
Nor was he sure that letting Lilith kill him would be a good idea. There was no doubt in his mind she could do it, but that she hadn’t simply teleported him into a furnace showed she had her own doubts.
She was lawful good, and he didn’t know how she might respond to having the man’s death on her conscience.
“There might be another way,” Ty said.
Lilith gave him a look of barely suppressed rage. “What?” she demanded, and Ty fervently hoped that she would never turn her anger on him. At the same time, he noticed Tempest’s reaction. The blonde superhero was actually grinning, as if she was enjoying the demon woman’s fury.
“You said once that you could teleport out of your own device if you wished,” Ty said. “Why don’t you try that with him?”
Understanding dawned on Lilith’s beautiful face. As fast as thought, she lunged at Bain, who flinched back. “No!” he said, but Lilith was too quick. She grabbed hold of Bain’s device with both hands and blinked out of existence, only to reappear again standing next to Ty.
Bain let out a shriek of agony. At first, Ty thought it was the start of withdrawal, but when he looked closer, he saw that the man’s wrist and hand had vanished, leaving a spurting stump partway up his forearm.
Lilith was staring at the man in horror. “Oh! I didn’t mean…” she began, but by then it was too late. She shuddered, dropping the device and its gruesome contents on the ground.
As if in response to being dropped, Bain’s device clicked open, and his severed hand gave a spasmodic twitch.
The sight of the huge man’s hand on the ground was shocking to Ty. He stared at it for a moment, then glanced at the villain himself, who was writhing on the ground in obvious agony as he tried to stop the blood spurting from his wrist.
“Maybe we should gather these devices and get out of here,” Ty said.
Tempest and Lilith both agreed. “What about him?” Tempest asked, indicating Bain, and Ty figured it was up to Lilith to answer.
“Leave him as he is. He’s tough. He’ll survive. But he ought to be out of action for a while.”
“The Master will just give him a new device. Same with these others,” Ty said. “We haven’t stopped the spread of these devices. All we’ve done is slow things down a little.”
“What we’ve done,” Tempest countered, “Is show what we can do. And rid ourselves of a perceived debt.” She turned back to Steam, who had been silently watching. “You hear that? Tell Rubio we are done. We owe him nothing, and he has no hold over us any more. Do you think you can do that?”
The slimy man offered a sneer. “Would you like me to do your laundry as well? I’m not your messenger boy!”
“Would you prefer to join your friend Massive, writhing on the ground with no powers?” Tempest asked sweetly.
Steam’s sneer turned into a snarl, but he said nothing else.
It was, in a way, an admission of defeat. Ty, Tempest and Lilith did as Ty suggested and collected all the devices they could. Then Ty took a final look at the ruin and carnage around them and nodded to himself. He’d been the cause of yet more deaths, but it could have been worse. And he’d do it all again if Tempest was in trouble.
He smiled at the blonde superhero. “What does a guy have to do around here to get a lift?” he asked.
She raised an eyebrow. “Any guy? They’d have to offer me everything, and even then I wouldn’t bet on it happening. But you? All you have to do is ask me nicely.”
Still smiling, Ty turned to Lilith. “Will we see you back at the mansion?” he asked.
The demon woman glanced at Tempest, who nodded. “Sure.”




44: A Satisfying Conclusion

In the den back at the mansion, Lilith and Dinah shared one of the sofas while Ty and Tempest had both chosen luxurious, reclining chairs. The atmosphere was decidedly friendly and relaxed, completely at odds with the rest of the day. Ty felt comfortably stuffed and knew the others did too, having just finished another of Dinah’s amazing meals.
This time, it had been a traditional lamb roast with all the trimmings, followed by a cream-topped pavlova and trifle. Each of the latter would have counted as one of the best desserts Ty had tasted all by itself, but which together were almost transcendent.
At some point during the main course of the feast, Gremlin wandered in. The cat cast a wary eye over Lilith, but for some reason decided to stay, and curled up on the oversized footstools in front of Ty’s chair. Perhaps she, like Tempest, had decided to give Lilith a chance after all.
By unspoken agreement, they had all avoided discussing the battle beyond giving Dinah a basic overview of what happened, preferring instead to focus on the food and easier conversational topics.
