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1: The Architect’s Return

Ty Wilcox stood in Dinah’s communication room with the deerkin at his side, surrounded by images of a dark and dingy alley.
His life had changed a lot in the past couple of weeks. Before, Ty had been one of life’s losers, working a dead-end job he despised with no girlfriend and little hope for the future.
Since then, with the help of a device he wore on his wrist, he’d become a true superhero, with all the strengths and capabilities the word implied. He’d fought villains and helped to rescue their innocent victims, and had also formed a loving relationship with three of the most beautiful women he’d ever seen.
It had been a wild, crazy ride, and yet none of it prepared him for what was happening now.
The Architect, New Lincoln’s first superhero, had returned.
The secretive villain known as the Master had broadcast an image of the man, broken and unmoving in the alley. It had been a rude way to wake up, but Ty, Tempest, Dinah, and Lilith had all climbed out of bed and made their way to the communication room, and the deerkin had transferred the image to the main screen.
Using her skill to quickly sort through vast swaths of information, Dinah had located the alley in question. None of them could tell if the Architect still lived or not, but they wasted no time in getting to him. Dressed in nothing but a sheet and flimsy robe respectively, Lilith and Tempest stepped close to each other and teleported out of existence.
Yet even that wasn’t what concerned Ty and Dinah just then.
What concerned them was the device on Ty’s arm.
No longer did it simply enclose his wrist like an oversized watch. Instead, it looked as if Ty’s own flesh had started to devour its edges. It looked like his skin was growing around it, like a tree might grow around a fence post.
“Does it hurt?” Dinah asked, her eyes wide with curiosity and worry.
Ty shook his head. “No,” he said. He had a bit of a headache, but that didn’t seem to be directly related. “It feels fine.”
Yet, he shared Dinah’s worry. The sight was surreal and unsettling. It was like he’d walked into a Dali painting where, instead of a clock melting over a desk, the device was melting into Ty’s arm.
“Cyber Assimilation,” the deerkin murmured, reading the holographic display projected by Ty’s device. The moment he and Dinah had noticed what was happening, he’d brought up what he’d come to think of as his character sheet. Among other things, it displayed his skills.
“Level 1,” Dinah continued. “Ty, how come you have a new skill?”
It was a question Ty didn’t want to answer. Not then, not with Tempest and Lilith set to return with the Architect in tow. All he wanted was for whatever was happening to his arm to stop, so he could focus on more important things.
The Architect had been found, and that was all that mattered.
“Look,” Ty said. “It’s reversing. Going back to normal.”
He was right. As he and Dinah watched, Ty’s flesh seemed to draw back from the device, and in moments everything was back to the way it was, as if nothing peculiar had happened at all.
With a shake of his head, Ty gave the device one last look, then touched the button to dismiss the holographic screen. Now wasn’t the time to investigate further. Whatever this new skill was, it would keep.
“Come on,” Ty said decisively. “They won’t be long.”
No doubt Dinah had many questions she wanted to ask about Ty’s new skill. Information was her thing, after all. But she made no argument, and together, they hurried to the stairs.
They made it to the ground floor just as Lilith reappeared with a loud popping sound within the mansion’s main entranceway.
She wasn’t alone. Even though the defensive shield Ty had integrated into the mansion interfered with Lilith’s power, the demon woman had brought two others along with her.
Ty could clearly see the strain on Lilith’s face as she held Tempest tight, but it was the blonde superhero who drew his attention more.
She cradled the Architect in her arms as if the man was a child who weighed nothing at all.
“Is he alive?” Ty blurted as he and Dinah approached.
Given the distraught expression on the blonde woman’s face, Ty feared the worst. For so many years, the Architect, Tempest’s father, had been presumed dead. To learn he’d spent all that time in the grips of the Master was shocking to him. How Tempest could even function, Ty didn’t know.
And if the Architect was dead, if the Master had killed him in some callous act of cruelty, Ty didn’t know what the blonde woman might do. Tempest was a true superhero, durable, unstoppable, and powerful beyond words. How might she respond if the Master had killed her father? What shape would her grief or rage take?
It didn’t bear thinking about.
Fortunately, Ty didn’t have to find out. “He’s still breathing,” Tempest said.
“Let’s keep it that way,” Dinah said. “Take him to the med bay. Ty, go with her. Make sure the door is open.” Then the deerkin turned to Lilith. “Are you okay?” she asked.
Lilith nodded. “I’m okay,” the demon woman said. “I’ve just never tried to teleport two people at once before, and that shield didn’t make it easy. I’ll be fine.”
◆◆◆
 
Ty got his first real look at the Architect when Tempest lowered him gently onto the surgical table in the med bay. Gaunt and sallow, the man’s eyes were closed, his cheeks were sunken, and only a few wisps of hair remained, insufficient to cover his bulbous skull. Grand Moff Tarkin, but with heavier eyebrows.
He didn’t appear to have any of the body modifications that characterized the people of New Lincoln. Just like his daughter, he didn’t even sport a tattoo.
The Architect was dressed in a filthy, basic shirt and trousers through which Ty could discern his lack of substance. He must have barely weighed anything at all, so fragile did he appear. But what worried Ty more than anything else was the unsightly, unhealed gash on the man’s head, through which Ty could see fragments of bone.
It was a terrible wound, the type of thing that might have been caused by a machete wielded in anger, and to Ty it was a wonder that the old man had survived.
Yet the wound was, from what Ty could see, partially healed. Parts of it were sealed over. But there were other parts that oozed yellow pus, and it exuded a sickly-sweet smell of decay. The odor was cloying and pronounced, and Ty didn’t want to think about what it could mean.
Tempest had been very gentle when she laid the old man on the table, but now her frustration came through. She glared around at the medical equipment lining the walls of the med bay.
“How does Dinah use all this stuff?” she muttered, her words a measure of her desperation more than anything else.
As Tempest spoke, the Architect moved his head a little, and opened and closed his mouth as if trying to speak. At the same time, one of his arms fluttered weakly. They weren’t the actions of a fully conscious and capable man, but the feeble motions of someone who was mostly unconscious.
Ty was relieved to see it. Despite Tempest’s earlier words, he hadn’t been completely convinced that the Architect still lived. Yet Tempest had a different reaction. The blonde superhero cursed under her breath and turned to the door.
“Dinah–!” she called, but the deerkin had already arrived with Lilith, who still looked unsteady on her feet.
Dinah glanced at the Architect on the surgical table and immediately took charge.
“Open his shirt,” she commanded as she glided past Ty to the storage containers at the back of the room. Tempest didn’t bother with the buttons, instead ripping the Architect’s shirt in a gesture of desperation, exposing the man’s fragile chest and clammy skin.
Dinah took a handful of adhesive sensors from the storage containers, as well as a set of leads, a bundle of wires that would have made an octopus proud. Without any wasted movement, the deerkin applied the adhesive sensors to various, precisely located spots on the Architect’s chest, as well as the inside elbow of each arm, and also his temples. She then hooked the leads into place and plugged it all in to a monitoring device.
It reminded Ty strongly of his recent experience at Clinic 104 at OmniTec Industries, except that when the Architect’s vitals began to display on the screen on the wall, they seemed uncertain. Ty’s heartbeat had been strong and regular, but the Architect’s was hesitant enough that it seemed it might stop at any moment. His respiration was so shallow that the monitoring device started beeping until Dinah shut the noise off, and while Ty didn’t understand all of the other lines that appeared on the screen, nothing about them suggested more than a tenuous grip on existence.
Yet it was enough to allow Tempest to breathe. She didn’t relax, not completely, but the lines on the screen proved that the Architect, her father, still lived, and suggested he might continue to do so at least for a while.
Dinah was far from done. “Gregory,” she said. “If you don’t mind?”
It was an ambiguous command, but it did the job. Gregory was the medical robot. A couple of days earlier, it had tended the injuries Ty had received at the hands of a steam-powered villain.
Ty unconsciously flexed his shoulder and leg. He’d received third degree burns through his shield, which the med bot had cleaned and disinfected in preparation for Dinah to bandage.
The dressing she’d used, Dura-Dermis, was a medical marvel, accelerating Ty’s healing so that the burns would have been mostly healed in a matter of days. But Ty had accelerated his healing even more through the use of nanites of his own design.
Not only had the nanites taken care of Ty’s burns, but they had helped to heal his various bruises and contusions as well.
Yet there were things they couldn’t help with. As Ty stood in the medical bay, he felt unaccountably tired. Sure, he and the girls had slept for only a few hours, but with the activity around the Architect, surely he should have been wide-awake.
In addition, he had a headache nestled uncomfortably behind his eyes. It wasn’t particularly severe, but he knew of its existence. Which was unusual, because he hadn’t woken with a headache since he’d put on his device.
“Ready,” the med bot declared, its metallic voice surprisingly deep and melodious.
“Full scan, if you don’t mind,” Dinah said. “Let’s see what we’re dealing with.”




2: Unfavorable Prognosis

The med bot was a shiny, plastic-looking appliance that wouldn’t have looked out of place in a kitchen. Ty could easily imagine it as part of a blender, for example, or some sort of juice extracting machine.
It was connected to the surgical table via a retractable arm, and came complete with an array of surgical tools, including clamps, scalpels, and unnamable needle-like objects that it could extend or retract at will.
Ty knew from his own experience what those appendages could do, but had to repress a shudder as the bot positioned itself. To him, they were the stuff of nightmares.
“Scanning,” the med bot said. It then worked its way over the Architect’s still form, reaching out with its appendages as if to taste and prod.
Ty had been face down when the med bot had scanned him. So, while he hadn’t witnessed it in action, he had felt the featherlight touch of its equipment. He found the actual sight of the med bot doing its work both interesting and creepy, and had to repress a second shudder.
Part way through the scan, the Architect shifted and moaned. It was as if he was caught in an awful dream from which he couldn’t escape. At once, Tempest reached out and placed a hand on his shoulder.
“It’s all right,” she murmured, striving to comfort the old man despite his condition.
The med bot was efficient. In less than a minute, it had worked its way down to the Architect’s feet.
“Scan complete,” it said. “Summary diagnosis. Patient displays partially healed traumatic head injury combined with serious secondary infection. In addition, patient displays significant toxic pathology leading to impaired function of lungs, heart, kidneys, liver, pancreas, thyroid, brain. Patient displays symptoms associated with prolonged cryo device usage, including subcutaneous tissue damage throughout, worsening at the extremities. Patient displays severely compromised immune system. Blood toxicity consistent with degenerative toxin of unknown origin. A more detailed diagnosis is available at request.”
Ty couldn’t help but be astonished by the number and severity of the med bot’s pronouncements. Nor was he the only one. He watched as Tempest’s expression became one of alarm, and not even Lilith was immune. She didn’t know the Architect, and may not have even known who he was. But she was a good person at heart. She couldn’t help but empathize with the man on the surgical table.
Dinah’s expression had become grim. “Send the full diagnosis to me,” she said. “We don’t need to hear it now. Prognosis and treatment?”
“Full system support required,” the med bot pronounced. “Multiple organ transplants not recommended due to the presence of degenerative toxin. Recommend palliative care,” the med robot finished.
Barely had the words been spoken when Tempest reacted.
“No!” she said. Both of her fists were clenched, but she stood as still as a statue. Brittle, Ty thought, and her expression had become grim and afraid. “There has to be something we can do!”
Ty knew she was right.
“I have something,” he said quietly.
Tempest glanced at him with an expression of hope, but Dinah spoke first. “The Master was keeping him alive,” she said.
“Yes!” Tempest said, pouncing on the thought. “A cryo chamber!”
Ty wasn’t sure a cryo chamber was a good answer. According to the med bot, extended use had already resulted in additional damage. And even if that wasn’t the case, surely it would only prolong the inevitable?
It didn’t exactly offer much hope of a normal life for the Architect.
Yet Ty didn’t say anything. Not to Tempest, not at that moment. He didn’t think she would appreciate his thoughts about it. Instead, he excused himself with a quiet, “I’ll be back,” then left the med bay.
The only thing on Ty’s mind when he reached the Architect’s workshop was the healing nanites. He didn’t expect them to be able cure all of the Architect’s ills, and had serious doubts they would be able to do anything about the ‘degenerative toxin’ the med bot had mentioned. But they would give the man a fighting chance.
Ty had designed the nanites to repair any and all physical damage. The wound in the Architect’s head certainly qualified, and Ty was reasonably sure the nanites would also repair any damage done to the man’s vital organs. Beyond that, only time would tell.
Yet, as he entered the workshop, Ty’s thoughts changed.
The workshop had quickly become his sanctuary. A place where he came to work miracles, or, sometimes, just to be by himself and think. In his mind, the workshop was the ultimate man-cave, and, by extension, his.
Not technically, of course. Ty had no claim on any part of the mansion. He hadn’t even known it existed more than a few weeks ago. But neither Tempest nor Dinah had any reason to use it, nor, as far as Ty knew, had Zach. The room had effectively been mothballed since the Architect had disappeared.
Much as the kitchen and communications rooms belonged to Dinah and the master bedroom was Tempest’s, the workshop had become Ty’s place. The clean, white lines and potential wrapped up within it were a reflection of Ty’s very soul.
Yet that wasn’t right either. If the workshop was a reflection of someone’s soul, then that someone was the Architect rather than Ty. He had built the place from the ground up. The glass display cabinets featured a history of the Architect’s prosthetic creations, and the ideas that filled the filing cabinet by the wall belonged to Tempest’s father.
Even the devices stacked on the workbench, the ones Ty, Tempest and Lilith had taken from Bain and the others, were a testament to the Architect’s skills rather than Ty’s. The Architect had dreamed them up and turned that dream into a reality.
In this room, Ty was no more than a visitor. Or perhaps he was an interloper, entering the domain of someone he actively revered without his permission.
For a brief moment, Ty simply stood at the doorway, one of Dinah’s sheets wrapped around him like a toga. Both he and the girls had been asleep when Dinah’s alert had gone off, and no one had yet taken the time to get properly dressed.
Perhaps, Ty thought, he should do that now. At least then, when he came back to the workshop, he would be respectfully attired.
Then he shook his head and laughed at himself. What was he thinking? he wondered. He did have permission to be there. Tempest had given it to him. And anyway, he had come with a purpose, that of saving the Architect’s life.
Ty Wilcox wasted no more time. He entered the workshop with a greater sense of reverence than he might have before, and activated the fabricator that perched at one end of the workbench.
The plans for what he wanted were ready and waiting for him. Even the petri dish was in place.
“Fabricate medical nanites,” he said.
As usual, the fabricator was obedient to Ty’s commands. It whirred into life, and Ty sat on a stool to wait and to contemplate what the drug he’d taken had done.
He intended to bring up his character sheet again to check what his stats now showed. The AZT-407 had acted like a buff across the board. He had been smarter, stronger and more durable than usual, but most importantly, his technological enhancement skill had taken a serious boost. It had been like his brain was full of sparks. Like he was firing on all cylinders, with the turbo kicking in. Like he could see things with a clarity far beyond normal.
But now, in comparison, his brain felt like a lump of old clay. No buzz remained, and if he’d been able to think at light speed before, now he had to push each thought through the mud.
The buzz was over, yet the skill remained, and he wanted to check how that was reflected.
He was reaching for the button on his device when Lilith popped into existence in front of him.
Ty’s first instinct was to smile at the beautiful demon woman. Sporting perfectly integrated wings, horns, hooves, and a tail, Lilith was a flawless representation of a succubus, and yet there was an innocence about her as well. Like Ty, she had draped one of Dinah’s sheets around her when the alert had gone off, and hadn’t yet changed into her normal clothes.
Lilith wasn’t smiling. She seemed to have recovered from the effort required to teleport both Tempest and the Architect in through Ty’s shield, but her expression was worried.
“What’s wrong?” Ty asked.
“Sorry,” she said. “I just had to get away. It felt a little too personal, you know? And I wasn’t helping anything by being there.”
Ty understood. Lilith was the most recent addition to their superhero team, with the arrangement being consummated only a few hours earlier. If it had been Ty, no doubt he would have felt a little awkward as well, especially if Tempest had been as antagonistic to him as she had been with Lilith.
Yet the blonde superhero had come around in the end. Once she accepted Lilith had been acting under duress, the demon woman’s natural charms had done the rest. Ty thought Lilith would have been beautiful even without the device on her wrist. With it, the demon woman was irresistible, and not just to himself. Dinah and Tempest felt it as well.
It was just how things worked.
Ty nodded his understanding. “I get it,” he said. He might have said more, might have mentioned that the nanites the fabricator was busily creating would make all the difference, but Lilith spoke first.
“Ty, who is he? The old man from the alley, who Tempest cares so much about?” Lilith asked.




3: Medical Nanites

The question hit Ty like a bucket of cold water to the face. Lilith had become so integral to the team in such a short time that he often forgot she didn’t have the same knowledge as he did. She was also naturally quiet, apparently preferring to figure things out for herself than to ask.
As briefly as he could, he filled her in. “They call him the Architect. He was the first superhero, and even now, most of the world doesn’t believe he was real. He invented these devices we wear.” Ty indicated the small stack of devices on the workbench.
“We thought all along that the device Bain wore could only be his. So we knew the Master must have had something to do with the Architect’s disappearance. Tempest even thought they could have been one in the same, for a while.” Ty paused and looked at Lilith, who still hadn’t put it all together. There was something else the demon woman didn’t know.
“He’s Tempest’s father,” Ty said, and watched the light of understanding dawn in Lilith’s eyes.
“Oh,” she said.
Ty nodded. “Yeah. Everyone thought he was dead. Now it seems the Master had him all along.”
“Poor Tempest,” she said. “I don’t know what she must be feeling.”
The demon woman didn’t have to continue. Ty found himself staring at her, just taking in her contradictions. The appearance of a devil combined with an innocence pure enough to be called angelic. A strong internal desire only to help others, yet with such power that Bain and the Master had sought to use her as a weapon.
Nor had her life been easy even before then. Ty hadn’t asked her about it, but knew that Lilith had once been arrested, and had worked as a stripper.
Perhaps the trauma she had endured was why, when she had a reason, she could fly into a towering rage—a rage Ty and Dinah had faced once before.
Ty didn’t ever want to have to face it again.
“Fabrication complete,” the fabricator announced.
It was enough to shift Ty’s train of thought back onto the original tracks. Wasting no time, he plucked the petri dish from its spot on the workbench and placed the cover over the top, then held it up to show Lilith.
Inside the petri dish was a pool of shiny liquid, like mercury but paler, more translucent. The demon woman stared at it with a confused expression.
Before she could ask what it was, Ty grinned. He didn’t like the cold of the abyss they travelled through while being teleported, and the idea of being trapped there induced a visceral terror like none he’d ever known before. Nor was it a long way from the workshop to the med bay. Yet Tempest was one of the women he loved. He would do anything for her, and the Architect’s life was at stake. A few seconds one way or another might make a difference, and he wanted to make up for his hesitation at the door.
“Let’s get this to them as fast as we can,” he said.
This time, Lilith returned his smile, and Ty reflected that there was an upside to travel by teleportation. As Lilith drew him into her warm embrace, his senses filled with her softness, her strength, and her scent. It was a sensation he could easily get used to.
Then, with an audible popping noise, they blinked out of existence.
The moment of cold as Lilith transported them between two disparate points of existence was mercifully brief. Ty barely had time to grit his teeth against it when they blinked back into the world just outside the med bay.
Their sudden appearance startled Gremlin, who had apparently been standing guard outside. The cat flinched, then scampered away, her claws finding little purchase on the tile floors. For a moment, it was like she was from a cartoon, her legs working furiously for little result. Then, either by design or good luck, she gained traction and disappeared into the depths of the mansion.
It would have been funny if their mission hadn’t been so urgent.
Lilith held onto Ty for a second before letting him go. When he’d first met the demon woman, she hadn’t done that, preferring to separate as swiftly as possible. But since Lilith’s place among them had been confirmed, she’d begun to relax. Caring and thoughtful by nature, now she made sure Ty had found his feet before stepping away.
Both Tempest and Dinah had looked up at Lilith and Ty’s sudden arrival. A single glance was enough to tell Ty that nothing had changed. For all her power and strength, Tempest looked distraught, and Dinah’s expression was more serious than usual.
Without hesitation, Ty stepped forward with his petri dish held high.
“This will help him,” he said.
“What is it?” Tempest asked.
“Nanites,” Ty said. “I was working on them yesterday. Downloaded a medical database to get them to work. I wanted to replicate your healing ability as best as I could.” As he spoke, Ty heard his roommate’s voice in his mind. Brad was a professional gamer, and tended to think in terms of gaming terminology. He would say Ty’s nanites offered an HP buff.
“Do they work?” Tempest asked, and Ty could see real hope on her face.
He grinned. “Remember how I got burned by Steam a couple of days ago? The Dura-Dermis helped, but within a couple of hours of introducing these into my system, the wounds were healed.”
Now Dinah returned Ty’s smile. “Ty, you’ve been holding out on us,” the deerkin said. “What other secrets have you been hoarding?”
The stunning woman said it lightly, her intention no more than to voice pride and approval at what Ty had created. Yet he couldn’t help but remember there was something else he’d been hiding. Or, maybe not hiding, exactly, but he had yet to say anything about it.
AZT-407. The drug that had made his health nanites possible, and which even now lingered in the pain behind his eyes. He really should tell them about it, he thought. But the time wasn’t right. Instead, he accepted Dinah’s words as they were meant and made his way to the Architect’s side.
Without another word, he removed the petri dish lid and poured the nanites directly onto the Architect’s head wound.
Ty had expected the nanites to drip like a liquid, but the shimmering glob was more viscous than that. Instead of dripping or even falling in a coherent blob, it became attenuated, stretching out while adhering to the petri dish at the same time. Instead of a true liquid, it was a silvery mass that reached for the dying man’s skull.
Ty sensed Tempest hold her breath as the silvery mass touched the edge of the Architect’s wound. Then, as if that was a signal, the nanites flowed with greater speed, letting go of the petri dish all at once. For a moment, it looked to seal the wound all by itself, but Ty knew that to be a false impression. The nanites worked by moving into the bloodstream and lymphatic system, spreading like an infection throughout the host’s body. It wasn’t a bandage or sealant by itself, but rather a vehicle for repair.
In seconds, every last trace of the silvery nanites had vanished.
“Now what?” Tempest asked.
“Now, the nanites will replicate and seek out unhealthy tissue to repair it.”
Tempest looked as if she couldn’t believe it. “Will it work? How long will it take?”
“It worked for me, but your father isn’t in good shape. The nanites should be able to repair the wound in his head and the damage to his organs. I’m not sure about the rest.” Ty shrugged. “As for how long, you should start seeing improvements shortly. The gash in his head – maybe that will take a couple of hours to heal.”
All at once, Tempest offered him a smile that would have made a film star jealous. She’d been standing on the other side of the surgical table to Ty, but she moved around it to be close to him. She wrapped her arms around his neck and brought him down far enough to kiss him soundly on the lips.
“Ty Wilcox, you never cease to amaze me,” she said. “Thank you for this. For everything.”
Ty grinned, enjoying the embrace. “You are very welcome. But it isn’t a miracle cure. I don’t think the nanites will do anything about the degenerative toxin the med bot mentioned. It was never designed for that type of thing. But everything else, it should work pretty well.”
Some of the lightness faded from Tempest’s expression. She nodded. “I understand.”
Then Dinah spoke. “But even that buys us some time. We’ll have Gregory scan him again in a couple of hours to see what we are dealing with. But this is good. Ty, you did good.”
She might have been going to say something more, but before she did, the med bay screen pinged an alert.