Perhaps to Lilith’s surprise, Tempest was open and friendly, without any of the discontent she had displayed before. She hadn’t shown the slightest negativity toward the demon woman, even when she and Dinah started snuggling closer to each other in that way only new lovers did.
After the dishes had been cleared away, Tempest poured all of them a drink, including Lilith, in an obvious sign that the demon woman was more than welcome.
It was then that Ty asked the question he’d been wondering about since the battle began.
“How did they catch you?” he asked Tempest.
The blonde superhero took a swallow of wine and pulled a face. “It was the little guy. The one with the electricity. The Master’s men were clever enough to put him on a roof, and he saw me hovering above him. I didn’t see his device, at first, so it was a surprise when he aimed a bolt at me.” She shrugged. “It impacted my own power, and all of a sudden, there I was on the ground.” Tempest paused to take another sip. “My own foolishness, really. Although I have to add, I would have been able to free myself from them even without your help.”
She said the last with a grin, and Ty knew she was gently teasing him.
“Oh. Well, maybe next time, just say so. I’ll leave you in it,” he replied, and gained a look of mock disappointment for his efforts.
Ty noticed that Dinah and Lilith were whispering to each other and casting glances at him and Tempest. He didn’t know what they were saying, but then Lilith spoke up.
“What was that thing you used on them?” she asked. “The bomb-thing?”
“An EMP grenade,” Ty replied. “It interferes with electronics of all kinds.”
“Like the devices?” Dinah asked.
Ty nodded. He explained how it worked, and the three women listened intently. “It was Brad’s idea, really. Or at least, he helped me come up with it.” He didn’t mention that the drug still in his system had made the whole process much easier.
“That’ll help,” Tempest said, nodding her approval. Then she turned to Dinah. “But do you think it’ll be enough? You know, with all the new device wearers showing up?”
The deerkin looked thoughtful. “As you say, it’ll definitely help, especially with Rubio. But the Master can just make more, can’t he? All he needs to do is send his men out with a spare or two, and activate them at need. So, perhaps it’ll slow the spread of these device wearers, but no. Nothing has really changed.”
It wasn’t a cheerful thought. Ty still had his dream to cling to, the one where he was flying among a legion of other heroes, all doing their best to keep the world safe from harm. But now, a darker image had appeared alongside it. An image of superpowered villains rising up to face him and those with him.
There was a change coming to the city of New Lincoln, and perhaps to the world. He could see it starting, and didn’t much like it.
Yet he tried to put on a brave face, if only to keep the mood light and enjoyable. “I guess I’ll have to keep inventing new and better things,” he said flippantly.
It was enough to inject some levity back into the room. Tempest, Lilith, and Dinah all smiled at him. But Lilith tilted her head. “What about the devices you collected? Will they still work?”
Ty nodded. “I think so. I’ll just need to figure out how to restart them. Why?”
The deerkin gave him a grin. “I was thinking we might have to increase our own numbers. We can contact the others from the Architect’s original group if we need to, but they have their own cities to look after. But maybe if we refer to the Architect’s files, we might find a few with the potential we need.”
Lilith leaned against the deerkin’s shoulder so their faces were inches apart. “Am I—are we all,” she amended, including Ty and Tempest, “not enough for you?”
It seemed to take Dinah off guard. She looked at Lilith with surprise, then burst out laughing. “That isn’t what I meant,” she said. “But you’re right, of course. Anyone else we bring in is likely to have the same sort of appeal to the rest of us as you.” The deerkin grinned. “But I’d be up for the challenge,” she said.
Her answer was too much for Lilith, who started to say something, blushed deeply, and remained silent.
Ty saw that Tempest had watched the interaction just as closely as him, and still didn’t look at all put out. Instead, she had to cover a grin with another sip from her drink.
The conversation drifted from there, and Ty found himself enjoying the evening immensely. He knew he should have tried to spend some more time in the workshop while his head was still buzzing even a little, but this was important as well. So he stayed in the den, enjoying the company of the women he loved, and drank his own wine.
Finally, not too much shy of midnight, the evening began to draw to a close. But there was one more surprise in store for Ty, and Tempest as well.
Dinah stretched, covered her mouth to stifle a yawn, and announced to the room. “Well, we’re heading to bed,” she said. “Lilith, is there something you’d like to say?”
The demon woman blushed a deeper red than usual. But she drew a deep breath and stepped up to the challenge.
“If anyone else would like to join us … I haven’t ever done anything like that before … but I’m game.” She shot Ty a look, bit her lip in a display of uncertainty, and glanced at Tempest as well.
Ty felt his mouth curve into an uncontrollable grin, and wondered if that was what she and Dinah had been whispering about. He looked at Tempest and saw an expression that mixed surprise and pleasure.
“Are you sure?” the blonde superhero said.
“Yes.” Lilith said. If anything, her blush deepened. “Dinah has been telling me what it can be like. I just … just want to experience it for myself.”
It was all she needed to say. “Well, then,” Tempest said. “What are we waiting for?”




45: The Master’s Message

In Dinah’s comfortable room, the deerkin started the ball rolling by lighting a number of candles and turning the stereo on low. Then, with a broad grin on her face, she stripped off her own clothing before helping Lilith from hers as she stood shyly next to the four-poster bed.
The demon woman continued to blush, her eyes darting back and forth, and Ty couldn’t help but stare at the magnificence on display. Lilith’s modified skin varied in shade from light pink to almost purple, depending the light, and was free of even the slightest blemish. She was more voluptuous than either Dinah or Tempest, and the hair on her head wasn’t all that was pink.
Ty’s first instinct was to move in close to her, but Tempest had other ideas. Somehow, the blonde was also naked, and she wrapped herself around Ty in a sensual embrace that left no doubt about her intentions.
“Give her some space,” she whispered in Ty’s ear, then nibbled his lobe for good measure. “She might need a little time.”
Ty understood. He turned his attention to Tempest instead, kissing her with passion, and marveled that he could ever be so lucky.
In moments, Ty was naked as well, and he and Tempest climbed onto the bed. They spent the next little while just with each other, neither of them in any real hurry, but instead enjoying the sensual familiarity they had together.
It wasn’t long before Lilith and Dinah joined them. Ty couldn’t help but watch as the deerkin pushed Lilith onto her back and ran her tongue expertly over the demon woman’s body, lingering at her perfect nipples and teasing them erect. Lilith’s face retained her blush, but her expression was one of pure bliss.
After a moment, Dinah shot Tempest and Ty a grin. “She tastes amazing! Want to try?”
Lilith squirmed at the suggestion. But she didn’t object, and Ty and Tempest accepted Dinah’s invitation. In moments, Lilith’s squirming turned into writhing in pleasure, and her breathing became more urgent.
After that, Ty became lost in a sea of bodies and sensuality. All by themselves, Dinah and Tempest were more than amazing, but somehow Lilith added a new dimension to their lovemaking. At first, she simply accepted their combined attention, but it wasn’t long before she started to play a more active role.
She seemed every bit as interested in learning about them as they were about her. And she proved surprisingly naughty. Ty first realized Lilith was using her tail when Dinah gave a startled look that turned into a grin, and then Ty felt something grip his erection in an unfamiliar way.
At one point, both Lilith and Tempest took to the air, embracing each other over the bed, with Lilith’s tail curling around them both, seeking entry.
“That’s not something you see every day,” said Dinah, who had gone well beyond foreplay with Ty but had paused in her efforts for a moment to watch.
Ty had to laugh, and then did his best to draw Dinah’s attention back to himself in the time-honored way.
How long their lovemaking lasted, Ty couldn’t say. But it was an extended session that left all of them deeply satisfied. There had been no selfishness or jealousy, each of them sharing equally in each other, and when they were done, they lay so entangled it was difficult to know which body part belonged to who.
Ty felt a deep sense of belonging and comfort that was indistinguishable from love, and knew that the women each felt much the same.
“That was incredible,” Lilith murmured into the post-coital calm. “Thank you for letting me join you.”
“You’re welcome,” Tempest and Dinah said almost together, and that was enough to make them all laugh.
“Is it always like this?” the demon woman wanted to know.
“We’ve only just started,” Dinah responded. “It’ll take a while for us to know what ‘always’ is.”
Ty knew the deerkin was teasing, but wanted to give Lilith the answer she sought. “Always,” he said. “So far, at least. But who knows? Maybe it’ll get even better.”