4: A Chance to Help

Ty’s first thought was that there was a medical emergency with the Architect. Tempest’s reaction suggested she thought the same. She whirled from Ty with an expression of alarm on her face and stared at the screen as if the intensity of her gaze alone was enough to give her the answers she sought.
But Dinah knew better. “Don’t worry,” she said to Tempest. “That isn’t anything to do with your father. Remember, the screens are all networked, including this one. That’s just an alert I had set up to let me know if anything was happening in New Lincoln that required our attention.”
Tempest visibly relaxed, yet she still seemed surprisingly brittle, as if her strength had been turned into glass.
“What is it?” she demanded.
“Give me a moment,” Dinah murmured as she approached the screen.
The med bay screen was less sophisticated than those in Dinah’s communication room. It didn’t respond to gestures or vocal commands. Instead, Dinah operated it as if it was an oversized tablet, touching the alert message to open it.
The Architect’s vital information disappeared, to be replaced by a scene that to Ty looked like a war zone.
Ty stared at the screen, not comprehending. “What is it?” he asked, repeating Tempest’s question from moments before.
Nor was he the only one confused by the image. Both Tempest and Lilith stared at the screen as well, trying to reconcile what they were seeing with something that made rational sense.
Dinah drew a deep breath. When she let it out, she began to speak, her words measured and slow.
“I have algorithms set up to detect unusual news or activity,” she said. Despite the destruction on-screen that looked like the results of an earthquake, the deerkin managed a smile. “You didn’t think I spend all my time visually searching for trouble, did you?” she asked.
Ty had thought exactly that. But he should have known. In the short time he had known her, Dinah had proved herself a model of efficiency. Even when cooking, there were no wasted movements, and everything worked like clockwork. Was it really a surprise to learn that her efficiency extended to her talent for information control as well?
The deerkin’s smile faded. She touched the screen, swiping across, sifting through different views of the same scene. Some were stills, but most were shaky videos taken from people on the ground.
She grew serious. “I don’t know what has happened, but this is real. The destruction—something has happened in New Lincoln in the past few minutes,” she said. “I can’t see what caused it. We would have felt it if it was an earthquake. Maybe a bomb? I don’t know, the destruction looks wrong for that, somehow. Some other sort of detonation?”
Dinah looked away from the screen, toward Ty and Tempest. “Either way, people need help. Who wants to be a superhero?”
The question caught Ty by surprise. All at once, he realized that ever since he’d put on his device, he’d spent his time fighting battle after battle. It was like he was in some kind of video game where everyone was trying to kill him. As a superhero, he’d had only one job: trying to stay alive.
But this was different. This was, in Ty’s mind, what a superhero was meant to do. He was not there just to fight bad guys, but to help those in need.
It was time to man up. Hero up. Superhero up.
“What do I need to do?” he asked.
Dinah didn’t even try to answer. She took his question as an indication he was up to the task, and turned her attention to Tempest.
But the blonde superhero was shaking her head, a look of determination on her face. “Not this time,” she said. “I’m staying here.”
Dinah didn’t argue. She simply accepted Tempest’s response with a nod. Ty couldn’t blame her, yet he didn’t want to face the destruction shown on-screen all alone. To begin with, he didn’t even know how to get there.
Fortunately, he didn’t have to worry. “I’ll help,” said Lilith.
Dinah managed a smile. “Good. It’ll take me a moment to work out where this is. In the meantime, perhaps you two had better change into your clothes. Unless you want the newscasts to be filled with pictures of you as you are now?”
Ty and Lilith did as Dinah suggested, the demon woman once again blinking them through a moment of non-existence to save a few precious seconds. They emerged into Dinah’s bedroom, and once again Lilith held onto Ty for just long enough to make sure he had his balance.
Ty appreciated it and didn’t want her to let him go. But she did anyway, looking about for her regular clothes.
Finding them swiftly, she unwound the sheet she had been wearing and cast it aside, standing briefly naked in front of Ty.
He forgot about everything else and just stared.
“Wow,” he said. He hadn’t intended to. It was an involuntary reaction, much like another that had begun the moment Lilith dropped her sheet. It didn’t matter how much he’d leveled up, didn’t matter that he was now in a relationship with her, Dinah and Tempest all at once. To Ty, the demon woman was a vision of pink-haired perfection, and he would have stared at her all day if he’d had the time.
Perhaps surprisingly given that she had worked as a stripper, Lilith blushed at Ty’s response. But she made no move to cover herself, instead eyeing him up and down in return.
“Thank you,” she said, acknowledging the inherent compliment in his exclamation. Then she returned to what she was doing. “We have to hurry,” she said. “People need our help.”
Ty knew she was right. With a sigh, he cast his own sheet aside and climbed into his trousers, doing his best to ignore his growing reaction.
“Although, maybe,” the demon woman added thoughtfully. “Would it be all right if just the two of us … when we get back…” the demon woman paused her thought incomplete, then tried again. “Do you think Dinah or Tempest would mind?”
Ty understood what Lilith was asking. He wrapped the pouch that contained his power supplies around his middle, then put on his shirt.
“I’m sure neither of them would mind at all,” he said, already looking forward to the future. It felt good to be on this side of the equation as far as the relationship between him and the girls was concerned. Usually, it was him trying to figure things out.
For him, it had been different from anything he’d experienced before, but now, he understood it more clearly. He knew without a doubt in his mind that neither Tempest nor Dinah would begrudge either Lilith or himself a moment of pleasure. Lilith had been included in their lives, just as Ty had been. Within that small circle, anything was permissible, as long as it was via mutual consent.
The demon woman was the first to get ready, but Ty wasn’t far behind. He was just climbing into his shoes when both his and Lilith’s devices pinged to indicate a call coming through.
Lilith answered first, and a holographic image of Dinah appeared floating above her device. “Lilith, good,” the deerkin said. “I have located the event. It is in West New Lincoln, near the Harmony Bridge. Restaurant district, with apartments above. Not the tallest buildings, but lots of people even at this time of the morning. Do you know the area?”
Lilith nodded. “I think so. I can get us there.”
“Good. Good luck,” the deerkin said.
It seemed she was about to ring off, but Lilith stopped her. “Can you tell if this is just a random event? Or is the Master somehow involved?” she asked.
It was a question Ty had been wondering about as well. The Master had effectively declared war against them. His first move, the opening gambit of that war, was to cast the Architect out into the street. Could this destruction be his next step?
The Master had threatened public destruction before. Only Tempest’s superhuman strength had prevented a disaster at Scare Kingdom, New Lincoln’s amusement park. But in that case, the Master had telegraphed his intentions, leaving a threat on the newsnets that Dinah had decoded.
This time, there were no threats. No messages at all. Did that mean the Master wasn’t involved? Or was he just no longer advertising his intent in advance?
Either way, Ty couldn’t help but wonder what it meant. If the Master was involved, what did he hope to gain from destruction like this?
What did he want to achieve?
“I have no information,” Dinah said. “But I’ll keep looking.”
“Okay, thank you,” Lilith said. The demon woman then turned to Ty. She seemed both nervous and excited, and Ty didn’t have to ask why. Lilith had been more hesitant than him when it came to joining their team. While Ty’s first thought when it came to being a superhero was that of beating up bad guys, that wasn’t what Lilith was about. She wanted to help people more than anything else.
This was her chance to do so.
Despite her nervousness, it was Lilith who spoke. “Are you ready?” she asked.
But Ty had thought of something. “Let’s go back to the workshop first,” he said. “If this is the Master’s doing, we don’t want to turn up unprepared.”
Lilith nodded. For the third time in just a few minutes, she stepped close to Ty and held him tight. Despite the demon woman’s warm softness, Ty couldn’t help but become tense in preparation for the moment of cold he knew to be coming.




5: Scene of Destruction

Ty wasted no time. As soon as they reached the workshop, he ordered the fabricator to produce the only effective weapon against superpowered people that he’d been able to create. EMP grenades, good for a blast radius of about a dozen yards. Any device-wearer caught within that radius would suddenly find their device no longer working. The devices would drop to the ground, and then withdrawal would kick in.
Ty knew from his own experience that withdrawal from the device was debilitating.
As the fabricator did its work, Lilith asked a question. “Why don’t we take some of your nanites with us?” she asked.
Ty looked at her.
“For the wounded,” she clarified. “Wouldn’t they help them as well?”
Ty wondered just how much of an impact his hangover from the AZT-407 was having. He should have thought of that for himself.
As soon as the fabricator finished with the grenades, he had it fabricate another couple of petri dishes full of nanites as well. That was done, he looked at the demon woman.
“Is there anything else you think we might need?” he asked.
Lilith shook her head.
“Okay then. Let’s go.” Once more, he stepped in close.
This time, the moment of cold lasted longer than usual. It was like being caught in a frozen hole for an eternity. For Ty, it was like his worst nightmares come true. In this place between worlds, he could sense nothing. There was no light, no sound, not even Lilith’s earthy scent to anchor him. Only the pressure of the demon woman’s warm embrace gave him any comfort that she was still with him at all.
Between one moment and the next, the cold seeped into him. More than just in his fingers and toes, Ty felt it in his chest and lungs, in his very bones. It was the type of cold he might expect in the gulf between worlds, where not even the stars had the power to shine. It ate at him, permeated through his flesh, and seated itself in this space behind his eyes where the dull ache of his hangover waited.
It was beyond painful. It was an indescribable pressure, and it went on for so long Ty couldn’t help it. In the darkness between two disparate points, Ty opened his mouth to let out a wail….
The wail never fully formed. Just as Ty was about to give voice to his darkest terror, he and Lilith popped back into existence.
But this time, instead of appearing on the ground, they were maybe two hundred feet in the air.
Ty hadn’t activated his personal shield. He compulsively clutched at Lilith and kicked out in momentary panic to find himself so far away from solid ground.
“Sorry,” Lilith said. She hadn’t let him go, hadn’t even loosened her grip. “I should have warned you. That was a long one. The house shield – it really does interfere with my power.”
Ty took a deep breath and held the demon woman tight. He was annoyed with himself. There was no need to panic. Even if Lilith had somehow let him go, he could have activated his shield in an instant. It wouldn’t stop him from falling, not exactly, but it would catch him before he smashed into the ground.
“It’s okay,” Ty said. “Where are we?” As he asked, he looked around. It was still dark, or at least, as dark as the city of New Lincoln ever got. The ever-present layer of cloud blotted out any stars in the sky, and already Ty was starting to feel damp from the light drizzle in the air. But this part of the city, as with most others, was still flooded with light. Neon signs and streetlights turned the night into perpetual gloom as they advertised everything from the latest technological device to the more obscure body enhancements. There were even holographic displays, sometimes many stories tall, fighting for the attention of passing strangers, enticing one and all to sample their wares.
Enough of them remained to clearly show what had happened. Directly below where Ty and Lilith hovered in the air was a scene of destruction.
Not every part of the city of New Lincoln sported massive mega-corporation buildings hundreds of stories tall. This was an older part of the city. The buildings were shorter and spaced farther apart. Ty had never been there before, but he instantly sensed that this was a more pleasant part of the city. There was even a hint of a river burbling nearby, under a bridge.
Where so many of the New Lincoln inhabitants struggled to make ends meet, Ty knew without thinking that this part of town was for those who didn’t need to struggle as much. Instead, this was where people came to spend money on good food and drink with those they cared about, and basically just to have a good time.
Some of the buildings were still standing, but others hadn’t been so lucky.
When Lilith had been under the control of the Master, she had used her power in an attack against Tempest and Dinah’s building. It had felt like an earthquake, and great sections of the road had been ruined.
To Ty, this looked like that, but on a much larger scale. It truly was like an earthquake had hit, as Dinah had mentioned. A small, localized earthquake that packed a considerable punch.
“Oh my God,” Lilith murmured.
Ty had to agree. For much of a city block, the damage looked monumental. “Take us down,” he said.
Lilith did as he asked, drifting through the drizzle until they stood on what had once been a pavement.
They surveyed the scene of disaster. Buildings had been reduced to rubble, with chunks of masonry jutting left and right. Broken pipes sprayed water into the air, and a large fire was burning off to one side. There were people crying and wailing, others calling out the names of people they loved. Somewhere in the distance, Ty heard sirens, and despite all the destruction, at least one alarm still worked.
Nor was that the end of it. Already, there were drones in the air, whether owned by the newscast or the emergency services, he didn’t know. All he knew was that they were facing a tragedy of significant portions.
“What do we do?” Lilith asked. By the sound of her voice, she was in shock. But she was still willing to help.
Ty took a deep breath. “Whatever we can,” he said. “Find the injured. Take them to the hospital. Those that look bad, give them some of the nanites.”
Lilith nodded, looking determined. She glanced at one of the drones that had come near. “What about them? What if we’re seen?”
Ty looked at the demon woman. He knew that for her, all this was brand new. “Will you let a camera stop you from helping someone who needs it?” he asked.
Lilith didn’t even need to think. “Of course not,” she said. Yet she didn’t seem to like the idea of using her abilities in public, either.
She shook her head, apparently putting the concern out of her mind so she could focus on the task at hand. She called Dinah to let the deerkin know they had arrived, and asked about the New Lincoln hospitals that were likely to have the capacity to treat multiple victims.
Dinah replied with a list, and asked if they had seen any hint of the Master’s influence.
Lilith looked at Ty, who shook his head. “All I can see is a ruin. No idea what caused it,” he said.
The deerkin said she would keep looking, and signed off.
“Maybe we should concentrate our efforts in areas where others can’t go,” Ty said, thinking it might also help with the problem of being observed. “You see to those trapped high up, and I’ll stick to those on the ground.”
Ty would have preferred to work with the demon woman by his side, but it made more sense to separate, and Lilith seemed to agree.
“Be careful,” she said, and with that, she took to the air, beating her demon wings as she flew.
Then Ty was alone in the ruins. He activated his suit and got to work.




6: Searching the Ruins

It was slow going. Even with his shield, Ty had to choose his footing carefully. He paused every so often to listen, hunting for survivors, and took his turn to shout so they would know he was there. At first, he saw no one trapped in the rubble, and he started to wonder if there were any survivors at all
Ty was grimly aware that he might be standing on top of any number of broken bodies beneath the ruins. He just didn’t know.
As he searched, he started to understand the limitations of his shield. Lilith and Tempest could both cover far more ground than he could, at a far greater speed. And Lilith could get anyone to the help they needed almost instantly. All Ty could do was use the augmented strength his shield offered to lift debris out of the way.
He worked his way in and around some of the more dangerous areas, where partially collapsed structures teetered ominously, confident that his shield would withstand it should they start to collapse. But he quickly grew frustrated at his lack of success.
There had to have been people who needed his help, and he wanted to help them. But he was limited to his own senses when it came to finding these survivors. And if he couldn’t even find them, then what could he do?
Finally, he heard a whimper from nearby. He turned and saw a middle-aged man with a deep gash on his face. The man was caught beneath a slab of concrete and steel that pinned his legs. He was covered in dust and looked at Ty with an expression that suggested he’d accepted his fate. In his mind, there was little Ty could do.
“It’s okay,” Ty said. “I’m here to help you.”
The man coughed against the dust in the air and offered a disbelieving snort. “You got a team of helpers with you?” he asked. “Because this thing crushing my leg isn’t budging.” Then he looked at Ty properly. “What’s with that blue glow around you? What are you, some kind of street entertainer?” he added.
Ty ignored the question and examined the damage. “Let’s give it a go anyway, shall we?” he said. “Unless there’s anything else I need to worry about?”
“Blowed if I know,” the man said. “I can’t feel anything down there at all.”
Ty heard the fear in the man’s voice and knew there was little he could do to assuage it. “Well, here we go.”
He set himself, took a strong grip on the chunk of concrete, and heaved it off the middle-aged man. It wasn’t easy, and he was sure Tempest would have done better, but he did it. The piece of concrete must have weighed more than five hundred pounds, and yet Ty moved it without really breaking a sweat.
As the weight came off, the middle-aged man groaned with pain and started to pant. His leg had been crushed. He was bleeding, although how badly, Ty couldn’t tell.
“You might want to put some pressure on that,” he said.
Despite the pain he was obviously in, the middle-aged man complied. “Now what?” he asked. “I don’t see any ambulances anywhere close.” As well as the pain, Ty still heard resignation in his voice.
“Don’t worry about that,” Ty said, and offered the man a grin. He took out his petri dish of nanites and used the lid to separate a small amount from the rest, which he then tipped onto the man’s wound.
“What’s that?” the man asked through gritted teeth.
“It’s a kind of magic,” Ty replied. “In a few hours, you ought to be good as new. But we might take you to a hospital anyway, just to make sure.”
With that, Ty used his device to call Lilith, and in moments the demon woman had teleported the man away.
Feeling good about himself, Ty moved on through the rubble, searching for other survivors.
◆◆◆
 
Over the next several hours, Ty found more than a dozen people who had survived the attack. Some were in a bad way, even worse than the middle-aged man, and Ty sent them away with Lilith.
An extremely lucky young couple with matching geometric tattoos on their faces had somehow managed to survive completely unscathed, but were trapped in a small space close to a fire. Ty dug them out, gritting his teeth against the burns he gained through his shield, happy to accept the price with the confident knowledge that his own nanites would cure him within hours.
There was an elderly man who survived with little more than a broken arm, and a woman who looked stunned, and kept calling out for her daughter.
And then there were those who were beyond Ty’s help. He didn’t even recognize the first body he saw. The young man was covered in dust, and Ty nearly stepped on him before he realized. When he did, he bent down to help, and even though there was no visible mark on him, Ty knew at once he was dead.
There was nothing he could do. Ty paused for a moment, regretting that he hadn’t been able to get to the man sooner, then moved on.
He soon lost count of the dead he saw after that, and did what he could to focus on those who still lived. At some point, he began asking those he helped if they’d seen what happened. Most of them hadn’t, but a young girl who couldn’t have been more than six years old said something that chilled his blood.
“It was a man,” she said. “He clapped his hands and everyone died.”
As soon as she said it, Ty knew who she meant. One of the Master’s men had that power. Concussion, they called him. He could create a concussive blast with a single clap.
And yet, the man Ty and Tempest had fought couldn’t have done this much damage. His concussive claps had been powerful, but this? Could they really collapse buildings?
In Ty’s mind, the man would have had to level up considerably to be able to do that. Yet it wasn’t something Ty could afford to dismiss.
And if it was Concussion, did that mean it was the Master behind all this destruction? To what end?
◆◆◆
 
The ache behind Ty’s eyes was still there, adding pressure to the inside of his skull. It was as if someone had introduced a fist-sized chunk of ice to his head without ensuring there was sufficient space.
Ty had never eaten ice cream regularly as a kid, but had suffered brain freeze from time to time nevertheless. This wasn’t like that, but more urgent, more compelling, and it throbbed to the tune of the beat of his heart.
As the hours passed and Ty’s exhaustion increased, the pain only grew worse. Yet he didn’t let it impact what he was doing. A headache, a hangover from the drug he had taken, was no excuse not to help those in need.
He wondered if he could tweak his nanites so they could act as an analgesic as well. But if he could, that was for later, after he and Lilith were done with this disaster.
Ty worked steadily, doing his best while lamenting that his talents were only minimally useful in this situation. Yet, even though he wished he could do more, his shield gave him an advantage over the others who had come to help. It would protect him against dangers they couldn’t afford to face, as well as enhancing his strength.
Those others, the first responders and other volunteers, Ty couldn’t help but admire. They had come with no intention other than to help, to undo the damage that had been done to their city.
The Master and his minions were attacking New Lincoln. The secretive super villain seemed intent on destruction, and had the power to bring that destruction to bear. But these people fought against such intent without even knowing that’s what they did.
And they did so without the added protection Ty possessed.
The actions of these men and women inspired him. Despite his discomfort, how could he do less than they did?
So he ignored the ache in his head and the exhaustion in his bones, and worked through the rubble as systematically as he could.
How lost count of many people he helped. Young and old, some with the body modifications typical of the people of New Lincoln, but many with none. Ty helped them all. Sometimes it was enough just to dig them out from wherever they were, and help them to the edge of the destruction. At other times, he had to call Lilith, to get her to teleport the survivors to the hospital.
Aside from those times, he saw the demon woman rarely. The area of destruction was extensive, and there were areas Lilith could reach that Ty simply couldn’t.
When he called her, she would come as quickly as possible, and teleport the survivor away with barely a word. Yet her expression spoke volumes. Working like this, helping people in such a situation, was both traumatic and uplifting. In no way should this have been allowed to happen, yet Lilith could use her power to help. She wasn’t under the control of anyone looking to further their own ambitions. She was simply acting according to her nature.
She wanted to help, and would continue to do so for as long as it took.
Ty ran out of nanites sometime around noon. Perhaps he should have called Lilith before doing anything else and returned to the mansion to make more. If he hadn’t been so tired, maybe he would have done that. But before he could think to do so, he stumbled across a young boy partially buried in the rubble.




7: Jason

The boy couldn’t have been more than four or five years old. His eyes were closed, and Ty’s first thought was that he was dead. By then, Ty had seen enough dead bodies in the ruins that he was somewhat inured to the sight. But something about this boy, this innocent in the wreckage, spoke to him.
Ty looked quickly about, seeking the boy’s parents. Seeing no one else nearby and knowing they could be buried under his feet, Ty knelt down and shook the boy by the shoulder.
“Hey,” Ty said. Because of the layer of dust that covered everything, there appeared to be no major injuries, at least as far as Ty could see. Yet that didn’t necessarily mean much, as he’d already learned. The dead in this disaster area could range from barely recognizable as human to almost entirely undamaged.
Ty prepared himself for the worst. He tried to close his heart to the boy and got ready to push all thoughts of him aside so he could continue his work.
But then the boy’s eyes flickered open.
They were clear, blue, and as calm as two pools of water on a windless day.
“Am I going to die?” the boy asked. His voice was calm and surprisingly clear, and betrayed no hint of fear.
Ty’s first instinct was to offer comfort. He tried a grin. “No,” he said. “Of course not. I’m here to help you.” Then he frowned. “Why do you ask? Does it hurt somewhere?”
The boy studied him seriously for a moment. “No,” he said. “It did a little while ago, but not so much anymore. But I can’t feel my toes.” For a boy so young, he sounded surprisingly articulate. Ty found himself warming to him. Somehow, the boy reminded him of someone he used to know when he was young. A dimly remembered version of someone he used to play with. Perhaps a neighbor? Ty couldn’t really remember. It was so long ago.
The brother of one of his sister’s friends?
At the same time, the boy’s answer worried Ty. He wished he had some of his nanites left, and decided to get some replacements as soon as he could. In the meantime, he needed to get to the boy’s lower half, buried under a mound of rubble.
Ty could have dug the boy out even without the enhanced strength his shield offered. Yet he was careful. He didn’t want to hurt him any more than necessary.
“Let’s get you out of here,” he said. But before he removed even the first piece of rubble, he asked a question. “What’s your name?”
“Jason,” the boy said. He kept staring at Ty with his calm, serious eyes. “Are you an angel?” he asked.
Ty let out a laugh. “No,” he said. Then he realized the boy was wondering about his blue glow. “This is just a new type of tech,” he said. “Like a force field, but a little different. Now, you tell me if anything I do starts to hurt, okay?”
Jason nodded solemnly, and Ty got to work.
It didn’t take very long to shift the rubble covering Jason’s lower half. But as he uncovered the boy’s legs, Ty started to worry. It seemed the boy was more injured than he’d originally thought. His legs seemed twisted in odd ways. Worse, the dust that covered everything was a darker shade than it should have been.
It looked as if it was wet. As if it had been mixed with the boy’s blood.
Ty paused with what he was doing.
“Your legs don’t hurt at all?” he asked, careful not to convey how worried he was.
Jason shook his head calmly. “No. They feel kinda numb. Like, I know they are still there, but the pain has all gone away.” Ty nodded, and the boy looked at him. “Is there something wrong?” he asked.
Ty shook his head. “No,” he said. At the same time, he really wished he still had some nanites. “I’m going to call a friend of mine,” he said. “She will take you to the hospital, where they’ll make you all better.”
The boy nodded. “Thank you,” he said. Then, without any change in inflection, he said something that made Ty’s heart ache for him. “I think my mother is dead,” he said.
Ty didn’t know what to say.
“Why do you think that?” he asked, thinking that maybe he could find the boy’s mother. Perhaps he would be lucky. Perhaps he could be able to save her as well.
“She was with me when it happened,” Jason said. “I was sleeping and a loud noise woke me. Then the building fell down, and now she’s not here.”
Ty understood then that the boy’s mother was probably buried somewhere nearby. “I’ll look for her,” he said, even though he had little hope of finding her. “For now, let’s get you to a hospital.”
With that, Ty contacted Lilith once again.
The demon woman took longer to answer than usual.
“I have my hands full,” she began before Ty could say a word. “Three people, and there’s a fire nearby. I don’t know how long they might last. It might take a minute to get to you. Can it wait?”
Ty could sense the urgency in Lilith’s voice and knew her situation was desperate. At the same time, his instincts said that the boy needed help right away, that there was something serious going on with his legs. Yet he couldn’t justify taking her away from what she was doing. With fires, even seconds might be important.
He couldn’t put three lives in danger for one. Especially as Jason didn’t seem to be in any real discomfort.
“As quick as you can,” he said. With that, he hung up and turned back to Jason. “She might take a minute,” he said.
The boy nodded, apparently content to wait. “Will you hold my hand?” he asked.
Ty nodded. He could do that. He deactivated his shield and took the boy’s surprisingly cool hand in his own.
◆◆◆
 
Ty Wilcox sat in the rubble, holding the young boy’s hand and counting the seconds until Lilith would appear. With the hangover caused by the AZT–407 drug, his brain felt more foggy than usual. He started to second guess everything. Should he have called Lilith back right away? Which was more urgent, her trio of potential burn victims, or Jason’s uncertain injury?
He wondered if he should be murmuring something comforting to the boy, but Jason didn’t seem to need it. He seemed perfectly content to wait, with Ty’s hand gripped in his own.
Most of all, Ty worried about his lack of nanites. If only he’d been more sparing with them as he shared them out. It didn’t really matter how many he gave to the injured. A single nanite would be as effective as ten million. It would just take a little longer for it to replicate inside a victim’s system.
And then, as the seconds slowly ticked by, he realized he did have a supply of nanites. He had them in his own bloodstream. The only issue was getting them to Jason.
Was there some way he could perform a transfusion? Should he cut his hand and let the blood drip over the boy’s wounds? Or would that create more problems than it solved if their blood types proved incompatible?
Even as he finished the thought, a new idea came to mind. His new skill. Cyber assimilation. He didn’t truly know what it meant, but when he’d woken that morning, the device he wore on his wrist had been partially absorbed by his flesh.
Assimilation was not the same as absorption. In Ty’s mind, it meant more ‘becoming part of’ than simply engulfing. And when Ty willed it to happen, the process had reversed. The device on his wrist became no longer part of him, but was instead just a device on his wrist.
Did that mean he could somehow control technology with his body? That he could absorb it and spit it back out on a whim?
Or did it mean more than that as well?
Ty shook himself. All that mattered at that moment was the ability to absorb and, more importantly, the ability to un-absorb.
If simply thinking about it had resulted in his flesh giving up the device, what would happen if he willed himself to expel some of the nanites from his system?
Ty looked at Jason, who looked completely at peace. The boy’s eyes were still open, and he seemed comfortable. Yet when he saw Ty looking at him, the words he spoke were enough to make the cold hand of fear clutch at Ty’s heart.
“It’s getting darker now,” the boy said.
Ty closed his eyes and willed the nanites to re-emerge with everything he had. He imagined them working their way through his bloodstream to the tips of his fingers, to emerge from the pores in his skin. He imagined he could even feel them moving about, and could sense them accumulating like cold water on his fingertips.
Then he opened his eyes. With a sense of profound relief, Ty saw that the nanites had indeed concentrated themselves at his fingertips. He felt that now everything would be okay. That Jason would be fine. The nanites would replicate in the boy’s system and repair all the damage that had been done. The boy might grieve for his mother, but at least he would live.
Ty reached over and allowed the nanites to drip from his fingers onto the boy’s shattered legs. He expected them to disappear through the boy’s sodden trousers and into the flesh below to start their work.
But they didn’t. They just stayed on top, like pale mercury beading on a flat surface.
“Come on,” Ty muttered. He breathed, frowning, not understanding. “Come on, do your job,” he said.
But for some reason, the nanites didn’t listen. They stayed where they were, quiescent.
Ty flicked a glance at Jason’s face, and saw that the boy had closed his eyes. “Jason?”
Then, between one heartbeat and the next, Ty knew what had happened. The boy’s hand, still clasped in his own, had grown even colder. Ty didn’t let it go, but instead gripped the boy’s shoulder with his other hand as well.
“Jason?” he repeated. He shook the boy, first gently, and then with more vigor. “Jason!” Ty shouted. In his heart, he already understood the truth. But he didn’t want to believe it. The boy had been okay!
“Jason! Wake up!” Ty pleaded, but the boy didn’t respond. “Jason! Don’t be dead! Oh, God, please don’t be dead!”
Ty couldn’t believe it. Moments before, the boy had been alive and conscious. He had been lucid and calm, apparently unconcerned by what had happened. And Ty had thought he would be okay.
“Jason, don’t do this to me!” Ty said. He’d known that the boy’s injuries were bad, that he needed to get to the hospital. But to have been moments from death? Ty couldn’t believe it.
With his breath coming in short gasps, Ty felt for a pulse in the boy’s neck. Nothing.
He laid his head on the boy’s chest, listening for a heartbeat or the sound of him breathing.
Still nothing. But that didn’t mean anything. There was too much noise. The boy was naturally still, surely it didn’t mean anything. Ty was just listening in the wrong place.
“Jason!” he shouted again, and shook the boy even harder.
All thoughts of his headache and tiredness had fled. All that mattered was the boy lying on the rubble. Ty went through a mental inventory of what he could do, and came up with nothing. His skills were all useless. His shield was useless. Not even his nanites could do anything more.
There was only one more thing he could think of. He gathered the boy into his arms and staggered to his feet. Raising his head to the heavens, Ty shouted as loud as he could. “Lilith! I need you!”




8: Grief

Ty didn’t know if Lilith heard him call for her or if she was responding to his earlier message. All he knew was that the demon woman appeared before him within just a few seconds. She looked tired, but not yet to the point of exhaustion. Nothing about her suggested anything other than a willingness to see this task through.
Yet one look at Ty and her expression became one of alarm.
“Ty! What’s wrong?”
Ty didn’t waste time with unnecessary explanations. He was desperate. Distraught. He thrust the body of Jason toward Lilith with a wrenching cry.
“Take him!” he shouted. “Get him somewhere they can help! He needs to be resuscitated!”
Barely understanding, Lilith took the boy out of reflex more than anything else, an expression of puzzlement on her face. Yet she figured it out soon enough. With Jason’s head and arms hanging limply, Lilith teleported away, the popping sound of her exit echoing among the debris.
It felt as if she had taken Ty’s heart with her. Ty had no idea why the boy had affected him so much. All he knew was that he had.
Feeling suddenly weak, as if all of his muscles had turned to mush, Ty had no choice but to sit down. He didn’t know how long Lilith would be, didn’t know what news she might bring when she returned. All he knew was that he had failed the boy.
All his power, all his capabilities, and there had been nothing he could do.
All at once, Ty knew that his focus had been wrong. He’d thought about how to make himself stronger. How to combat villains. But, as Lilith instinctively understood, at its core, being a superhero was about helping people.
People like Jason.
And in that, Ty had failed.
Unbidden, tears flooded Ty’s eyes and ran down his cheeks. He buried his face in his hands and wept for the boy he’d just met as he’d wept for his sister when she had died.
Ty didn’t know how long it was before Lilith returned. Several minutes. No more than ten. He had spent much of that time wracked with grief mixed with guilt, letting out sobs that he just couldn’t keep in.
In that time, none of the volunteer rescuers or first responders had come close. He had climbed over and through tons of fallen masonry to get to where he was, and none of the others would risk it. So Ty had been left alone in his grief, alone in his guilt, and was still alone when Lilith popped into existence with an odor of ozone.
Ty drew a deep breath, mustered his hope, and silently looked to the demon woman. He didn’t trust his voice enough to beg her to tell him Jason was okay.
Yet one look at her face was enough to tell him otherwise.
She bit her lip in a hesitant expression he might have found endearing in other circumstances, but shook her head just a little as well.
Ty’s eyes welled back with tears, and he buried his face in his hands once again.
The demon woman sat down beside him and pulled him close until his tears ran dry once again.
“I’m sorry,” she said quietly. “They tried. They really did. But there was nothing they could do.”
Ty just nodded. He sat as close to Lilith as he could, and said nothing.
“It’s not easy, this superhero job, is it?” Lilith asked.
Ty shook his head.
“But it’s worth it, isn’t it?” Lilith asked. “This is the first time in my life I’ve ever felt needed.”
Still Ty said nothing. Lilith drew a deep breath and continued. “Come on,” she said. “There might still be others we can help.”
Ty knew she was right. He gave himself a moment more, then nodded. Lilith took that as a signal to stand, and held out her hand to help Ty back to his feet.
◆◆◆
 
Ty and Lilith continued to work for a short while more. At first, Lilith was hesitant to leave Ty alone, but soon enough they returned to their earlier routine.
Ty found a few other people to help, just as he found others who were beyond resuscitation. He did his best, conjuring nanites from his own body as he went, and gradually the red pounding pain of losing Jason started to fade. He understood there was little he could have done to save the boy with the capabilities he currently possessed. But that didn’t mean he wouldn’t think about options for the future.
With his head pounding as it was, he couldn’t think of much that might help, but his headache would fade. Sooner or later, he would be back in the Architect’s workshop with time on his hands. When that happened, he would make this his top priority.
If he ever found himself in a situation like this again, he would be better prepared.
Idly, he wondered what it might take to be able to repair not just the people, but the buildings as well. To return the world to how it had been before disaster had struck. Randomly, he wondered if he could program his medical nanites to work on masonry. To define what was necessary from the building blueprints and program his nanites to scavenge whatever materials were available to rebuild.
He was still contemplating that possibility when Lilith, looking tired and drawn, reappeared by his side.
“It’s been a while since I found any survivors,” the demon woman said. “The first responders have their dogs and drones out looking, and I think you and I are starting to attract a bit more attention than I like. How about we call it a day and head back?”
Ty looked around. He’d covered a significant area on foot, and knew Lilith had gone even further. As well, he understood the odds of anyone surviving beneath all the mess to be shrinking all the while. He was exhausted, as was Lilith.
They had done their share. Done the best they could.
Lilith was right. It was time to go.
Ty nodded. As Lilith stepped close to him once again, Ty started thinking about his new idea for his nanites. Ever since Tempest had crashed through the wall of his apartment fighting Bain, Ty had been worried about the cost of repairing the damage.
But maybe, just maybe, if he could reprogram his nanites as he planned, it wouldn’t cost him a thing.
◆◆◆
 
The biting cold of that space between two points of reality was almost too much for him. In the infinite time Ty and Lilith during which they were exposed, it felt as if the weight behind his eyes froze solid. It took his breath away and seemed to freeze his blood in his veins.
It was all Ty could do to grit his teeth against the pain and pray that the pressure didn’t cause his head to explode.
After what felt like an eternity, they emerged from that awful hell onto the demon woman’s regular landing spot, the bridge over the koi pond outside the mansion. Such was the shock to Ty’s system that his knees buckled as he gasped for breath. Lilith had to clutch at him to keep him from collapsing, and if it weren’t for the railing on the bridge, he might have fallen into the water below.
“Steady,” the demon woman said, her voice full of concern. “We’re here. You’re okay.”
Ty thought Lilith was trying to reassure herself as much as him. He didn’t feel okay. Not by a long shot. He felt instead as if someone had inserted an ice balloon behind his eyes and was blowing it up, steadily increasing the pressure on the inside of his head. At the same time, he felt tired to the point where the muscles in his legs were starting to vibrate.
Yet he didn’t want Lilith to worry. He knew that this was no more than the after effects of the drug he had taken. In his mind, that made it self-inflicted, and he was stubborn. This weakness, and the headache as well, were of his own making, and were therefore his to bear.
Leaning part of his weight on the railing and part on Lilith, he waited until he felt strong enough to stand under his own efforts.
Then he nodded. “I’m okay,” he said, mirroring Lilith’s words. “That just took a bit longer than I wanted it to, is all,” Ty said.
Lilith bought it. “That’s why I came here rather than trying to get through the shield. It doesn’t affect me so much, but not many people seem to like teleporting.” She gave Ty a gentle grin. “Tempest didn’t seem to mind, though. It doesn’t faze her.”
Ty was feeling stronger by then. “Nothing much ever does,” he said. At the same time, he wondered if the blonde superhero hadn’t been simply trying to match Lilith herself. Tempest had mentioned before that the demon woman intimidated her. Perhaps she just wanted to prove herself Lilith’s equal.
Not that it really mattered. Tempest was either tough enough that teleporting didn’t worry her, or was tough enough that she could pretend it didn’t. Either way, Ty couldn’t match it.
“Come on,” Ty said. “Let’s get inside.”
He turned off the shield and Lilith helped him through the main entrance. But as soon as they were inside, Ty’s failure seemed to loom large once again. There was so much he hadn’t been able to do. Sure, he had saved people, but what about all those he’d failed? Not just Jason, although the image of the boy filled Ty’s mind like an image on the screen in Dinah’s communication room. But also the dead he’d seen, crushed, partially buried, beyond his help.
Perhaps, if he’d been quicker, he might have been able to help them as well. And that didn’t even count all the dozens, hundreds, maybe even thousands of people he’d never even noticed, buried under the rubble.
Ty didn’t even have the ability to sense them, let alone offer them aid.
He wanted to go to the workshop and magic up some elegant solution to all of his problems. Flying wasn’t good enough. He needed to be able to replicate Lilith’s teleportation skill. And while his nanites could help repair injuries far quicker than anything else, they were no good at all if Ty couldn’t get to the injured.
The drones used by the first responders would help, but what of those who were buried?
Was there some sort of x-ray technology Ty could make use of? And, if he could find survivors that way, perhaps he could automate his nanites, send them on the back of some scurrying drone, to keep victims alive for just long enough.
There was so much to do, and Ty wanted to begin. Yet, as soon as he stepped inside the mansion, his exhaustion claimed him, combined with a sense of relief at being back in the place he was growing to think of as ‘home,’ and the remnants of his grief for Jason.
For that moment, the seats just inside the door looked more than appealing.
He let Lilith go, sat down, and gave the demon woman a grateful grin. “Maybe I’ll just sit here for a bit,” he said to her.