<<<>>>
A few hours later, Ty was lost in a dream that should have been filled with pleasure and enjoyment, but decidedly wasn’t. He was back at the clinic where he’d received the AZT-407 drug, talking to Melita, the receptionist. It was a carbon-copy of what really happened, except that it wasn’t Melita at all.
It was Bain.
Ty didn’t know why the huge man was in his dream at all, especially as their last encounter had cost him much of an arm. Yet there he was, as large as life, and grinning as if he knew something Ty didn’t.
Ty didn’t like it. In his dream, he started to get angry, and might have done something about it. But before it got to that stage, he was jerked awake by an electronic alert.
He wasn’t the only one. Tempest, Lilith, and Dinah were also awake, albeit groggy and unfocused.
“It’s me,” Dinah said, her words slurred from lack of sleep as she fumbled for a tablet computer on the bedside cabinet. But her next words were sharp and clear. “It’s the Master. He’s left another message.”
Any thought Ty might have had of going back to sleep fled in a rush of adrenalin. His blood ran cold. A message from the Master so soon after their last battle couldn’t be good.
“Your communication room?” he said, and the others agreed.
They didn’t bother with their clothes, instead grabbing sheets and gowns to avoid getting cold, and in minutes the four of them stood looking at the wraparound screens in Dinah’s other room.
“Let’s see what he has to say this time,” Dinah said, her tone grim. Nobody disagreed, but the atmosphere was far from the blissful enjoyment it had been before they went to sleep.
Ty was noticeably anxious about what the message might say, but as he became more awake, he realized there was more than that going on as well. He still felt a slight buzz from the drug, but beyond that was a feeling of nausea. Perhaps it was some sort of hangover effect, he thought, and did his best to ignore it.
The deerkin brought up the same algorithm she’d used before to open the message. “Here goes,” she said, and once more the screens became flooded with images.
At first, it wasn’t clear what they were seeing. It looked like a cryo-chamber of some sort, and as Ty stared, he realized there was someone within it.
But he only figured out who it was when Tempest made an uncharacteristic strangling noise.
“Tempest?” said Dinah. “What’s wrong?”
“That’s him,” the blonde woman said.
“What? Who? What is it?”
“It’s my father,” Tempest replied.
Ty didn’t know how to react. The Architect. Tempest’s father. Lost and presumed dead for years, the device they’d taken from Bain had once belonged to him. How was it possible that the Master could show them this image?
Before he could ask any of his questions, the Master’s grating, metallic voice filled the room.
“Again and again you fools seek to thwart me!” he began, but that’s as far as he got before Dinah did something to pause the playback.
She wrapped an arm around Tempest. “Are you okay?” she asked, but the blonde superhero just drew a deep breath and stood straighter.
“I’m fine,” she said between clenched teeth. “Let’s hear it.”
Dinah nodded and let the playback resume. But she stayed by Tempest’s side.
“Again and again you refuse to see that my way is the only one that will work! This city is a cancer, and I am the cure! Yet you align yourselves against me as if you have the right!”
It was apparent to Ty that the Master had worked himself into a fury before sending his message. The villain couldn’t keep it together, degenerating into nothing but growls of pure rage for some seconds before regaining his power of speech.
“For too long I have played this game by rules other than my own. I have stayed my hand when I should have struck hard instead! Well, no longer! From this moment, I will operate from my own playbook! No more long view! No more protection for those whom the Architect wants to save! His strategies have proved unsuccessful, so I reject them and the limitations they require!”
This time, he didn’t so much degenerate into a series of noises, but instead let out a loud exclamation of fury.
“Gah!” he exclaimed. “I have kept the Architect alive for one purpose only, and he has failed even at that!” he shouted. Then, as if continuing the same thought, “You people, you who call yourselves superheroes, you can have him. Your time is done either way.”
The harsh, grating voice fell suddenly silent. Ty thought the message was finished, but there was one more image at the end, so quick Ty almost missed it.
“What was that?” Lilith asked, and Dinah rewound and froze it in place.
It was the Architect once more, no longer in his cryo-chamber. Instead, he was out on a street, half in a puddle, and Ty couldn’t tell if he was dead or alive. The man’s eyes were closed and there was a horrible wound in his skull, but the wound looked old rather than fresh, partially healed around the edges.