9: Cryo Sleep

Lilith studied him for a moment. “Do you want to be alone?” the demon woman asked.
Ty didn’t really know what he wanted. He was tired, suffering from his AZT-407 hangover, and needed to process his own thoughts and feelings about everything that had happened. Yet he enjoyed Lilith’s company very much, and what she had done in the disaster zone had shown her in a new light.
When he’d first met the demon woman, she had been a terrifying, powerful minion of the Master, able to take on Tempest one-on-one and walk away unscathed. Then, when freed from the Master’s control, she’d shown herself to be a mix of shyness and determination, a genuinely good person in a world where good people were chewed up and spat out all the time.
But somewhere in the ruins, she had become a real superhero, acting with confidence, saving lives, and achieving far more than Ty had been able to do.
With all that in mind, Ty would have been foolish to wave her away. So he gestured to the seat next to him instead, and she settled herself down.
Then, without any prompting, the demon woman began to speak. “I think we made a real difference out there today,” she said. Apparently, Ty wasn’t the only one who needed to process. “I don’t know how many people we helped. Some of them might have survived anyway, but some of the others…” The demon woman trailed off with a small shrug.
She gave him another appraising look. “You weren’t there at the hospitals where I dropped them off. Some of them were badly injured. Broken bones, burns, what the doctors called ‘crush injuries’. Those that were up to speaking all offered their thanks. We saved them. Me and you. We changed their lives for the better, and they will remember what we did for them.”
Ty heard the demon woman’s words and knew she was right. Yet, in his heart, he felt he should have done more.
“All my life,” the demon woman continued, “I’ve done things because I had to. It’s a hard world out there, and I was never one of the lucky ones. The ones who got to live lives that felt right to them. Those who could follow their passions. I’ve always wanted to help people. But my father—we were always in debt to one megacorp or another.” Another shrug. “What I wanted to do always came second to what we needed to do to survive.”
As Lilith spoke, Ty reflected that he actually was one of the lucky ones, if he looked at it the right way. Always driven to work with technology, he’d managed to find a job where he could do so, despite never finishing his qualification. Sure, it had only been a small part of the work he’d had to do at the Concubine Club, and Angie the Hutt had made every moment a misery. But at least, at a low level, he had been doing what he’d always wanted to do.
“It was even worse when the Master had my father,” the demon woman continued. “I didn’t want to hurt anyone, and yet that’s what he forced me to do. But now, everything’s different. We helped people today.”
Ty knew Lilith was trying to make him feel better. She knew that Jason’s death had hurt him, and maybe also that he blamed himself for the boy’s loss. And, to some extent, it worked. But not in the way she might have expected.
In his own mind, Ty had failed to live up to expectations. But Lilith had surpassed any he might have had for her. He didn’t know how many people the demon woman had managed to save, but knew she’d had a hand in nearly all of his rescues as well.
He also knew Lilith wouldn’t have even been there if it weren’t for him.
He had rescued the demon woman from the Master’s clutches. And he had been instrumental in getting Lilith to join himself, Dinah, and Tempest as part of their superhero team.
So, perhaps he wasn’t as much of a failure as he’d originally thought.
Ty looked at Lilith for long seconds, just to take in the kindness of her beautiful face. To him, her green eyes were luminous, almost magical, and he wondered what color they might have been before she’d been modified. Not that it mattered overly much. Ty was certain he would have found her as beautiful then as he did now.
“You are amazing,” he said.
Lilith smiled and blushed at the same time. She placed a hand on Ty’s thigh, and might have been going to say something in return. But before she did, Dinah approached from somewhere else in the mansion.
“I thought I heard someone come in,” the deerkin said with her usual broad smile and the distinctive sounds of her graceful hooves on the tile floor. As she drew near, she tilted her head to one side. “Ty? What’s wrong?”
Dinah had said once before that she was good at reading expressions, and this confirmed it. Yet the answer to her question was more complex than Ty could easily express. Fortunately, before he could figure out what he wanted to say, Lilith came to his rescue.
“There was a boy,” the demon woman said. “We couldn’t save him.”
The deerkin nodded, understanding right away. “Ah,” she said. She offered a smile that was devoid of her usual mischief and mirth, but which held instead a full measure of empathy. “Well, if it makes you feel any better, I’ve made sandwiches. How about you and Lilith get a few of those into you, and you can tell me and Tempest all about it?”
Ty gave himself just another couple of seconds. Then he nodded. Tempest and Dinah both needed to know what he and Lilith had seen and figured out. With a sigh, he heaved himself back to his feet, and he and Lilith followed the deerkin not to the kitchen or dining room, but through to the conservatory where he, Tempest, and Dinah had shared a pleasant afternoon not so long ago.
The conservatory was enormous, and had been planted out to resemble a tropical rainforest. Somewhere among the trees, there was a pond complete with a small waterfall, and even thinking about that brought a smile to Ty’s lips. But Dinah didn’t lead them anywhere near that far, stopping instead at the entrance.
The small table where Ty had eaten before boasted a large platter of sandwiches, but that wasn’t what drew Ty’s attention the most. Tempest was also there, as was her father, who was visible through the glass screen of a cryo tube.
Ty hesitated at the sight, not quite knowing what to say. In his mind, the cryo tube looked like just the sort of thing that could have kept Fry in accidental stasis for a thousand years.
“It’s amazing what you can get delivered at short notice,” Dinah said, her tone almost solemn. “We thought this might be the best place for it. For him, I mean. This was one of the Architect’s favorite parts of the house.” Then the deerkin grinned, much of her usual good cheer returning as she looked directly at Ty. “His other favorite place was the workshop, but we figured you might not like having the Architect looking over your shoulder while you try to work,” she said.
Ty caught some of the humor, but when he spoke, it was to Tempest.
“How is he?” Ty asked.
The blonde superhero looked pale and stiff as she stood in front of cryo chamber. Brittle, almost. Yet she answered readily enough.
“Those nanites of yours helped,” she said. “At least on the surface. You can see the wound in his head is almost healed, and before we put him in the chamber, we had Gregory scan him again. His prognosis has improved, but it’s as you said. The nanites couldn’t do anything to combat the toxin directly. It’s still there. And every moment he’s not in stasis, it eats away at him.”
To Ty, that didn’t sound like very positive news, and Lilith seemed to agree. She made a small noise that Ty interpreted as concern.
“I’d give anything to be able to talk to him,” Tempest said. “But he wasn’t really conscious even with your nanites. And to keep the toxin from killing him, we had no choice but to put him in the chamber.” The blonde superhero sounded heartbroken, yet determined as well. She would keep him alive, and Ty silently promised he would figure out some way to combat the toxin.
Tempest lapsed into silence, and when it became obvious she wasn’t going to say anything more, Dinah gestured at the table.
“It’s been a busy day so far. Why don’t we all take a seat and hear what Ty and Lilith have been up to?”




10: Frustrated Rage

Ty, Lilith, and Dinah all settled themselves in at the table, but Tempest couldn’t drag herself away from the cryo chamber.
Lilith and Dinah both helped themselves to a sandwich, but Ty didn’t feel much like eating just yet even though he knew they would be delicious. As well as the trauma of working in the rubble, he still had his ongoing headache making him nauseas. So, it fell to him to talk about what had happened.
Ty described the destruction sparingly, skimming over the number of dead he had encountered. He might have gone into more detail, but Dinah said there wasn’t much need.
“It’s all over the newsnets,” she murmured between mouthfuls. “From multiple angles. The devastation – it’s unlike anything I’ve seen. The New Lincoln archives show explosions and building collapses, tragedies that have happened in the past. But there’s been nothing like this in years.”
Ty nodded, then continued. He spoke about infecting the victims with his healing nanites, and his hope that they would greatly improve their recovery time. At this, Dinah nodded again, but didn’t say anything, and while Tempest still stood close to the cryo chamber, most of her attention was on Ty.
He didn’t want to talk much about Jason. Nor did he want to mention how he’d produced additional nanites from his own skin. He wasn’t yet sure he wanted to talk about his new skill, and he definitely didn’t want to discuss how it had come about.
Instead, he talked about how Lilith had saved so many of the victims by blinking them to different hospitals around the city. And he spoke about how the first responders were doing a good job, and that he and Lilith had done all they could.
Dinah had finished one of the sandwiches and was hard at work on a second. But when Ty lapsed into silence, she swallowed her mouthful and asked, “Did you learn anything about what caused it all?”
Ty nodded. “I asked some of the victims if they saw anything. And some of them did.” He glanced at Tempest. “We think it was one of the device wearers we’ve come across before,” he said. “I don’t know his name, but I think of him as Concussion. The device on his wrist gives him the power to create a powerful shockwave by clapping his hands together. From what victims said, that’s what caused all the destruction.”
Lilith responded to Ty’s words with shock, and Tempest’s expression became hard and angry. She clenched her fists at her sides.
But it was Dinah who spoke first.
“That supports what I’ve been able to find out,” she said. “He must be extremely powerful if he can knock buildings down. You said you fought him before?”
Ty nodded. “He wasn’t that strong before,” he said. “Something must have happened –”
“Where is he now?” Tempest interrupted, her tone flat and dangerous.
Ty couldn’t help but be startled by the blonde woman. Nor was he the only one.
“Tempest?” Dinah said, her expression uncertain.
“Can you find him?” Tempest demanded. With a snarl, she turned to Ty. “We should have done more when we met him last time,” she said. “If we had put him out of action then, he wouldn’t have been able to cause so much damage!”
Ty had to agree. When last they’d met, Ty had used one of his EMP grenades. It had taken Concussion out of the fight, and the man’s device was one of those on the workbench downstairs. When Tempest and Ty had left him, Concussion had been writhing in pain on the ground, suffering a painful withdrawal caused by the device no longer being integrated with the system.
At the time, Ty had thought the Master might simply give Concussion another. Now, it seemed he was right.
“Tempest?” Dinah said again.
The blonde superhero turned to the deerkin. “That man works for the Master!” Tempest said, her expression one of suppressed fury. “The Master did this to my father!” she said, gesturing toward the cryo chamber. “I want to find him! I want to put an end to his efforts! Do you know where Concussion is now?”
Both Ty and Lilith were taken aback by Tempest’s expression of rage. Ty had never seen her like this before, although Lilith might have done, when the two had fought before it had become clear Lilith wasn’t acting out of choice.
Dinah’s expression turned into one of sorrow. She wasn’t cowed by Tempest’s rage in the least, even though the blonde superhero could have snapped the deerkin in two. Dinah and Tempest had been together forever.
Between them were levels of trust Ty could barely imagine.
“I don’t know where he is,” the deerkin replied. “According to the eyewitness reports I could find, he used his power more than a dozen times, collapsing buildings and laughing as he did. Those who came too close got to taste his power as well. I don’t know why he didn’t continue. There was one report that suggested he couldn’t. As if he reached a point where he had to stop. I don’t understand why.”
Ty wondered at the deerkin’s words. Had the superpowered villain had a change of heart? Or had his enhanced powers somehow faded at the end?
But Tempest’s focus was different. All she cared about was finding the man. She turned to Lilith instead.
“What about you?” she asked, her voice so intense that the demon woman actually flinched. “Can you find him?”
But Lilith hesitated. “Maybe,” she said. “But it’ll just be like it was before. I can sense devices, but not who is wearing them, and Rubio somehow turned that against us. You and Ty walked into a trap, and Ty could have died. Do you want to risk that happening again?”
Tempest stared at the demon woman, and Ty knew what she was thinking. The blonde superhero wanted a target for her anger and grief. Ideally, that target would be the Master himself, but one of his minions would do at a pinch.
It was intolerable to her not to have that as an option.
“So, we still have no reliable way to find these people when we need to,” Tempest said.
Dinah made an expression of regret, and both Ty and Lilith shook their heads.
Tempest made an inarticulate noise of frustration and spun about so she faced the Architect’s cryo chamber. Her fists were clenched tightly at her side, and she exuded fury mixed with disappointment in waves. She was a being of power, of action, and the lack of a concrete target was driving her crazy.
Ty looked to both Lilith and Dinah, searching for something to say that might comfort the blonde superhero. But while there was plenty of sympathy and regret in their expressions, before either of them could offer anything more, Dinah received another alert.




11: A Concrete Target

The deerkin habitually carried a small tablet computer in a pouch at her waist. She brought it out and swiped at the screen, then paused.
“What on earth?” she murmured to no one in particular.
Ty had hoped to be able to rest after the effort he and Lilith had put in to the rescue mission. He’d hoped he would be granted time to get over his hangover from the AZT-407 drug. And, if his brain was able to function properly, to get to work on some of the many different projects he had on his list.
But one look at the deerkin’s expression of horror and he knew the odds of that were unlikely.
“What is it?” he asked.
For a moment, the deerkin simply continued to stare at the screen. It was as if she was hypnotized by whatever she saw. Then she shook herself and handed the tablet over.
“See for yourself,” she said.
Ty held the tablet so Lilith could see as well. The screen displayed a video clip. It was shaky and a little out of focus, yet was still good enough that he could see clearly.
The scene could have been set in a museum or art gallery, Ty didn’t know which. All he knew was that the walls were festooned with art. Yet whoever had shot the video hadn’t done so for that.
They’d done so because of the woman hogging center screen.
She wore the same uniform of the mercenary army that answered to the Master, and she was wearing a device around her wrist. From everywhere else, she dripped dark vitriol, like acid. It exuded from her skin like vile sweat, and spewed from her mouth like she was in need of an exorcist.
Where the dark vitriol landed, it started to eat. Ty could see many of the artworks on the walls had been completely ruined, and the walls themselves had fared little better. Even the floor, as much as Ty could see, appeared to be losing its structure.
The woman on screen was a walking plague, destroying everything she touched.
“Holy shit,” Ty breathed, and Lilith made a noise of agreement.
Even Tempest couldn’t contain her interest. She had turned back to the three of them, her expression a mix of irritation and curiosity.
“What is it?” she asked, repeating Ty’s question.
He offered the tablet over. “It’s the woman who spits acid,” Ty said. “The same one we’ve faced before. Another of the Master’s superpowered people. Except she seems to have leveled up, just like Concussion.”
As he spoke, he wondered that two of the Master’s minions had appeared in public within hours of each other, both leveled up, and both bent on destruction.
What was the Master up to? Was this what he meant when he’d delivered his threats via the newsnets?
Did it mean the third of his minions, the one he thought of as Sparkles, would be next?
Again, Ty wondered what the Master was hoping to achieve. Understanding his goal might help Ty and the others figure out how best to stop him.
Tempest virtually snatched the device from Ty’s grip. She stared at it for a moment, just as everyone else had done, but unlike Ty and Dinah, she toggled the sound on as well.
The sounds of people screaming, wood splintering, and someone throwing up all came from the tablet’s tinny speakers. It sounded awful, a mix of panic and disgust, and Ty wished the blonde superhero would mute the video again.
“How the hell?” she started, and Ty knew what she was thinking. How had the woman become so much more powerful than she had been before? Yet the blonde superhero didn’t wait for an answer. She turned to Dinah instead.
“Where is this?” she demanded.
Dinah reached out for the tablet, and Tempest handed it back. Moments later, the deerkin came up with an answer. “It’s the Roderick Street Art Museum,” she said. But she stared hard at Tempest. “What do you intend to do?”
“I’m going to hurt him,” she said, her voice almost a snarl. “This Master. And I’m going to get some answers.”
Dinah started to say something else, but it was already too late. Despite his hangover and exhaustion, Ty was willing to help. Just like Concussion, he had taken this woman out before with one of his EMP grenades. There was nothing stopping him doing the same again, and even without it, he thought he would be able to help.
The villain called Steam could burn him through his shield, and his companion, Massive, was largely immune to everything Ty had to give. But they were Rubio’s men, and their power seemed to be of a different caliber entirely.
This woman, this venom-spitting mercenary in the Master’s employ didn’t seem to be on that level. Ty thought her toxic exudate wouldn’t be able to eat through his shield, and he would have bet good money she lacked the durability required to stand up to his shield cannons.
But before Ty could even suggest going along, Tempest let out a howl of rage and took off at high speed, leaving him, Lilith, and Dinah behind.
The deerkin looked as if she had been going to say something. When Tempest disappeared in a rush, the deerkin offered a shrug and spoke to the empty space where she’d been.
“Be careful,” she said.
Despite his AZT-407 hangover, Ty still intended to help. He just needed a way to get to the Roderick Street Art Museum quickly enough. But Lilith had other things on her mind.
“Wow,” the demon woman said. “I thought I’d seen her angry before, up close. But that was nothing. Does she often get like that?” she asked.
Dinah shook her head. “Not often. But she can be passionate when the people she cares about are in danger. When the Architect first disappeared, Tempest had been frantic. She looked everywhere, turning the whole city upside down. When she couldn’t find him, she grew more and more frustrated and angry. I thought she was going have an aneurysm or something. Instead, she went out to a quarry and took her frustration out on a boulder. Turned it into nothing but sand, and probably confused a few quarry workers in the bargain. When she got back, she cried for a week, and that was that. She put it behind her, but it was a long time before she smiled again.”
Ty couldn’t help but feel sorry for Tempest. He couldn’t imagine what she must be going through. It seemed that the Master was dangling the Architect in front of her, knowing Tempest couldn’t find him, and laughing at her, teasing her with it every way that he could.
The only the only thing Ty didn’t understand was why?
“What is he doing?” Ty said to himself. “What does this Master hope to accomplish?”
“And how is he doing it?” Dinah asked. “How is it that the people he has at his command have leveled up so swiftly?”
It was a good question, and Ty thought he might know the answer. But there were other things that were more important just then.
He looked to Lilith. “Can you take me to the Roderick Street Art Museum?”
“I’m not sure where it is,” Lilith replied. She looked at Dinah, and Ty expected the deerkin to come up with an answer.
Instead, Dinah nodded. “Yes, you should probably go, if only to keep Tempest from doing something she might regret. But the art museum is a long way from here. You’ve got a couple of minutes at least. In the meantime, I want to show you something.”
Ty had no idea what the deerkin had in mind. He waited as she manipulated her tablet for just a moment, bringing up something new on the small screen. “Here,” the deerkin said. “Look at this. You too, Lilith.”
Once again, she handed the tablet over, and Ty held it so he and Lilith could see.
At first, he thought it was just footage taken from the zone of destruction Concussion had caused. Then he saw something that surprised him. The person – or drone – who took the video had focused their attention on a tall, angular, mop-haired individual moving about in the rubble, picking up great chunks of fallen masonry as if they were nothing, and casting them aside, obviously on a mission to find any survivors.
Ty noted that Dinah had either toggled the sound off again, or there wasn’t any with the footage. He looked more closely and saw that the man on the screen seemed to glow blue even in the daylight. As he watched, another figure appeared out of nowhere beside him. Just appeared out of nowhere. This second figure had wings and a tail and seemed to float in the air. The two figures, both too small to really see clearly, spoke for just a moment, then the second figure bent down low to someone else on the ground.
An instant later, the second figure disappeared once again, taking with them whoever it was who’d been on the ground. Without breaking stride, the tall figure with the unruly mop for hair stood and strode away, looking for someone else he could help.
Ty watched the video in its entirety, dumbfounded by what he was seeing.
“It’s us,” Lilith said, her voice an echo of Ty’s uncertainty.
“Yes,” Dinah said. “It’s all over the newsnets, and it’s being shared by everyone. Much faster than I can keep a lid on it. It’s like when Tempest saved those people at the amusement arcade.”
Ty didn’t know what to say. He knew their secret was already out, that there were people who knew about Tempest. But this was different. Despite everything that had happened he still thought of himself as in a different category. He still had his anonymity. He hadn’t been outed as anything other than Ty Wilcox, one-time janitor and electronic repair man at the Concubine Club.
“Well,” he said. He didn’t know what else to say.
“Yes,” Dinah said. Then, all of the sudden, she grinned. “How does it feel to be shown to be heroes?” she asked.
Lilith was looking at the deerkin with wide, frightened eyes. “It’s a little unnerving,” she said, and Ty had to agree.
“There’s nothing we can do about it?” Ty asked, even though he knew there was not. Dinah had already said she couldn’t keep on top of it.
Dinah shook her head, but her grin was still in place. “Welcome to the club,” she said. “I’m proud of you. But maybe, next time, try not to be so obvious in your heroics. We don’t know how New Lincoln might respond once they know who you are.”
At the deerkin’s words, Ty started to think about how they might protect their identities. In all the comics he’d ever read, superheroes went about their business in masks and costumes. It seemed wildly clichéd, not to mention a bit strange in the real world, but maybe there was something in that after all.
“Now,” Dinah said, her demeanor slipping back toward seriousness. “I figure Tempest should be nearly at the art museum right now. Perhaps we’d best get you two over there as well.”




12: Art Museum

Ty gritted his teeth against the bone chilling cold of that increasingly frightening place between points Lilith teleported them through. If he had his wish, he wouldn’t have to travel this way at all. But there was no other real option. The Roderick Street Art Museum was halfway across town, and New Lincoln was big. Even at her maximum speed, Tempest would still take several minutes to get there. Ty hadn’t yet been able to give himself the ability to fly, so his only other options were public transport or to borrow Dinah’s bike.
While he enjoyed the Ducati, it simply couldn’t compare to the speed that Tempest or Lilith could attain.
Nor did he have any real option but to go. He would do anything for Tempest. If need be, he would die for her, or any of the women in his life. Facing the incalculable depths of cold between two points of existence was nothing. Ty would do it a million times if need be, even with that ache behind his eyes and the feeling of nausea that came with his AZT-407 hangover.
He just wished Lilith would teleport Dinah somewhere, just the once, so did deerkin could understand what he faced.
Ty gritted his teeth against the infinite cold and held onto Lilith until they popped back into existence once more. He couldn’t help himself. As soon as he felt the cool dampness of the typical New Lincoln drizzle on his face, he breathed a sigh of relief.
Once again, Lilith had transported them to a point in midair. This time, it didn’t surprise him. At some point during their time in the disaster zone, Ty had realized why Lilith chose that option: it limited the chance of them popping back into existence within a concrete wall or building foundation.
Ty didn’t know what might happen if Lilith brought them back into a wall. Her talent was ‘Unified Field Control’. Ty didn’t fully understand how it worked, but suspected the wall would come off the second best in such an event, and that Lilith would barely be aware it had happened.
But there was also a chance Lilith might end up merged within the concrete of the wall, and that was a risk Ty was happy enough not to take.
“Is this it? Are we here?” Ty asked.
In front of them stood an imposing, Gothic building complete with stained glass windows and gargoyles standing guard. To Ty, it looked more like a mid-sized cathedral than an art gallery, and he wondered if at some time in the past it had been exactly that.
Even as Ty finished his question, he already knew the answer. He could see people down below, streaming out from the main doors, and not in an orderly fashion. From there place high above them, Ty could make out their wailing and exclamations of fear, grief, and terror.
“This is it,” Lilith confirmed.
“Can you take us inside?” Ty asked.
But Lilith didn’t want to risk it. “I don’t know the layout,” she answered, and with that, blinked them down to the ground.
This teleportation was mercifully brief. Ty found himself standing on the stairs just outside the main door, people still streaming past him, almost before he knew it.
The large, iron-bound door that Ty thought might serve a mediaeval castle well stood open, as if welcoming them in.
Ignoring all the people, Ty shifted so he wasn’t clinging to Lilith anymore, but was instead holding her hand.
“Let’s do this,” he said, and together, they entered the building.
◆◆◆
 
The moment they stepped inside, Ty knew he was wrong. This place had never been a cathedral. Or if it had, it hadn’t been one for a very long time. Instead of being greeted by a huge, wide open space and vaulted ceilings, perhaps filled with rows of seating leading up to the stage, the door led to a comparatively small foyer, complete with artwork on display, a large, see-through box for random donations, and a reception desk made of rich, dark wood.
On a normal day, it was probably an example of orderly function, with numerous people going about their business. There might have been security guards at the door, reception staff fielding questions, and patrons of the museum seeking information. Perhaps even a school trip or two in the mix.
But today, everything was in chaos. The reception staff had abandoned their posts, leaving brochures and advertising papers strewn over the floor. There were no guards in sight, and the movable rope guides that had once funneled people toward the reception counter had fallen over.
The few people still about were not waiting for information or entry, but were hurrying to the exit with looks of terror on their faces. From beyond the reception area, deeper into the museum, an alarm sounded.
There were three distinct directions Ty and Lilith could have gone once they passed the reception area. Three different wings, labeled ‘Renaissance,’ ‘Modern,’ and ‘Ancient Masters’. The noise and the people were coming from the left, the one labeled Renaissance.
Without hesitation, Ty activated his shield and headed that way, with Lilith at his side.
The passageway through which Ty and Lilith entered opened up into a large room filled with wonders. At once, Ty saw that the Roderick Street Art Museum specialized not just in paintings, but also sculpture, as well as associated crafts such as pottery, glassblowing, and the like.
The large room had been loosely sectioned off using cabinets instead of walls, allowing Ty and Lilith to see many different displays all at once from the entrance, from intricate crystal ware on the left and a collection of porcelain masks that could have been from Venice on the right, all the way through to mechanical marvels at the far end that could have been put together by DaVinci himself.
It wasn’t the same room shown in the video, but instead was one more prone to damage. The beauty and history within the cabinets and on the walls would have been enough to make Ty stare in wonder if he’d had the leisure to do so.
But he did not. Standing in the middle of everything, surrounded by the collective work of great masters who had put their heart and soul into creation, was a woman whose soul must have ached only to destroy.
“There she is!” Lilith said. “What do we do?”
Ty could hear the conflict in her voice. On the one side, she was determined to lend what aid she could, but on the other, at her core, Lilith didn’t want to hurt anyone.
The woman had her back to them and was making her way through the displays, hurling her dark vitriol over the cabinets, pushing them over, flicking drops of acidic intent this way and that. Ty could smell it, and it wasn’t pleasant. Like vomit and rot all rolled into one, he’d cleaned toilets at the Concubine Club that had smelled better.
Yet, in a way, it was also useful. He could track where she’d been by the mess she had made, the burn marks on the floor and destroyed works of art.
But it wasn’t just the artwork her passing had damaged. Here and there, people were on the floor, hiding in corners as they clutched wounded limbs to themselves.
This woman, this spitting cobra with acid on her breath may not have been as destructive as Concussion had been, but she was toxic enough in her own way. Even as she vomited a stream of bile at a full-sized replica of DaVinci’s helicopter design, Ty indicated the wounded.
“Take them to safety,” he said. “If they’re injured, take them to a hospital. You know the drill.”
Lilith nodded and blinked over to one of the injured. Moments later, she disappeared out of the display room altogether, leaving Ty alone with the woman he’d started to think of as Spit Bitch.
With a last glance about, searching for Tempest, Ty flexed his shoulders and gritted his teeth. He was more tired than he wanted to acknowledge, and the ache behind his eyes had started to pound. But the history Spit Bitch had already destroyed was of incalculable value. He couldn’t let her continue.
As the DaVinci helicopter crumpled into a puddle of dark, festering liquid and Spit Bitch searched for her next target, Ty called out. “Hey, you!” he said. “That’s enough!”
Spit Bitch turned at the sound of his shout, spewing vomit from her mouth at the same time and flinging gobs of acid from her hands. She couldn’t say anything, not with the gross fluid erupting from her throat, but her expression said plenty. Ty saw the light of recognition in her eyes and all thought of other targets ceased to exist. She let out a strangled cry choked with hate and charged toward him for all she was worth.
Ty had planned to use one of his EMP grenades to take care of the device on her wrist. He’d done it before and couldn’t see any reason why it wouldn’t work again. But he’d misjudged. He should have used it before he said anything. Before he attracted her attention his way.
The vile woman was surprisingly quick. Already, she’d closed the distance between them to the point where Ty couldn’t risk it. If he did, there was a good chance he would be caught in the blast.
Instead, he set himself to meet her attack, and wondered again if her venom would be able to eat through his shield.
Before Ty to find out, the air around them was suddenly shattered.
Ty flinched, looking about in time to see Tempest streaking through the air. With a shriek of anger and triumph, the blonde superhero careened into Spit Bitch with an audible ker-thump! The impact lifted the woman into the air before crashing into an exterior wall.
It was a sickening hit, and Ty knew if Tempest ever hit him like that, he would have suffered multiple broken bones and numerous internal injuries. Yet Spit Bitch was apparently made of much sterner stuff. Half buried in the wall, she started to move, and even from where he was, Ty could clearly see her intent. She was going to vomit her acidic bile at Tempest from point-blank range, and not even Ty knew how that would go.
“Look out!” Ty shouted, and whether it was because of his warning or not, Tempest acted. With a howl of fury, the blonde superhero wrenched Spit Bitch out of the wall and flung her face down on the ground.
Nor was she finished at that. Somehow, she had gained an iron bar about two feet long. Tempest flung herself onto Spit Bitch’s back and with all the strength at her command, smashed the iron bar against the back of the woman’s skull.
For just an instant, Ty froze in place. Tempest’s intent couldn’t be mistaken. She wanted to murder Spit Bitch where she lay, and there wasn’t much Ty could do to stop it.
Yet at the same time, Tempest punctuated her efforts with questions.
“Where is the Master?” she demanded, pounding at the back of Spit Bitch’s head. “Where is he? Who is he?” Again and again, she shouted her questions as she pummeled the woman into the ground.
Ty’s uncertainty lasted only a moment, but even in that time, he feared the worst.
“Tempest!” he shouted. “You can’t do this!”
Yet the blonde superhero could do it. She hit Spit Bitch again, and Ty saw the woman’s arms and legs jerk as if in response.
“Where is he?” Tempest shouted again.
Between Ty and Tempest, it was the blonde superhero who was the stronger. Ty had replicated part of her strength with the technology added to his shield. But if it came to it, he knew without doubt that she would best him in a fight.
Yet he never hesitated. In part because he couldn’t conceive of an eventuality where Tempest would attack him, and in part because it just had to be done, Ty used his shield in a way he hadn’t before.
In his ongoing quest to give himself flight, Ty had achieved something not quite as grand. With the right motivation and effort, he could skim across the ground at a much quicker speed than if he just ran.
“Tempest, stop!” he shouted, and used the technique.
As a special attacks went, it wasn’t much. Certainly, it didn’t compare to Tempest’s pile driver technique, or even Ty’s own shield cannons attack. If anything, it was a fast travel option, though it didn’t compare well to Lilith’s teleportation at all. But, just at that time, in that circumstance, it was enough.
In less than a heartbeat, Ty reached Tempest’s side. Without pausing to think, he reached out and gripped the blonde superhero’s arm as she raised her club once again.
“Tempest! You’ve got to stop!” Ty said, using every last ounce of his strength to hold the blonde superhero back.
It worked. Somehow, using the power of his shield, Ty had managed to prevent Tempest from smashing her club into Spit Bitch again.
The blonde superhero turned with such an expression of rage that Ty knew he had gone too far. As well as her strength, Tempest also had speed in her arsenal of weapons. Ty didn’t have time to think. All he knew was that Tempest pivoted and slammed her fist into his chest with all of the power at her command.
Despite Ty’s shield, despite having tested it with Tempest’s strength in the past, Ty learned something new. Before, he’d asked her to hit him.
But this time, Tempest wasn’t playing. His shield still held up, still cushioned the blow, but not nearly as well as it had done in the test. Ty found himself flying through the air with his arms and legs flailing. If it weren’t for his shield, he would have landed in a heap on the floor. As it was, his shield caught him and lowered him gently to the ground.
At the same time, he heard the horror in Tempest’s voice as she realized what she had done.
“Ty!” she said. “Oh my God, Ty!”




13: Dead or Alive

Tempest closed the distance between them in an instant.
“Oh my God!” she repeated. “Oh my God, I hit you!” She wrapped him up in a hug, then pushed him away, holding him at arms’ length. “Are you okay? I’m so sorry!”
Ty was physically unhurt by Tempest’s expression of rage but was admittedly rattled. On top of the ongoing headache and exhaustion, he just wanted her to calm down a little. He held out his hands in an effort to hold her still for a moment.
“I’m okay,” Ty said, and that was enough to get the blonde superhero to crush him against her in another hug.
“I’m sorry,” Tempest said from his shoulder. “I didn’t know it was you. I wasn’t thinking.”
Ty held her back. “I’m okay,” he said. “My shield did its job.” They held each other for some moments, and Ty could sense the blonde woman’s relief. Yet, after a while, Ty pulled himself back enough so he could look at her. “Tempest,” he started. “The woman…” He wasn’t entirely sure what to say.
In the end, he didn’t need to. Tempest glanced back toward Spit Bitch, still prone on the museum floor, and reacted in shock.
“Oh my God,” she said again. “What have I done?”
Ty understood she wasn’t really seeking an answer. Yet he offered one anyway. “You put an end to a threat to this building and the people within it.” Even as he spoke, he knew there was more to it than that. The force Tempest had used to stop the woman had been excessive.
Tempest knew it as well. “Have I killed her?” her asked, her voice filled with uncharacteristic horror.
Ty didn’t know the answer to that question, but couldn’t see how anyone could survive what Tempest had done.
Yet Spit Bitch wore a device on her wrist, just as Ty and Tempest both did. And, just like Concussion before her, her powers had been enhanced in some way. Perhaps, whatever innate durability Spit Bitch possessed had been bolstered as well.
Ty swallowed hard. This was part of the life of a superhero that the comics seldom showed. The aftermath of the misuse of power by one of the good guys. The uncertainty of not knowing if an enemy was dead or not.
“Let’s find out, shall we?” Ty asked.
At the same time, even if Spit Bitch was dead, Ty knew it wouldn’t have been the first time Tempest had killed. Nor was she the only killer on their side of the game. In the short time since he’d put on his device, Ty himself had racked up a considerable body count.
So, what would make this one any different from the rest?
Tempest held onto Ty’s arm as they approached the still form of the woman, and Ty knew the answer. The deaths he and Tempest had caused in the past had occurred within realms of a battle. Those deaths, while tragic in their own way, had been largely unavoidable.
With this one, Tempest had already won the fight. She could have stopped pounding Spit Bitch at any time. That she had failed to do so was a choice.
And it wasn’t the choice a true hero would make.
At first glance at the woman, it didn’t look good. The flooring in this part of the art museum was real wood, and it had taken serious damage around Spit Bitch’s head. While the rest of the woman’s body looked fine, if a little crumpled, Tempest had beaten the back of the woman’s skull bloody, and the discarded metal pipe she had used as a club had been bent with the effort.
Tempest didn’t say a word, but Ty could see the worry written on her face. Despite her rage of only a minute before, Tempest didn’t want Spit Bitch dead. Letting go of Ty’s arm, the blonde hero sank to her knees and reached for the woman’s neck to feel for a pulse.
Ty didn’t know what to hope for. On the one hand, he hoped Spit Bitch might still be alive because he didn’t want Tempest to experience the guilt of having killed her. On the other hand, the woman was dangerous, and a minion of the Master. She had shown no hesitation or remorse about destroying pieces of history or killing those who’d come to admire it.
In Ty’s mind, New Lincoln would be better off without someone like her roaming the streets.
As he waited for Tempest to pronounce Spit Bitch dead or alive, he looked to the woman’s device and realized he already knew the answer. The device hadn’t clicked open. It still formed a seal on her wrist in the same way that Ty’s did, that Tempest, Dinah’s and Lilith’s all did as well. And that meant…
“She’s still alive,” Tempest said, her voice filled with a mix of both surprise and relief.
“Good,” Ty said. “I think.”
“Yeah,” Tempest said. “Although, I have to admit, I’m surprised. I hit her really hard.”
Ty was interested in that as well, so he reached for the device on the woman’s wrist and quickly pulled up her character sheet.
And there it was in full detail. From the woman’s name to her skill, and including all of her normal attributes as well.
General
Name: Elissa Black
Modifications: Shark teeth, Feline eyes
Unique Skill: Toxic Exudate
Alignment: Lawful Evil
Baseline
Strength: 5
Durability: 7
Healing: 5
Stamina: 5
Agility: 4
Intelligence: 4
Wisdom: 3
Skill: N/A
Post enhancement
Strength: 7 (+4)
Durability: 12 (+4)
Healing: 8 (+4)
Stamina: 5 (+3)
Agility: 5 (+3)
Intelligence: 5 (+3)
Wisdom: 3 (+3)
Skill: 1 (+3)
Elissa Black, Ty thought, taking in the woman’s name. He thought Spit Bitch suited her better, but of greater interest to him was how it showed her alignment in black and white. If she could see that as well, wouldn’t that be motivation to change?
Tempest’s focus was different. “Durability twelve plus four?” she asked with a frown of puzzlement. “With my stats, it’s my skill that provides the boost that adds to the rest. But what does her skill have to do with any of that? It doesn’t make sense,” she said.
But Ty was starting to think he understood. “It does if she is gained a buff in some other way,” he murmured. He was thinking of the drug he had taken, the AZT-407. It had given him a +2 buff across the board, but, if that’s what caused the increase to Spit Bitch’s stats, it had done even better for her.
Before Tempest could ask him what he meant, he changed the subject. “In any event, we should get this off her. We don’t want her waking up still wearing her device.”
As if on cue, Spit Bitch started to moan into the floor.
Tempest nodded, and Ty reached for one of the EMP grenades at his belt. But Tempest shook her head.
“I have an easier way.”
“How?” Ty asked.
Tempest’s expression hardened. She reached for the device on the woman’s wrist, and for a moment Ty thought she was going to just rip it off, taking flesh, bones, and everything else with it. Ty knew Tempest could do it. She had the physical strength, and it would be effective. Yet that she could even think of the option made him hesitate.
“Wait–” he began, then understood he’d jumped to the wrong conclusion. Tempest simply exerted her strength, crushing the device to the point where the casing broke.
Spit Bitch moaned in her semiconscious state, and Tempest kept crushing. With a puff of smoke to go with the protests of metal, Ty knew that the device had reached its limit.
Ty figured Spit Bitch would have a massive bruise on her arm, and more likely, the bones would be broken. But the device was done for. It tried to split open as it would have as if Spit Bitch had died, and partially succeeded. Tempest removed it completely, then crushed it like an empty beer can, giving a wordless grunt of satisfaction as she did.




14: Surrounded

Ty didn’t envy how Spit Bitch would feel when she made her way back to full consciousness. At the very least, her head would be aching. Repeated blows by Tempest with an iron bar were not something to be treated lightly. Ty wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that her skull was filled with fractures despite her formidable durability.
In addition to that and her arm, she would also be suffering from withdrawal from the device itself, and that sort of withdrawal was on an entirely different level from the AZT-407 hangover Ty currently fought. It was beyond debilitating. A pain the like of which Ty had never experienced before, and had no wish to ever do so again.
Even if she still wanted to, in such a state Spit Bitch wouldn’t be able to do any damage.
Yet, as she had proven, the woman still presented a danger. The Master could supply her with a replacement device yet again, and once her injuries had healed, she could be back on the streets causing additional mayhem.
Ty and Tempest had allowed the woman the chance to walk away from defeat once before, but Ty was loath to let her do so again.
“What do we do with her?” he asked.
The blonde superhero was still a ball of roiling emotions. The horror at hitting Ty remained, as did a measure of the residual rage at the Master and what he had done. There was relief there as well, that Spit Bitch still lived. And yet, as Ty asked his question, an overlay of determination slid into place.
“We can’t let her go again,” Tempest replied. “I don’t want the Master to be able to continue to use her.”
Ty nodded. “I agree. But what can we do?”
Before Tempest could answer, Lilith blinked back into existence with an audible pop. He realized that the alarm he’d been hearing since he entered the museum was no longer sounding. The art museum had gone quiet.
“That’s the last of them,” the demon woman said.
Out of no more than curiosity, and because he didn’t want to think about Spit Bitch for the moment, Ty asked, “How many did you take?”
“About half a dozen,” Lilith said. She said it with tiredness in her voice, and Ty was reminded that she’d been teleporting injured people back and forth throughout the day. Yet there was pride there as well. Lilith had found her place on the team. She wasn’t exactly a healer, but her talent was better suited than Ty’s or Tempest’s to getting people the help that they needed.
Ty gave the demon woman a smile, acknowledging her efforts. But the demon woman’s expression turned to one of contempt as she stared at the battered woman on the ground.
“What will happen to her now?” Lilith asked, unknowingly echoing Ty’s earlier question.
“Maybe we can call the police?” Ty began, but Lilith shook her head.
“I’ve mentioned it before,” she said. “The Master – he’s got people everywhere. Including the police. Handing her over to them would be the same as giving her back to the Master himself.”
Ty acknowledged her point, but didn’t have anything else to offer.
Despite Tempest’s earlier relief at finding Spit Bitch still alive, she favored them both with a glacial expression. “We could drop her in a hole and fill it back up,” she said flatly, in a way that left no uncertainty as to what she meant.
Again, Lilith shook her head. “What if she’s like me?” she asked. “What if she is only acting in the Master’s interests because he has power over her? Leverage. Something to make her act against her normal instincts.”
Ty thought back to the woman’s character sheet, in particular her alignment. Lawful evil, it had read, and it made sense to him. The woman enjoyed following rules, following orders, which explained why she wore the uniform of the Master’s mercenary army. But she didn’t care much whose orders she followed.
“She’s part of the Master’s mercenary army,” Ty said. “Which means she was acting according to her own choice.”
The demon woman wasn’t convinced. “Is a person’s alignment always a perfect predictor of their behavior?” she asked.
Ty let out a sigh. Lilith was right. She herself was proof that it wasn’t. Which meant they couldn’t just kill Elissa Black and be done with it. It wouldn’t be right.
“There’s always the safe house,” Tempest said.
“Safe house?” Lilith asked, but Ty knew what Tempest meant.
“Yes,” Tempest answered. “We use it every now and again. There are no windows, and the door has a lock. Difficult for someone to escape from.”
Ty nodded. His head was throbbing even more than usual. “Sounds good. It will give us a chance to question her as well, when she wakes up. But maybe we should take her to the med bay first, to make sure she’s going to be okay.”
The others agreed. But before they could turn the plan into action, they all heard a loud, slightly fearful voice, amplified by a megaphone, echo throughout the museum.
“We have you surrounded!” the voice exclaimed. “Put down your weapons and come out with your hands raised over your head! You have until the count of ten!”
Ty couldn’t keep the grin from his face. Lilith looked concerned, but Tempest caught Ty’s humor. After the rage the blonde superhero had shown, Ty thought it was good to see her smile, and even better when she barked out a laugh.
“Five seconds!” the voice said. “You have five seconds to come out, or we are coming in!”
Ty looked at Lilith. As much as he hated to travel by teleportation, there didn’t seem to be any choice. “Can you take all three of us out of here?” he asked.
Lilith nodded. “I’ve never tried to take more than two people at once before. Maybe I’ll take her and Tempest first, then come back for you.”