Tempest couldn’t maintain her aspect of strength. She brought her hand up in a gesture that reminded Ty of Lilith and let out a sob.
Then she turned to Dinah. “Find him!” she commanded, and that was enough. In less than a heartbeat, the screens became flooded with images, and the deerkin started to mutter.
“Street width, building height reflected in the puddles, is that a neon sign? What does it say? Maybe cameras, bringing them up now, so many to scan…” and on. The main image of the Architect’s prone form shrank but still retained a prominent place as a reference, but the rest of Dinah’s screens showed image after image at blinding speed.
Ty knew that Dinah’s talent for information was remarkable, but even he had never seen her work like this. Yet he recognized it. She was in a trance, intensely focused, like he was when he was working, and there was nothing he or anyone could do to help her.
Tempest stood transfixed, watching the screens. “Find him,” she repeated, more quietly. And Ty knew that if anyone could, it would be Dinah.
As for Lilith, the demon woman understood that this was beyond her. But, like Ty, she recognized the urgency, and he could see the desire to help written large on her face. Yet, just like Ty, there was nothing she could do but stand back and watch.
Ty ached for Tempest. He wanted to comfort her, but knew there was no real comfort to be had without finding her father. He bit his lip to stay silent and willed Dinah to do her best.
And in less than a minute, she did it.
“Found him!” she said, and that was all Tempest needed.
“Where?”
Dinah waved at the screen, expanding an aerial view of a small part of New Lincoln. “Here. You know it?”
Tempest thought about it. “Yes. It’s a long way from here,” she said, her tone carrying enough doubt that Ty knew what she was thinking. Tempest was fast, but by the look of the Architect, time was critical.
“I know it,” said Lilith. Tempest looked at her. “I can take you there,” the demon woman added.
There was no need for discussion. It didn’t matter how fast Tempest could fly, Lilith was faster.
“Go,” said Dinah. “Bring him back here, to the med bay.”
Tempest nodded, and Lilith moved to join her. The blonde was wearing one of Dinah’s robes, a flimsy item that hid next to nothing, and Lilith was wrapped in a sheet. Yet they didn’t hesitate. They were gone in an instant, leaving behind no more than a popping noise and the distinct scent of ozone.
Dinah and Ty were alone in the communications room, the implications of what the Master had said hanging heavily between them.
“So, the Master had the Architect all along,” Ty said.
“Looks like it.”
“And he was holding back because the Architect is Tempest’s father.”
“Yes.”
“And now he isn’t holding back any more. He’s declared war on those who oppose him. Us.”
This time, the deerkin just nodded.
Ty had never had anyone declare war on him before. He decided he didn’t much like it. Yet, there wasn’t anything he could do about it, not just then, so he pushed it out of his mind.
“Come on, or they’ll beat us down there,” he said. He was already wondering if his healing nanites might be in for their first major test.
But before he’d taken more than a single step, Dinah reached out and stopped him. “Ty,” she said.
She was looking at his arm, and when Ty followed her gaze, he could see why. His device was no longer attached to his wrist. Not exactly, anyway. Instead, it seemed to be somehow within his wrist and on it at the same time. Like a tree can sometimes engulf a fencepost by growing around it.
“What the hell?” he said. At the same time, he thought he understood. The nausea wasn’t some sort of drug hangover at all. It was an indication that things were still changing.
As fast as thought, he brought up his stats, and saw at once that the secondary skill that had begun to appear when he’d taken the AZT-407 had now fully materialized.
Secondary Unique Skill: Cyber Assimilation
Here ends book 3 in the Enhancer series.




Author’s Note

I hope you enjoyed the third in my Enhancer series. If you did, remember that reviews are the life blood of an author, second only to caffeine, alcohol, and money. So please pop 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, book 4 is already in process, and I hope to have it out much quicker than book 3.
As usual, if you have any questions or just want to say, “Hi!” drop me a line at:
wyatt@wyattkaneauthor.com
Or if you just want to be kept up to date with my latest releases, sign up to my newsletter here:
http://eepurl.com/dwy0cL
Until next time,
Wyatt.
 



cover1.jpeg