15: Overreaction

Ty was all alone in the ruined display room. Everywhere he looked there was the corrosive evidence of Spit Bitch is malice. Works of art that had survived sometimes for centuries had been destroyed by a moment of venom and spite.
Not a history buff, Ty knew his life would go on largely unaffected by the damage the woman had wrought. But that didn’t mean it didn’t impact him. In his mind, it was a waste. Hundreds of people had enjoyed the displays every week for years, and it took just one malcontent to ruin it forever.
And it stank! The remains of Spit Bitch’s efforts reminded him of the grease trap outside the Concubine Club, and it was distinctly unpleasant.
Sure, the museum would recover. Repairs would be done, and in a few weeks, new displays would be on show to appease the masses. But the specific items touched by Spit Bitch’s venom would never again provoke curiosity or wonder in the minds of those who passed by.
It was a symptom of the city he lived in, Ty thought. Sure, the megacorporations stood at the heart of much of the misery suffered by the New Lincoln residents. But they weren’t solely to blame. Casual malice and cruelty from strangers was more than enough to put a dampener on anyone’s day.
Perhaps people like Spit Bitch felt justified in their actions. Ty didn’t know. All he knew was that Spit Bitch had gone out of her way to make the city a worse place to be.
It was a sad fact that such moments of malice from a single, deranged individual could counter the combined goodwill of hundreds, if not thousands of others.
Ty wondered if being a superhero meant looking into that as well. And if it did, he wondered how he, Tempest, Dinah, and Lilith could change it, or if such behavior was simply part of human nature.
“On your knees! Hands on your head! Do it now!” The voice called out from the entrance.
Ty knew the police weren’t looking for him. They were looking for Spit Bitch. But whether they knew that or not was another question. Not wanting to find himself on the wrong end of a blaster, he quietly deactivated his shield and sank to his knees, clasping his hands on his head as the voice commanded.
As he did, no less than half a dozen heavily armored cops surged into the room, all of them looking for threats and at least half of them pointing police issue blasters in his general direction.
As soon as they spotted him, the shouting began in earnest, with many voices all competing for dominance.
“You there!” “Don’t move!” “Are you armed?” “Is there anyone else here?” “Face down on the floor!” “Don’t move!”
Ty didn’t enjoy being yelled at by anyone, and the chaos and confusion these armed and armored police brought with them set him on edge. He had half a mind to activate his shield again and make his way out of there any way he could.
He knew he could do it, and it might prove the safest. Yet, because these were the police, he chose not to. They were the good guys, and it wasn’t him they were looking for.
He stayed as he was, ignoring the command to lie on the floor in favor of those that told him to remain still.
“There’s nobody else here,” he said. “You missed her.”
“I said lie face down on the floor!” one of the cops yelled at him.
Ty didn’t appreciate the menace in the man’s voice, or the fact that every single blaster in the display room was now pointed his way. Perhaps an earlier version of Ty would have cowered under the barrage of orders, but this older, stronger, levelled-up version of him glared back.
He was exhausted, and the ache behind his eyes hadn’t let up. He didn’t much care about anything else.
“You also told me not to move,” he said. “And I’m not who you’re looking for anyway. So please point that blaster somewhere else.”
Perhaps cowering under the barrage of orders would have been a better option. As it was, Ty’s response didn’t please the cop in the least. Ty could couldn’t make out the man’s face behind his armored mask, but he sensed a thick, heavy jaw and a belligerent nature.
The man kept his blaster aimed at Ty’s head and stepped forward. “Disobey me one more time,” the man said. “I dare you.”
The situation had become surprisingly tense, and all of the police seemed to know it. Every one of them trained their attention on Ty, and they seemed anxious to fire.
He wondered if he should ask for clarification, lie down on the floor, or stay perfectly still, and was tempted to do none of the above, just to see what might happen. But in the end, his choice was made for him when Lilith reappeared in the display room, floating in midair.
Ty could see it all happen in slow motion. Lilith’s unexpected appearance caught the police by surprise. As one, they turned toward her, uttering curses as they brought their weapons to bear.
Ty knew that Tempest could withstand blaster fire even from a close range with no ill effects. But Lilith was an unknown quantity. She was strong and tough in her own way, but was she be proof against blasters as well?
Ty didn’t want to find out.
Without pausing to think, he surged to his feet and yelled, “Activate!” at the same time. If he’d been able to do so, he would have flung his body in front of the demon woman to protect her from any blaster fire coming her way. As it was, he was too far away.
He had only one option and no time to think.
As the first of the cops off triggered his blaster, Ty unleashed his shield cannons.
Somehow, he managed to limit the detonation to just a fraction of what it could be. Even so, it was more than enough. With a blinding light and sharp smell of ozone, energy exploded from the discs on Ty’s shield.
It was a thunderclap, and the police armor was no match for it. The officers were flung in every direction, as were a number of the remaining display stands showcasing works of historical art.
When the dust settled, Ty and Lilith both stared at the carnage. In a heartbeat, Ty had inadvertently done as much damage as Spit Bitch had managed before he and Tempest had put a stop to her malice. And then there were the cops lying on the ground, groaning in pain.
It was all Ty could do to stare at what he’d done, his mouth gaping open. Yet, if he had to do it again to protect Lilith – or Tempest, or Dinah – then he would do so in a heartbeat.
Lilith had escaped it all completely unscathed. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s get out of here.”
◆◆◆
 
Somehow, Ty knew it would be a bad transition even as it began. The cold of that space between two points of reality hit him like a hammer between the eyes. It was maddening, agonizing, and Ty imagined his bones turning into ice. It was a moment of cold that seemed to stretch into a lifetime, and Ty knew with absolute certainty that it was his own definition of hell.
It was a cloying at his soul that he wanted to stop. A single moment suspended in time, it came with a sensation of emptiness without end, as if it was all of the broken dreams of everyone in New Lincoln made real.
It was almost too much. Almost, Ty could feel himself giving in to the madness of the abyss. He wanted to retreat from the depths, to give up his spark of consciousness if only to escape the trauma he faced in this place between worlds.
Almost, but not quite.
If he gave up, then who would protect New Lincoln from the Master’s threats? Who would help Lilith find her way in this strange world in which she found herself? And who would be there to help Tempest return from the fury of grief when she needed an anchor?
It wasn’t much, but it gave him the strength to face the void head on, and survive it for as long as it took to get to the other side.
Yet, even as he found the way to stand his ground, he sensed that maybe this place between worlds wasn’t as empty and barren as he’d at first assumed. There was something else, he decided. Something conscious in there with him and Lilith.
Something that even the demon woman didn’t know about.
What it was, Ty couldn’t tell. All he knew was that it was there, and its purpose wasn’t benign.
Then, with an audible pop and the scent of ozone, Ty and Lilith were back in the mansion, at the main entrance way not far from the door.
Ty’s strength almost failed him. With his head pounding and the hangover in full control, his knees started to buckle. Only Lilith’s ongoing support prevented him from crashing to the ground.
“Ty?” The demon woman said, full of concern. “Ty, are you okay?”
Ty held her tight and willed himself to stand.
“I’m fine,” he said, even though he was not. Yet, after a few seconds, he found he was a little stronger. He offered Lilith a grin to counter the concern in her beautiful face. “That wasn’t much fun,” he said.
Lilith continued to watch him, just making sure that he was all right. When she had reassured herself, she nodded in agreement. But the worry remained in her eyes.
“They were police officers,” she said.
It took Ty a moment to work out what she was talking about. He knew then that her experience while teleporting was completely different from his own. The events at the Art Museum had effectively been wiped out of his mind by the trauma of his passage. Yet for Lilith, it was still front and center in her mind.
At the same time, he understood her worry.
“Yeah,” he agreed.
“What are we going to do?” she asked.
Ty’s brain felt like a bucket of sludge. He did his best to force it to work, to dredge up and answer for the demon woman’s concern.
“I’m not sure we can do anything other than hope they don’t find out who we are,” he said.
“Do … do you think they’re okay?” Lilith asked.
“I only used a fraction of my shield’s power. It knocked them over, maybe broke a few bones. But I think they’ll be okay.”
The demon woman breathed a sigh of relief. She might have been about to say something more, but if so, she was interrupted by the sound of cursing coming from the med bay.
Ty and Lilith looked at each other. There wasn’t any need for discussion. Together, still holding each other’s hands without even thinking about it, they moved to find out what was happening.




16: Spit Bitch and Naps

The sight that greeted Ty and Lilith in the med bay was surprising. The woman Ty had dubbed Spit Bitch had already proven to be tougher than his most outrageous expectations.
In his mind, she should have been barely able to function. Being repeatedly hit in the head with a steel bar wielded by Tempest should have at least put the woman in a coma. Beyond that, when Tempest had crushed the woman’s device, it should have led her to a withdrawal like no other.
She should have been a little ball of misery and despair, incapable of anything beyond self-pity and the occasional groan.
Instead, Spit Bitch was wide awake on the surgical table, thrashing about like a fish on a hook. She was cursing at both Tempest and Dinah, who were doing their best to keep her woman under control.
“Hold her,” the deerkin commanded.
“What do you think I’m trying to do?” Tempest responded.
The blonde superhero was holding Spit Bitch down by the shoulders, at the same time as trying to avoid the woman’s snarling fury. Nor was it just the woman’s physical efforts Tempest and Dinah had to worry about. Even without her device, Spit Bitch was still attempting to use her abilities. Flecks of acidic vitriol sprayed from her mouth, not in the endless stream like it had before, but in droplets that flew through the air in every direction.
“Ty!” Dinah said. “Lilith! Grab her feet!”
Despite his AZT-407 hangover, Ty lurched to do as the deerkin asked. At the same time, he noticed that Spit Bitch’s arms were bound to the surgical table with nylon restraints that hadn’t been there before. Even as Ty grabbed one of the woman’s legs and Lilith reached for the other, he could see wisps of smoke wafting from the restraints as the woman’s acidic exudate tried to eat through.
Tempest cursed as a fleck of acid touched the skin of her forearm. She turned to Dinah and spoke through clenched teeth.
“We aren’t going to get anything from this bitch when she’s like this,” she snarled. “If you don’t give her something to knock her out, then I will.”
Dinah paused to consider the struggling woman before her, obviously unwilling to forgo the information she represented. Yet Tempest’s meaning was clear, and the blonde superhero was right. They had no real choice.
As Spit Bitch’s struggles reached a frenzied crescendo, Dinah took a syringe from one of the drawers on the back wall, and a vial of liquid from another. Swiftly and efficiently, the deerkin filled the syringe and turned back to the woman on the table.
“Hold her,” she said again, and without waiting, she plunged the needle into Spit Bitch’s arm.
Whatever sedative Dinah had chosen, it worked swiftly. The fight went out of Spit Bitch almost right away, and within less than half a minute, her eyes rolled up into her head and she relaxed.
Ty, Lilith, and Tempest all breathed a sigh of relief. But then Tempest voiced a question.
“Now what do we do with her?” she asked.
“If this is what she’s like with a tapestry of fractures in her skull and suffering from withdrawal at the same time, I would hate to see what she’s like when she is starting to recover,” Dinah replied. “I don’t think the safe house will be enough to hold her, especially if she is able to spit acid.” She paused, wondering how to answer the blonde superhero’s question.
It was Ty who came up with the solution. “Can you get another cryo chamber?” he asked.
Dinah looked at him, started to say something, then she hesitated as if noticing something about him for the first time.
“Yes,” she said. “That shouldn’t be a problem. Ty, are you okay?” She asked.
Ty realized his exhaustion and AZT-407 hangover must have reached the point where he could no longer hide it. “Yeah,” he said. “Just tired, is all.”
As Tempest rubbed at the spot on her forearm where Spit Bitch’s acid had touched her, Dinah eyeballed Ty up and down. “More than tired, by the looks of it. You look exhausted. Why don’t you take a break? Maybe go for a nap, or something? You look out on your feet.”
Ty started to protest, but when Lilith and Tempest both added their voices to Dinah’s, Ty accepted the inevitable. He allowed the deerkin to usher him out of the med bay to her own room, where, gratefully, he sat down on her bed.
He admitted it. He was beyond tired, and the pain in his head had not gone away. Even so, he would have liked it if Dinah had chosen to stay, at least for a while.
But the deerkin had other things on her mind.
“Maybe we should take one of the unused bedrooms out of mothballs,” she said, as if to herself. “Give you a space of your own. Until then, think of my room as yours.”
Ty wanted to protest that he already had an apartment that he shared with Brad, but he was too tired. And anyway, Dinah had already turned away.
“You just relax and rest up for a bit,” she said. “You’ve been working hard all day. I’ll help Tempest keep watch on our guest until the cryo chamber turns up.”
With that, she left Ty to his own devices.
Ty looked around at the deerkin’s room. He was comfortable there, and really needed a rest. But before he did, out of no more than curiosity, he brought up his character sheet to see what impact his hangover was actually having.
General
Name: Ty Wilcox
Modifications: None
Unique Skill: Technological Enhancement
Secondary Skill: Cyber Assimilation
Alignment: Neutral Good
Baseline
Strength: 4
Durability: 3
Healing: 5
Stamina: 4
Agility: 4
Intelligence: 7
Wisdom: 5
Skill: N/A
Secondary Skill: N/A
Post enhancement
Strength: 7 (-1)
Durability: 6 (-1)
Healing: 7 (-2)
Stamina: 6 (-2)
Agility: 7 (-2)
Intelligence: 8 (-2)
Wisdom: 6 (-2)
Skill: 3 (-1)
Secondary Skill: 1 (-1)
Ty nodded to himself. The de-buff next to his attributes was pretty much as he’d expected.




17: Pleasant Dreams

Ty was asleep from the moment his head hit the pillow. At first, it was the deep, empty sleep of exhaustion. But it wasn’t long before images began appearing in his AZT-407 impacted mind.
When Ty had first put on the device, his dreams had been full of hope for the future. One in particular he held onto as a guiding beacon. The details of the dream had started to fade, but one central image remained strong.
That image was of himself flying through the sky, a blue nimbus of power all around him, with a legion of superheroes by his side. Below them was a world filled with peace and harmony. A world no longer twisted according to the whim of the mega-corporations that currently defined everyone’s daily lives. A world where those who worked hard could rise, and those who sought to cause pain to others did not.
How Ty might bring such a future into being, he didn’t know. Yet there were possibilities he was starting to sense. Fragments of a larger plan were beginning to form.
First, he had to take power away from the mega-corporations. That was a given. The question was whether or not that could even be done. And if so, how?
Since that utopian image had appeared in his mind, Ty’s dreams had become darker. Sometimes he saw the faces of men he’d killed. Sometimes he heard their screams as they died, and even smelled the ozone of blaster fire tinged with a metallic hint of their blood.
Sometimes he dreamed of flying with Tempest, of dancing naked in the sky with the blonde superhero, or of the glorious moments of pleasure which had become an integral part of his life.
And sometimes he dreamed instead of Dinah, wracked with the pain of withdrawal from the device that gave her the skills that defined her, or of Tempest, slumped on the floor of an industrial plant, the villain known as Massive standing above her in triumph.
But this time, in the dark of Dinah’s cozy, comfortable room, Ty dreamed mostly of Bain.
Massively strong and durable beyond measure, Bain was the first superpowered villain Ty had met. With high stats for strength, durability, and likely for healing as well, the massive man had killed Ty’s predecessor, Zach Kennedy, in a battle that had literally changed Ty’s very life.
Bain was a minion of the Master, and had been a perpetual thorn in Ty’s side – and that of Tempest and Dinah as well. The monstrous villain had been the tool the Master had used to coerce Lilith into acting according to their will. Again and again, Ty and the others had been forced into battle against the huge man.
The last encounter had been decisive. Lilith had got her revenge, hurling the huge man into the earth from a great height, and then stripping him of both his device and a good chunk of the arm that had worn it at the same time.
Yet, as Ty lay in Dinah’s bed, it was Bain who haunted his mind.
Bain, laughing hugely as Ty tried and failed to fire his blaster. Bain, who lunged to attack as Ty’s shield flickered and died. Bain, who appeared in the apartment Ty shared with Brad, only this time Tempest didn’t show. Bain, who pounded away at the support of the amusement park ride, laughing at Ty as the structure came down.
And Bain, staring at Ty through the glass at Clinic 104 as Ty received his dose of AZT-407.
As he dreamed, Ty flinched and moaned and tried to fight, but his arms and legs wouldn’t work. He tried to shout warnings to Tempest and the rest, but his voice refused to engage. He tried to do something, anything at all, to protect himself and those he loved against Bain’s ongoing intrusions.
But there was nothing he could do. Everywhere he turned, Bain was there. Everywhere he ran, the monstrous man had somehow beaten him there. And all the tech he tried to bring to bear failed to work.
Ty was caught in a nightmare called Bain, and he couldn’t escape.
For how long Ty suffered in his dreams, he didn’t know. He just kept tossing and turning and trying to escape, but there was nowhere to run, nowhere to hide where Bain couldn’t find him.
Finally, with the monstrous man reaching toward him, it seemed he was done. Ty felt the man’s hands touch his shoulder and tried to flinch away. Bain laughed at him once again, then said something surprising.
“Ty,” he said, his voice surprisingly high and gentle. “Ty, you’re having a bad dream,” he said, and Ty thought it a weirdly incongruous thing for the monster to say.
Bain shook him, not so hard as he might have expected, but gently, with his touch full of concern.
“Ty, wake up.”
And that was enough. Ty opened his eyes, and just for a moment, he didn’t know where he was. It was dark, but he could still see a little. He was in a larger bed than his own, with each of the posts at the corners carved to resemble trees.
Dinah’s room, his growing consciousness provided. Yet, when he drew a deep breath, he saw that it wasn’t the deerkin who had woken him, but Lilith.
Ty’s first coherent thought as he woke was one of disappointment. Not that Lilith was there – the demon woman’s simple presence was a delight that brought a smile to his lips.
His disappointment was more personal than that. He had leveled up, or at least thought he had. No longer was he a loser stuck in a dead-end job with no hope for the future. In just a couple of weeks, he had become something more. He was stronger than he had been. Braver. More confident. No longer was he a noob in the game of life.
He had taken on villains that might have squashed him without even thinking about it before, and come out on top.
Yet, in the darkest recesses of his mind, maybe he hadn’t changed that much at all. In his dreams, he’d cowered away from Bain’s attack. He had run and tried to hide.
It was beyond disappointing. Even though it was no more than a dream, he felt he’d let himself and the women in his life down.
Then he shook his head. A dream was no more than that, he decided. It was his real-world actions that mattered more, and he was done with running from danger.
Ty drew a deep breath and noted that the cold pressure behind his eyes was still there. Perhaps he was less exhausted, but the hangover from the AZT-407 drug still remained.
He looked at Lilith, who had climbed up on the bed beside him. “Thank you,” he said hoarsely. “That was a doozy.” He reached out in a subconscious gesture just to touch her beautiful face.
Then he wondered why the demon woman was there. “Has something happened?” he asked. “Has the Master done something else?”
Surprisingly, Lilith blushed. She shook her head. “Nothing like that,” she said. “I just wanted to check in on you. You seemed so exhausted. And that boy from the ruins…” Her expression became serious for a moment. “I just wanted to make sure you were okay, and when I saw you thrashing about…” The demon woman shrugged as well as she could with her weight supported by her elbows.
Ty sensed there was something else as well. For him, because of the drug in his system, their rescue efforts had been draining. But for Lilith, they had the opposite effect. Beneath her concern for Ty, and her embarrassment that she had come to check on him, Ty thought he sensed real pride at what she had been able to do.
And something else. An excitement that she didn’t quite know what to do with.
Ty recognized the feelings. He’d felt much the same when Tempest had first shown him the benefits of wearing his device. The freedom of flying through the air. The sense that he finally mattered. It was euphoric, an awakening of sorts, and all at once Ty understood the reason Lilith had blushed.
She hadn’t come just to check up on him. She was looking for some way to share that sense of euphoria.
In the darkness of Dinah’s bedroom, Ty gave the demon woman a smile. He reached for her, pulled her close, and kissed her on the lips.
Lilith returned the kiss with unexpected passion, melting into him and exploring with her tongue. Then she pulled away. She colored again.
“Is this really okay?” she asked, her uncertainty apparent.
Ty didn’t really have to ask what she meant, but he did anyway. “You mean, without Dinah?” Of himself, Dinah, and Tempest, the demon woman had first opened herself to Dinah’s affections. Like Ty with Tempest, there was a sense of loyalty there. And the relationship between all four of them was still new.
Lilith nodded. “Yes. That’s what I mean.”
Ty smiled again. The demon woman had asked the question before, when they’d been getting ready to head to the destruction zone caused by Concussion. It seemed his answer then hadn’t been quite sufficient.
“I had the same worries when this was new for me,” Ty said. “When I mentioned it to Dinah, she just laughed and said she wouldn’t deny me or Tempest pleasure, and nor would Tempest.” Still smiling, he ran his fingers over one of the demon woman’s horns. It was hard and unyielding, and the tip was surprisingly sharp. The perfectly formed appendage was so well integrated that it might have been natural.
“I see no reason why the same rules shouldn’t apply to you. But we don’t have to do anything if you’re not certain.”
The demon woman considered Ty’s words for a moment. Then she nodded. “If you’re sure?” she said.
“Do you think I would risk what we have together?” Ty asked.
That was the clincher. Or perhaps Lilith’s need simply outweighed her natural caution. Either way, she hesitated no longer. Instead, she moved so she was kneeling on the bed, blushed a deep pink, and pushed the shoulder straps of her top from her shoulders before climbing out of the costume.
In moments, she was naked, and Ty couldn’t help but stare.
All three of the women in his world were spectacular in their own way, but of them all, Lilith was the most voluptuous. Yet even then, she was balanced as well, her breasts full, tipped with pink, and a marvelous match for the width of her hips.
Despite the pressure behind his eyes, Ty’s body still responded to the sight of Lilith’s glory in the time-honored way.
This was the first time they had been naked together without Tempest and Dinah being present. It seemed to make her even shyer than normal, and at first she couldn’t meet his eyes.
“You are beautiful,” he said simply, and that was enough. Still blushing, she looked at him, and smiled as well.
“Come here,” Ty said, and she did.
It started with a kiss, a brush of Lilith’s lips against Ty’s, but that was never going to be enough. The demon woman straddled him with the bedding between them and kissed him again, this time with more urgency, her tongue seeking his own. Then Lilith pulled away, smiled shyly and blushed yet again. She worked her way all the way up until her thighs were on either side of Ty’s head, giving him a delightful view as she gripped the headboard.
Ty buried his face in pink fuzz at the same time as he grasped the soft but firm flesh of her buttocks with both hands, and was surprised when the demon woman wrapped her tail around one of his wrists. In just a few minutes, she let out a gasp and shuddered against him, and Ty took that as his cue. He squirmed his way upward to give himself leverage and tipped the demon woman onto her back.
She squealed and laughed as Ty bit her gently where her neck joined her shoulder, then the laugh turned into a gasp as he entered her, just the tip, before plunging in all the way.




18: A Chance at Redemption

“Ahem,” Dinah said, clearing her throat from the doorway.
By then, Lilith was straddling Ty, her wings beating in subconscious rhythm to their movements, and Ty had his hands on her hips. The interruption startled them both, but where Ty simply looked over and gave the deerkin a grin, Lilith flinched. Her hands moved to cover her breasts and she might have moved off him completely if Ty hadn’t held onto her more tightly.
Dinah saw the demon woman’s reaction and laughed. “Relax,” she said. “And please, don’t cover yourself. I’m enjoying the view.”
Lilith blushed a deep pink, then sat up straight and proud, dropping her hands to her sides.
“Would you like to join in?” Ty asked.
Dinah gave him a broad grin, but slowly shook her head. “I’d like to,” she said. “But, sadly, duty calls. There’s been another event.”
Instantly, Ty grew more serious. This time, when Lilith tried to climb off, he let her. Yet the demon woman had gotten over her modesty. She didn’t immediately climb into her clothes or even duck beneath the bed covering. Instead, she sat next to Ty, supporting herself with one arm, all her glory out on display.
“What’s happened?” the demon woman asked.
Dinah eyed both Lilith and Ty up and down with an expression akin to hunger. She drew a deep breath, swallowed, and shook her head. “If only,” she said. Then she returned to the business at hand. “There’s another of those superpowered villains causing havoc. This one is like a human dynamo. He is on a major intersection, casting energy about like bolts of electricity.”
At her description, Ty thought he knew who it was that they faced. The third of the Master’s minions, Ty thought of him as ‘Sparkles’. Just like the other two, he and Tempest had put him out of commission once before.
Dinah hadn’t finished. “Are you up to it?” she asked, quirking half a grin as she glanced down to his waist.
Despite the lascivious tone in her voice, Ty knew she was asking a legitimate question. And despite his ongoing headache and lethargy, he felt better now than he had before beginning his nap.
He nodded. “Tempest and I have met this one before as well. An EMP grenade should be enough to sort him out,” he said. It was Dinah’s turn to nod. She looked at Lilith, but didn’t need to repeat her question.
The demon woman seemed less sure of herself. She bit her lip, then started to speak. “I can help,” she said.
But the answer didn’t satisfy Dinah at all. “But?” the deerkin asked.
Lilith shook her head. “I don’t know,” she said. “This one feels like it will be more of a fight. I have no issue with him, whoever he is. Not really. He isn’t Bain or the Master.” Despite her words, Lilith seemed to except what Dinah was asking of her. “But, yes. I can help.”
Ty understood. The demon woman really was finding her place in their team, and her place wasn’t that of a fighter.
“You don’t have to.”
This time, it wasn’t Dinah who spoke, but Tempest, who had appeared behind the deerkin at the doorway. She took in Ty’s and Lilith’s nakedness without batting an eye, and continued as if it was the most normal conversation in the world.
“I heard the alert and came looking for you,” she said to Dinah. Then she returned her attention to Ty. “I messed up,” she said, sounding regretful. “Before, I mean. I let my emotions get the best of me, and I shouldn’t have. But stopping bad guys is what I do. I can do this.”
To Ty, it almost sounded as if she was asking either for his forgiveness or permission, and he didn’t know quite what to say. He gave her a nod, and that seemed to suffice.
“Besides,” the blonde superhero continued. “There’s only so much time I can spend looking at my father.”
To Ty, she sounded sad as she spoke, but that sadness was a far cry from the incandescent rage she’d displayed before. She seemed much calmer, much more like her usual self.
Tempest then addressed Lilith directly. “You can stay here, if you like,” she said. “Sit this one out. You’ve already done more than your share today.”
It was decided. Dinah made sure Tempest knew where to go, and, with a last, regretful look at Lilith’s spectacular form, Ty climbed into his clothes. As he did, he thought of something.
“How many of those cryo chambers do you think you can get your hands on?” he asked Dinah.
The deerkin raised an eyebrow.
“I’m just thinking we might need to have a few on hand,” Ty said.
Dinah nodded, understanding his intent. “Good idea,” she said. Then she cast a glance at Lilith on the bed and licked her lips. “I’ll add it to my list of things to do. But first, I see something else that requires my attention.” She shot a knowing glance at Ty and grinned mischievously.
Despite the ongoing pain in his head, Ty couldn’t help it. He laughed out loud as he realized what the deerkin intended.
◆◆◆
 
As Ty stepped out of the mansion into a dark and moody late evening with Tempest at his side, he was surprised to learn that the last of the daylight had faded while he’d been sleeping. As was typical for a city perpetually shrouded in clouds, there were no stars, and the moon couldn’t shine brightly enough to show Ty its position.
Yet it wasn’t pitch black. The sea of neon and holographic lights that made up New Lincoln cast its reflection upward, giving the cloud cover hints of crimson and blue.
“Have you got everything?” Tempest asked.
Ty checked to make sure. With his head pounding as it was and his brain still feeling like mush, he didn’t want to take anything for granted. His device was attached to his wrist, but the power supply for his shield was not. It would be more than embarrassing to reach the scene of the most recent event only to find he couldn’t activate his technology.
Fortunately, Ty had remembered to put on the pouch when he got dressed. He still carried a trio of EMP grenades hooked onto his belt. And by either good luck or good management, he had remembered to put on his shirt and trousers as well, and even grabbed one of Zach’s less ostentatious jackets to complete his outfit.
“I’m good,” he replied, even though he really wasn’t. The nap and associated activities had restored only some of his flagging energy. Ty couldn’t help but wonder if the drug had been worth it at all. Sure, when it was active, he could do amazing things, but the after effects were worse than he would have liked to believe.
“Then let’s go,” Tempest said. She reached for him in the same way that Lilith often did, wrapping him up in her arms. But this was different. Ty couldn’t bring himself to enjoy Lilith’s mode of transport. For him, being jerked out of reality and dragged through that awful place between worlds was the embodiment of all of his fears.
Flying, though, was altogether different. It had quickly become one of Ty’s greatest pleasures.
With Tempest’s warm, strong body pressed close to his own, the blonde superhero leapt into the sky, and before he knew it, Ty was already starting to grin.
Tempest was apparently in no mood to dawdle. Within moments, they were traveling faster than Ty had ever experienced before. He knew the blonde superhero could go fast, but this was exceptional. He felt and saw a collar of cloud forming around them, like it sometimes does at supersonic speeds, and couldn’t help himself. He let out a laugh of pure adrenaline-fueled joy, even as he understood Tempest was flying too fast to hear it.
The blonde superhero could withstand blaster fire at close range. She could fly faster than the speed of sound. Leap tall buildings, and carry the weight of fifty people with ease.
Yet for all her power, she couldn’t help the Architect. In this, she would need a skill like Ty’s, or something different altogether.
Tempest had taken her anger and frustration at this out on Spit Bitch, but this was different. Ty sensed that she was flying fast not just to express her frustration, but to reach the next scene as quickly as she could.
She wanted to help whoever needed to be helped, and perhaps atone for her earlier actions. Either way, Tempest flew as hard and fast as she could.
Perhaps the sheer speed of it all would have terrified Ty before he put on his device. But now, he trusted the blonde superhero with his life. And anyway, he reasoned, if something unexpected were to happen, he could always activate his own shield.
Because of this, despite the horrendous speed, Ty was able to relax in the blonde woman’s grasp.
The city of New Lincoln was monstrous. How many millions of people lived within its borders, Ty couldn’t guess. There were buildings so big they could house more than a hundred thousand people all by themselves, and these were often dwarfed by the mega-corporation headquarters that pierced through the sky.
And there were hundreds of them. Thousands. So many that if the clouds ever let up, they would stretch to the horizon and beyond in every direction.
Yet at Tempest’s speed, even a city the size of New Lincoln could be traversed fairly swiftly. While not as fast as Lilith, Tempest reached their destination quickly enough, and slowed down to hover in the sky above a major highway junction made up of numerous loops of concrete that directed traffic in every direction.
Even from half a mile out, Ty could see that the traffic was snarled. Completely stopped, and that wasn’t all. As they drew closer, Ty could see people running away, abandoning their cars and just leaving. Yet some weren’t quick enough. There were charred corpses on the ground, still caught in poses of terror.
Both Ty and Tempest could see the cause.
It was Sparkles. A small man, at the time, he had been dangerous enough, sending out sparks of energy in every direction like an overly excited Tesla coil machine. But that was nothing to how he appeared now.
“Holy shit,” Ty said. Tempest said nothing, but he could sense her agreement.
Below them, the man was lit up like a beacon made of blue fire and buzzed like a transformer about to explode.




19: Cyber Assimilation

Ty could barely believe what he was seeing, and from Tempest’s reaction, neither could she.
“How in the world…?” she began, but never completed her sentence. At the same time, Ty thought he knew the answer. In his mind, this third superpowered villain confirmed it. Ty knew of only one thing that could provide such a boost in power.
AZT-407. The wonder drug that had worked so well on Ty himself, but which had left him with the hangover from hell.
It was the difference between a forty-watt bulb and one rated at more than a hundred. Ty couldn’t access Sparkles’ character sheet, so he didn’t know how many levels the man had managed to bypass. All he knew was that it must have been plenty. The villain they’d faced before had been dangerous enough, but this man’s power looked truly insane.
He gave off so much energy Ty would have bet he could have powered much of New Lincoln all by himself.
Ty’s and Tempest’s arrival didn’t go unnoticed. Sparkles peered at them from within his private conflagration and a sneer appeared on his face. He may have said something, but if he did, his voice was drowned out by the noise of his sparks.
As Ty and Tempest watched, Sparkles reached out a fist made of pure power toward one of the cars trapped before him. Ty experienced a moment of terror, fearing that there was still someone inside it, but the doors were all open and he could see nobody through the windows.
With a surge of energy, the villain picked up the car and hurled it toward Ty and Tempest.
Ty couldn’t believe it. The last time he and Tempest had faced Sparkles, the man had been able to do little more than cast bolts of lightning about. Now, he could create energy constructs with form and substance. The man could form shapes out of power that had weight behind them, and use them with great effect.
If the energy fist had been green rather than blue, Ty would have looked about for a lantern. As it was, he couldn’t help but wonder if he could replicate the man’s power somehow.
Tempest, however, had a more pragmatic response. She dropped Ty without hesitation.
◆◆◆
 
At first, he fell like a rock. Then, as his shield caught him and lowered him gently to the ground, Ty turned to watch the unfolding drama. Instead of dodging or somehow ducking for cover, Tempest had surged forward to meet the car in midair. She let out a grunt of effort as she took the full weight of the vehicle, then swung it around and hurled it back where it came from.
Her actions didn’t please Sparkles one bit. It was all he could do to raise his huge, energy hands up to protect himself, batting the car off to the side. Still muted beneath the buzz of his own energy, the man raged, clenching his fists and shaking them above his head. His power pulsed in sync with his fury, and he picked up another of the cars.
Ty cursed under his breath. He wasn’t close enough to use his EMP grenades. He looked around, searching for options as Tempest circled the villain like a moth around a flame. But once again, there was little he could do. This was a battle between Titans, and Ty was no more than a bug down at their feet.
A bug with the ability to take Sparkles’ power away. He just needed to get closer.
Sparkles heaved the second car at Tempest just as he’d done with the first, but this time followed it up with a blast of power like that Ty produced with his shield cannons.
“Tempest!” Ty cried, but he needn’t have worried. Tempest caught this car as well, and used it as a shield until Sparkles’ energy blast was done. Then, as if they were playing a perverse game of dodgeball, she again threw the car back.
Sparkles batted the car aside as easily as he’d done the first, and changed tactic. Instead of reaching for another, he charged toward Tempest, toward Ty as well, by using his enormous energy hands like the King of all apes, planting them in the ground and swinging his feet forward. It was an odd way to move, but it was effective. In less than a heartbeat, Sparkles had traversed twenty yards and showed no sign of stopping. He shouldered cars away left and right, and in moments, he would be too close for comfort.
Perhaps Ty’s shield would protect him from Sparkles’ power. Perhaps it wouldn’t. Either way, it looked as if he was about to find out. For just an instant, Ty forgot that getting closer to Sparkles was exactly what he needed. He stood there, his hangover-befuddled brain hesitating, unsure what to do. Images of his dream returned to haunt him, although now it was Sparkles bearing down on him instead of Bain.
Fortunately, Tempest saw the danger, and she was swift. She landed lightly beside him.
“Now might be a good time to use one of your grenades,” she said casually.
It was all Ty needed. His focus snapped back into place, and his hesitation was gone. With a snarl of anger, he pulled one of the grenades off his belt and released the pin.
If he’d been thinking his clearest, perhaps he would have given it to Tempest to throw. She would have been sure to hit the target. But Ty didn’t even think. In his judgment, hampered by the remnants of the drug in his system, he thought he could do the job well enough. He took aim at the energy monster before him and threw with everything he had.
The grenade went wildly off target. Ty couldn’t believe it. For some reason the grenade had stuck to his hand for fractionally longer than he intended. Instead of hurling it into the face of the villain, the grenade ended up twenty feet to the side.
It went off, detonating with a pop and a complete lack of reward.
Even so, Sparkles paused. The villain had seen what had happened. He knew what Ty had tried to do. It wasn’t the first time he’d felt the effects of an EMP grenade.
But, by the man’s actions, he intended it to be the last. Over the ongoing buzz of power, Ty heard Sparkles laugh. Then he let out a roar of pure energy, a blast that shook the cars all around Ty and Tempest, and charged forward again.
Ty caught a strong whiff of ozone as he plucked a second grenade from his belt and handed it over.
“You’d better do this one,” he said, the forced casualness in his own voice as he tried to match Tempest belied by the irritation he felt at his failure.
Tempest agreed. She took hold of the grenade without a word, pulled the pin and let fly.
Sparkles was ready for it. To Ty and Tempest’s surprise, just like he’d done with the cars, the superpowered villain used his power to bat the grenade away.
It exploded harmlessly, further away from its target than Ty’s had been.
Ty grabbed the final EMP grenade from his belt and turned to Tempest. “Last one,” he said. He didn’t want to think about what would happen if this one failed as well. He didn’t know if his shield cannons could touch the man, and didn’t know how Tempest might defeat him. Yet he still hesitated. “Too close,” he said.
Tempest didn’t need to be told twice. As fast as thought, she scooped Ty up and launched into the air, backpedaling away from the energy monster before them.
It was a sudden move that caught both Sparkles and Ty by surprise. Ty’s head snapped back at the unexpected acceleration, and he clutched at the grenade with everything he had, willing himself not to let go. For just a moment, the pain behind his eyes grew exponentially worse. It felt like a cannon had gone off in his head, he felt like he was about to be sick, and his vision went black around the edges.
“Ty?” Tempest said, her voice filled with concern. “Ty, are you okay?”
Ty fought to steady himself. He shut his eyes against the sudden nausea and pounding in his head.
“I’m okay,” he said, even though he was not. He just needed a moment for the nausea to fade...
“Ty?” Tempest repeated.
He forced himself to open his eyes and noted randomly that in her concern for him, Tempest had remained rooted to a single spot in the air. It was hard to focus, but he saw that Sparkles was getting closer. The villain was an ongoing burst of power, his body hidden in a ball of blue lightning crackling out in every direction. It was like they were being stalked by an elemental being of raw power.
“Ty!” Tempest snapped.
With a supreme act of will, Ty focused. He knew what he needed to do. The last grenade. He needed to hand it to Tempest, and she would do the rest. Dangling in midair with the blonde superhero, he tried to do so, only to see that the grenade had merged with the flesh of his hand.
Ty wasted precious moments staring at it. He was completely dumbfounded. This was what had happened with the device on his wrist. It was his new skill, responding to his need of a moment before to hold onto it with everything he had.
Tempest had seen it as well. “Ty?” she said once more, this time her voice filled with confusion.
“It’s my new skill,” Ty managed as Sparkles launched himself even closer. “I can’t control it,” he said.
When the device on his wrist had sunk into his flesh, he’d simply willed it to emerge, and it had done so. Same with the nanites he’d tried to give to Jason. But this time, the nausea combined with his headache made it more difficult. He tried to will his flesh to give up its prize, but it stubbornly refused.
Tempest was getting anxious. “What do we do?” she demanded.
At first, Ty didn’t know. His brain was no more than mush. He thought they would have to retreat, that he would be the cause of their failure against this overpowered villain.
He thought about contacting Lilith and getting her involved in the fight, or at least using her to take Ty to safety while Tempest continued the battle.
Then he had another idea.
It was crazy. Insane, even. Completely desperate. But he knew it would work.
It had to.
Ty looked hard at Tempest. “Throw me!” he said. Then he reached for the pin on his grenade, one of the few parts that hadn’t been absorbed into his flesh. As Tempest looked at him in confusion, unsure what he was going to do, Ty pulled the pin.
Tempest understood. She looked at him in horror. “But the grenade will take your device out as well!”
“There’s no time to argue! Do it now!”
He’d left her no option. If she did nothing, the grenade would take out both of their devices and they would be helpless. So she did as he asked.
Tempest spun around once in a circle, then twice, three times very quickly, accelerating Ty to an extraordinary speed. Then she let go and he sailed through the air toward the electrified villain.
He was moving too fast for Sparkles to dodge. Too fast for the villain to bat him out of the way. All Sparkles could do was erupt with power so that Ty caught the full force of it on his shield.
All at once, Ty knew that his shield was better at protecting him from Sparkles’ power than that of Steam. Yet it was a long way from perfect, and he felt the pain of it all over his body. It was like he’d stepped into a furnace, and Ty couldn’t help but let out a scream. Then, barely slowed by the man’s power, Ty and Sparkles collided with a resounding crash.
Burned and in pain, Ty did his best to hold on, and moments later, the EMP device in Ty’s hand went off.




20: Aftermath

The EMP grenade wasn’t designed to blow apart. It was designed instead to emit a single pulse of electro magnetism, which would take out anything electronic within range.
But it was far from pleasant. The detonation sent a wave of pain and shock throughout his whole body. It was like being hit in the chest with a bowling ball. Ty felt like his heart skipped a beat, and was very relieved when it started again. At the same time, his brain started to vibrate like it might if he’d stuck a finger into an electrical socket.
Yet those were just the first, immediate results of his grenade going off. An instant later, the device clicked open and dropped off his wrist, and the withdrawal symptoms kicked in.
A cold sweat broke out all over his body. He’d already been feeling nauseous because of the AZT-407 hangover, but this was infinitely worse. He had to clamp his jaw shut to avoid throwing up. At the same time, there was a sickening pain in his lower abdomen.
It was as if he’d been kicked hard in the balls and he couldn’t help himself. Still holding onto Sparkles, Ty crumpled until he was kneeling on the ground. But even that wasn’t enough. He was winded, his guts were cramping, and his world was going dark at the edges. He let go of Sparkles completely and collapsed, his whole body trembling from the impact of the sudden lack of the device on his wrist.
Nor was he the only one to suffer.
As soon as the grenade went off, Sparkles display of raw power disappeared. It was like turning the man off at the switch. Ty heard him suck in a breath of air between his teeth, and he crumpled as well.
This was the first time Ty had seen him up close. When last they had battled, Sparkles had always been at a distance. Ty knew him to be a small man, wiry and thin, but hadn’t really got a good look at his face.
Now he did, and he didn’t much like it. Up close, Sparkles could have been a poster child for the concept of hate. He had gone in for spikes in a big way, replacing his eyebrows entirely and decorating his cheeks and chin like a pincushion. He wore a ring through his nose, and had tattooed red eyeliner around his eyes to make himself look fierce. Even as his power flickered and died, he glared at Ty with an expression of loathing.
Despite the debilitating effects of the EMP grenade, Sparkles’ expression suggested he wasn’t yet done. Even as the man winced in pain and crumpled against the withdrawal of his device, he offered Ty a glimpse into his soul.
“Fucking bastard!” the man snarled, showing teeth that had been sharpened into points. “I’ll fucking kill you for that!”
By then, he was on his side on the ground, barely in control of his limbs. Nevertheless, he managed to pull a blaster from somewhere and bring it to bear.
There was nothing Ty could do. At this distance, the man couldn’t miss. Ty had no strength to dodge, and his shield had vanished with the EMP blast.
At least, he thought, it would be quick. At this distance, the blaster would tear him apart.
Accepting his fate, Ty waited for the end to come.
Then Tempest was there, standing above them like a goddess, full of power and strength. She had been outside the blast zone and her powers were intact. In one swift movement, she reached down and gripped the blaster in her fist. Without any appearance of effort at all, she crushed it and threw it aside. Then, with casual efficiency, she kicked Sparkles in the head.
He uttered a grunt of pain and started to swear, so Tempest kicked him again.
This time, the villain fell silent, knocked unconscious by the impact with Tempest’s foot.
Then the blonde superhero turned her attention to Ty. She knelt and held him with surprising tenderness. “That was the bravest thing I’ve ever seen. And the most foolish. Are you okay?”
Despite everything, Ty managed to nod. “I will be,” he said. “I just need to get back to the workshop.”
Tempest nodded. “I’ll give Lilith a call,” she said. “It’ll be quicker. And that will leave me free to deal with him.”
Ty really wasn’t looking forward to being teleported anywhere. Yet he didn’t object. He didn’t want to experience this type withdrawal any longer than absolutely essential, and no matter how fast Tempest could fly, Lilith would always be faster.
As he waited for the demon woman to pop into existence, he couldn’t help but look at his hand. It felt fine. Perfectly normal. But the used EMP grenade was still merged with his flesh. His palm looked the same as it always had, but the back of his hand looked like a shiny cylinder made of metal. And the top part of the grenade where the pin had been stuck out between Ty’s thumb and first finger.
He tried to will the grenade to separate from his hand once again, but it stubbornly refused. And then Lilith was there.
◆◆◆
 
As soon as Lilith saw him on the ground, her expression became one of horror and she hurried toward him.
“What happened? Is he going to be okay?” she asked, directing her questions not to him but to Tempest.
“I’ll be okay,” he managed. “Just get me back to the mansion.”
The demon woman didn’t hesitate. She bent down and took Tempest’s place at his side. “The med bay?” she asked.
But Ty shook his head. “Workshop,” he said.
The demon woman’s beautiful face creased in confusion. “But –” she began.
“What I need is in the workshop,” Ty insisted.
It was enough. Lilith glanced at Tempest, and the blonde answered her unspoken question.
“I’ll make my own way,” she said. She nodded in the direction of Sparkles. “I have something I have to do first,” Tempest said.
Lilith asked no more questions. “Are you ready?” she said to Ty.
“Yes,” he managed. Then, “No, wait. We need to take the devices as well. We can’t risk them falling into the wrong hands, and I want to see if I can activate them again.” It was amazingly difficult to string so many words together in one go.
Fortunately, Lilith didn’t say anything else. She just did as he asked, then used her power once again.
Ty gritted his teeth and clenched his eyes shut. He willed himself not to feel the biting cold of that indefinable place between two disparate points. He tried not to think of the endless nothing, or the sensation of being watched by the void itself. Instead, he focused his thoughts on what he could sense of Lilith holding him close, and tried his very best not to throw up.
The dull ache behind his eyes didn’t react well to the cold. Between one heartbeat and the next, it grew from a murmur to a roar, and Ty would have bet good money that his head was due to explode.
He opened his mouth to let out a wordless cry of agony mixed with fear, and then they were back in the world once again, in the Architect’s lab.
Ty and Lilith were in the same positions they’d been when they left, with Lilith cradling Ty as best he could as he lay on the floor.
“We’re here,” Lilith said.
Ty drew a deep, shuddering breath. He’d intended to stand, to do what he needed to do by himself, but just at that moment, he lacked the strength.
“The devices on the workbench,” Ty managed. “Could you get them for me?
Lilith was clearly unwilling to leave Ty alone even for a moment. At her hesitation, Ty tried to explain.
“I’m suffering withdrawal,” he said. “This is what happens when a device wearer loses their device.”
Lilith understood. “Oh. Why didn’t you say so?” she said. With that, she stood to do as Ty asked, and gathered the three spent devices from the workshop table.
When she knelt back down to Ty, she asked, “But will these even work?” she asked.
“One of them will. The one you took from Bain. It was never disabled by my EMP grenades.”
Lilith nodded. She looked at the devices in her hands. “Which one is it?” she asked.
Ty shook his head and immediately wished that he didn’t. It was like there was a steel ball in his skull sloshing back and forth through his brain.
“Just try them one at a time,” he managed.
Of course, the device formerly belonging to Bain was the last one she tried. The first one didn’t want to close around Ty’s wrist, and even though he knew the reason behind it, Ty still started to worry. When the second one failed as well, he feared that none of the devices still worked.
But the last one snapped shut just as he knew it would, and Ty immediately felt new strength as the nanites surged into his system.
Still lying on the floor, Ty breathed a huge sigh of relief. Within just a few seconds, much of his nausea went away, as did the pain of withdrawal. At every heartbeat, the new infusion of nanites made their way through his system, and very quickly, Ty felt he was able to stand. He did so, with Lilith lending a hand, and when he was fully upright, he knew that all would be right with the world.
He offered Lilith a grin. “That’s better,” he said.
Surprisingly, Lilith engulfed him in a hug, and Ty realized that the demon woman had been very worried about him. She held him for long moments, and even when she stepped away, it was like she didn’t really want to let him go.
He smiled, and some of her worry seemed to go away, but not all.
“You’ll be okay?” she asked, her concern both genuine and in keeping with the goodness at her core.
Ty nodded. “Yes,” he said.
Then he thought about what had been happening, with the Master’s superpowered minions causing havoc in New Lincoln. Ty knew it had only just begun, and that he didn’t want Tempest and Lilith to have to face it alone.
“But I need to get back to work.” Ty said with a sigh. “The EMP blast took out my shield, along with the power supplies. And, I suspect, my healing nanites as well.” He shrugged. “I’ll have to fabricate them all over again,” he said. Nor was that the extent of the damage. Ty had recently integrated his old smartphone into the device on his wrist, and that too would have to be redone.
He was still tired, still had a headache, and still had a used EMP grenade embedded in his hand, but none of that mattered. He was alive and could still function, albeit not as his best. And there was work to be done.
But Lilith still wasn’t satisfied. “What about your burns?” she asked.
With so much to deal with, so much pain coming from every direction, Ty had almost forgotten about them.
“They will take care of themselves when I fabricate more of my healing nanites,” he said.




21: Coming Clean

Much to Ty’s surprise, Lilith showed no sign of leaving him to it. Instead, she seemed curious about what he was doing. Or perhaps she was still worried about his health.
Either way, as Ty activated the fabricator and set it to work, he obliged the demon woman by describing what he was doing.
First on Ty’s list was his healing nanites. In his mind, they were important not just for his own health, but as an aid to any future victims of the Master’s chaotic plans they might come across. It took only a minute or two to replicate a few million of them in another petri dish, and as soon as he was done, Ty dipped his fingers into the metallic-looking liquid.
Once again, he felt the coolness of the nanites as they worked their way into his skin, and only realized how closely Lilith was watching when she spoke.
“Shouldn’t we all have some of those in our system?” she asked.
Ty was as surprised at the suggestion as he was that he hadn’t already thought of it himself. Of course they should! Particularly Tempest and Lilith, who were more likely than Dinah to face possible injuries. But the deerkin as well, because even though she spent most of her time in the mansion, that didn’t mean she was immune to danger.
“Absolutely!” Ty agreed. His only excuse for not having offered the women his invention already was the pressure building inside his skull. Ever since the AZT-407 had started to leave his system, his brains had been operating at half speed.
Without a further word, he ordered the fabricator to whip up another batch, and in moments it was ready.
“Separate it into thirds,” Ty said. “They replicate within your system, so theoretically a single nanite is all you really need. The several million the fabricator just created is overkill.”
As Lilith followed his instructions, Ty began working on the next item on his list of tasks. The power supplies that powered his shield had been knocked out by his blast, and of all his tech, he needed them the most. And the shield itself. It wasn’t a passive system, coming complete with a simple neural link that enabled Ty to control it.
He placed one of the power supplies on the workbench and ordered the Stark imager to scan it. He wanted to know if it could be repaired or if he needed to replace it, and that would be the easiest way to find out.
At the same time, he wondered about the neural link he had created. Could that be the key to communicating with the Architect? It was a simple design, not really built for anything more than controlling his shield. But perhaps he could enhance its sophistication to the point where it might do what he wanted.
“Scan complete,” the imager said in its metallic voice.
“Display in holographic form. Expand and explode. Let me see what I’m looking at.”
The imager did as Ty commanded, and Lilith made a noise of surprise as an oversized hologram of the power supply appeared floating above the work bench.
“Wow,” the demon woman said.
Ty replied with a grin, but he could see that much of the power supply had been burnt out. It was wasn’t beyond repair, not precisely, but the effort required to do so would have dwarfed that of simply replacing it all together.
He decided that’s what he would do. As he set the fabricator to the task, he wondered if the devices Massive, Sparkles, and the others had worn would be similarly damaged.
Before he could find out, he heard a commotion from the stairs, and then Dinah and Tempest appeared at the workshop entrance. Both of them stepped toward him, sizing him up, identical expressions of worry on their faces turning into relief as they saw him standing without assistance. Yet that wasn’t enough to reassure them completely.
“Ty, are you okay?” Tempest asked.
Even though he was still feeling decidedly shabby, Ty nodded. He held up his wrist to show them the replacement device. “The device we took from Bain still works. I’m fine,” he said.
Tempest wasn’t satisfied. “What happened out there?” she said. “It looked like the grenade had merged with your hand…”
As the blonde superhero spoke, Ty couldn’t help but look at the appendage in question. He flexed his fingers, showing that he still retained most of his normal range of movements. It was just that his hand had absorbed the grenade.
“It’s my new skill,” Ty said. “I’m not sure it’s working properly. Or what it’s supposed to do.”
Of the three women in Ty’s life, only Dinah had been aware of this development. Lilith was staring at his hand with an expression of astonishment, but it was again Tempest who spoke.
“New skill? How–?” she began. Then she frowned and asked an entirely different question. It was as if she understood that there might be some sort of link. “And what about those villains we faced?” she asked. “How did they become so much more powerful in such a short time?”
Ty nodded. He had been keeping his experience a secret too long. It was time to tell the women what he knew. But first, he had a question of his own. “What did you do with him? Sparkles, I mean?”
“Sparkles?” Tempest gave him a look partway between puzzlement and amusement. “You call him, ‘Sparkles’?”
Ty managed a grin in return. “Well, he’s got to be called something, doesn’t he?”
Tempest nodded, and despite everything that had happened, Ty saw that she was starting to relax. It was like the vaguely irreverent name pleased her on some level.
“I tried to question him briefly,” the blonde superhero said, answering Ty’s question. “But he wasn’t in any real condition to answer. I might have kicked him a little too hard. So I took him to the safe house. The same place I took you when you gained Zach’s device. He is suffering withdrawal, and I chained him to the bed. He isn’t going anywhere.”
“I take it the cryo chambers haven’t arrived?” Ty asked.
Dinah shook her head, and might have wanted to say something as well, but Tempest cut the deerkin off before she began.
“Ty?” she said. “Tell us what you know.”
Ty nodded again. He gestured to the stools that lined the side of the workbench. “Take a seat,” he said, and he waited for them to do so. When they had all settled in, and to the background music of the fabricator doing its work, Ty started to talk.
He told them everything. The drug trial. How it had resulted in an immediate buff to his primary skill, and how that in turn had led directly to the nanites that had accelerated his healing far beyond what was normal for him.
Their reactions varied from no more than concern from Lilith through to disbelief from Tempest, who was outraged and wanted to know how he could think to put himself at risk like that.
“I thought it was worth the risk,” he said. “I wasn’t having much luck with some of the things I needed to do, and this offered a potential solution. At the same time, I thought it was the type of thing we should investigate. I needed to know it could do what it claimed, or if it was something harmless.”
His answer seemed to satisfy Tempest, at least to some degree, but Dinah’s reaction that was more profound.
“Forgetting for a moment that it could have killed you, or that it seems to have done what it offered, I have to say I am disappointed.” She paused, and her expression conveyed no more than sadness. “I thought you would have trusted us with something like this.”
The way she said it made Ty feel like the worst kind of fool. He nodded, accepting her words completely. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I should have. I don’t know why I didn’t.”
Yet he did know why, at least in part. He needed the money, as simple as that.
Dinah looked at him for a moment more, then slowly nodded. “Just don’t keep stuff like this to yourself again,” she said. “Please. It’s important.” She took a deep breath and relaxed a little, changing her focus on what Ty had done to what he’d said.
“Now, let’s follow this through. You think the Master somehow has access to this drug as well as the devices? You think that’s why three of his pets had been causing such havoc? That they both took this drug, and it has resulted in a huge increase in power?”
Ty nodded. “It makes sense, doesn’t it? The only thing I can’t figure out is how the Master even knew about it.”
Dinah lapsed into silence, but, surprisingly, Tempest was able to answer. “Who said he had to find out about it? Couldn’t he have been behind the drug in the first place?”
Ty just stared at her. “What do you mean?”
The blonde superhero uttered a sigh. “A long time ago, before he focused on the devices we wear, my father was going in a different direction. He had a partnership with a geneticist, and, if I remember rightly, they were working on something like this drug. Something that could make changes to your genetic code, and bring out a skill that didn’t exist.” She tilted her head to the side a little.
“It would also enhance whatever skills were already there. Kind of like a chemical version of the device. I don’t know why he stopped pursuing that option. Maybe the side effects would have been too much. But in the end, he went in a different direction.”
For some reason, as Tempest spoke, an image of Bain appeared in Ty’s mind. He didn’t understand why, but Tempest’s words reminded him of the dream Lilith had woken him from.
He frowned, puzzled, then dismissed the image from his mind. “So, the Master could be behind everything. The new devices, the drug, everything. All because he had access to the Architect’s knowledge,” he said.
“Yes,” Tempest said.
“We need to talk to the Architect,” he said.
Nobody disagreed. Nor did they state the obvious, that the Architect was in no state for a conversation. The cryo chamber was keeping him alive, and they couldn’t easily communicate with him while he was in stasis.
But there were no guarantees he would be lucid if they woke him, and doing so gave rise to the possibility of the toxin in his system completing its job.
It was a conundrum that had no immediate answer, although Ty did have a theoretical one. He was more determined than ever to work on his neural link idea.
“Okay,” said Ty, his head still throbbing as badly as ever. “That might also explain why Concussion hasn’t been seen since doing the damage he did. If it’s the same as the drug I took, it gives you one hell of a headache when it’s leaving your system,” he said. “I’m guessing he will want some time to recover before doing anything else.”
He looked at Tempest, Dinah, and Lilith, who were all still processing what he’d said. “So now what?” he asked. “What do we do?”




22: Toxicology Report

“Now,” Dinah answered, “we get you to the med bay so Gregory can have a look at you.”
Ty started to protest that he was fine, but Dinah would brook no argument. “No buts,” she said. “You haven’t been right all day. We’ve all seen it. And let’s get real here. If the Master is behind this, he has no interest in your ongoing health. All he cares about is what the drug will do for him.”
Ty knew she was right. At the same time, he wondered just how he’d managed to be part of the AZT-407 trial. He wasn’t a great fan of coincidences, and to him, it would be straight up miraculous if the Master had selected him as a guinea pig by chance alone.
Yet he’d had found out about the drug trial seemingly at random. How could it have been anything but coincidental?
He shook his head, puzzled by where his own thoughts had taken him.
Dinah wasn’t done. “And I think we might want to investigate this clinic as well. I’ll follow any paper trail and see if I can track down who it belongs to, but it might be handy if someone went over there to see what they can find out. Maybe we can find proof of a link to the Master, as well as learning who he is.”
It was late by then, and Ty didn’t think the clinic would be one of those that operated over twenty-four hours. Yet that was probably what Dinah intended. They might find it easier to learn what they needed without staff on site.
“I’ll go,” Ty said.
All three women spoke up at once, and their message was clear. Dinah said it best. “No, you won’t. Not until I’ve given you the all clear. Tempest, how about you and Lilith check it out?”
The blonde superhero and the demon woman agreed, and Ty gave them the address. With the mansion’s shield turned off, Lilith stepped in close to Tempest. For an instant they stood together, as if an embrace, and Ty noted with some surprise that Tempest was smaller. To him, the blonde woman was larger than life, a being of power. Yet Lilith, as well as being more voluptuous, also topped her by a couple of inches. And her wings seemed to grant her additional size as well, making her look bigger.
Just before they disappeared, Ty saw an unusual expression appear briefly on the blonde woman’s face. For just a moment, she wasn’t a powerful superhero, the strongest of anyone Ty knew. Instead, she was a blushing schoolgirl, feeling secure and protected in the arms of someone stronger.
Ty couldn’t help but wonder at it. At one point, Tempest had expressed a feeling of insecurity around the demon woman. Could that insecurity have turned into enjoyment at being the weaker one of the two?
Not that Tempest actually was weaker, if you didn’t count Lilith’s power. Yet still, Ty thought he understood something about her then that he hadn’t before.
Tempest enjoyed feeling feminine. Not weak, not exactly, but for a change, no longer did she have to be the protector.
Then they were gone, leaving behind no more than a hint of ozone in the air.
“Come on, you.” Dinah said. “Let’s get you looked at.”
◆◆◆
 
“Diagnosis?” Dinah asked.
It was Ty’s turn on the surgical table once again. Gregory, the house robot, had scanned him from head to toe, prodding here and there as it went, taking samples with an array of tools so gently Ty barely felt it.
“Subject displays evidence of fatigue, dehydration, extensive 1st, intermittent 2nd degree burns, moderate bruising. Blood serum analysis shows heightened ESR, CRP and PV levels indicating inflammation, also raised levels of adrenaline, serotonin, magnesium, iron, selenium. Foreign bodies detected on skin, within structure of right hand, in sub-cutaneous location inside left elbow, microscopic foreign bodies detected in blood. Trace amounts of multiple toxins detected. Impaired liver, kidney, pancreas function.”
Ty hadn’t expected Gregory to describe so many issues, although it seemed more than likely the ‘foreign bodies’ were his healing nanites and other tech. Except, what was the one inside his left elbow? He didn’t have anything there, as far as he knew. Yet, now he thought about it, the spot had been vaguely itchy ever since his visit to Clinic 104.
Of much greater concern were the toxins the med bot had found. How bad were they? Was AZT-407 in itself toxic, or were the resulting metabolites? Or was it something else entirely?
As the med bot spoke, Dinah became noticeably worried.
“How extensive is the organ impairment?” she asked. “And what is the cause?”
“Impairment of up to seven percent. Cause unknown, likely associated with toxins present.”
Ty didn’t know how bad that was, but Dinah nodded to herself at the robot’s answer, and when she next spoke, her voice was less strained. “Treatment and prognosis?” she asked.
“Recommend generic analgesic and general restorative, generic anti-toxin, and bed rest. Recommend follow-up scan in forty-eight hours to ensure biochemical equilibrium has returned.”
It seemed to Ty that his life had become a roller-coaster swinging between fear and relief. For now, that pendulum seemed to have come to rest on the positive side of that scale. He let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding and moved to sit up.
“Well, that’s good,” he said.
“Yes, it is,” Dinah agreed. She turned to the storage shelves at the back, found what she wanted, and handed him a number of pills of various shapes and sizes. “But don’t think that means you’re free to join Lilith and Tempest. Not until you’re feeling better. Hopefully, these pills will clear up your headache and mop up those toxins in your system, and your medical nanites should help repair any damage done to your internal organs.”
Despite the smile on the deerkin’s exquisite face, Ty understood more than just her words. He knew with absolute certainty that the deerkin wasn’t going to let him out of her sight until she was satisfied he was back to full health.
He didn’t know quite how to feel about this, and his uncertainty must have been written clearly on his face.
Dinah’s grin softened into one of genuine affection. “Silly man,” she said, teasing him lightly. “Haven’t you figured out yet that I want you around for a very long time? Come on, let’s get you some water to help with those pills.”




23: Heart to Heart

Ty and Dinah moved to the breakfast bar at the kitchen, and Ty learned he was thirstier than he realized. He downed his glass of water in one go, and within a very short time began to feel better. It was as if new strength was flowing into his body, and for the first time that day, his headache started to fade.
It was like a weight lifting from his shoulders. All of a sudden, all his problems seemed minor. Not even the Master’s declaration of war against them worried him as much as it had done before. Perhaps the Master would keep throwing challenges their way, but if he did, Ty thought, they would handle it. Him, Tempest, Dinah, and Lilith.
One way or another.
Ty took a moment to just look at Dinah. Really look at her, as he hadn’t done since taking the AZT-407 drug. He had been too much in his head to just relax and be with her, or any of the girls, and he realized then what a mistake that had been.
Dinah was a living work of art. The perfect deerkin, a blending of woodland grace and femininity unmatched by anyone Ty had ever seen. The deer-like coloration mottling on her skin gave her an exotic look even in a world where body modifications were accepted as the norm. Of the three women, Dinah was physically the weakest, yet Ty was starting to suspect her mental strength could put them all to shame. She knew her own self better than Tempest, Lilith, or Ty himself, and had a capacity to understand more than just what was said.
Where Lilith might have blushed and looked away under Ty’s gaze, and Tempest might have seen it as a challenge, the deerkin simply looked back, completely at ease, with a knowing smile twisting her beautiful lips.
If Ty had any doubts about the depths of the deerkin’s understanding, she dispelled it completely with what she said next.
“There’s another reason you didn’t tell us about the drug trial,” she said gently.
At first, Ty didn’t know how to respond. He looked down at the empty glass on the table and said nothing.
Dinah didn’t press him. Didn’t say anything at all. She simply waited. And, eventually, Ty looked back into her large, captivating brown eyes.
He nodded.
“What was it?” she asked.
“I needed the money,” he admitted, feeling a deep sense of shame beyond even what he’d felt when admitting he’d taken the drug.
Still the deerkin said nothing. She just tilted her head to the side and continued to wait.
Ty had opened the floodgates a crack, and that was enough. He was stubborn, but had a sense of pride as well. He had no intention of telling her just how desperate he was, but there were some things he could say.
“Since all this began, I haven’t been able to keep up with my shifts at work. And there’s a hole in the side of my apartment the size of Bain and Tempest. The money to fix it has to come from somewhere.”
The deerkin raised her eyebrows in an expression of surprise.
“Insurance?” she asked. But Ty just shook his head. The deerkin nodded. “Well, why didn’t you say something? Tempest and I–” she began, but Ty cut her off.
“No,” he said. “The both of you have been more than generous. But this is mine to sort out.”
Once again, the deerkin understood more than Ty said. She didn’t press him, but instead sat back and contemplated him for a moment. “So, you no longer work at the Concubine Club?” she asked.
Ty shook his head. “A friend has a second-hand technology shop that might need someone who can do the things I can do. But he hasn’t got back to me yet, and I thought he would have done so by now. So maybe that isn’t going to happen at all.” He shrugged. “And I’m not sure if I have the time, anyway,” Ty admitted out loud. “Not with all of this going on.” He gestured vaguely at the mansion, but it was clear what he meant.
Again, Dinah was silent for a moment. She studied him from behind an expression Ty couldn’t penetrate. He didn’t know what she was thinking.
“You don’t have to generate an income, you know,” she said finally. “Tempest’s father knew how to turn his ideas into money. She’s loaded. And I have a deal with the police. I charge them consultation fees based on the crimes we help to solve.”
She frowned as she mentioned this, and added, “Although there’s something going on there that I’ll have to look into. It isn’t working as well as it should any more.” Then she continued. “Zach never had to work for a living. Not once he was with us. Why should you be any different?”
But Ty had already started shaking his head halfway through Dinah’s speech. He wouldn’t live on Tempest and Dinah’s charity. Yet he couldn’t find the words he needed to express his position.
“Zach might have been okay with that, but I’m not,” he said.
Dinah nodded. She was still smiling, and Ty thought he detected a note of pride in her eyes. For some reason, she approved of his stubbornness.
“So, to sum it up, you’re looking to pay your own way. You need a source of income that will take all your worries away, but at the same time won’t take up all your time. Is that about it?”
Expressed like that, it seemed to Ty like no more than wishful thinking. If he’d been able to find an option like that, wouldn’t he have already done so?
“Yeah,” he said, the laughter still clear in his voice. “That’s about the size of it,” he said.
Dinah’s knowing smile grew broader. She didn’t say anything, but this time her silence was not a technique designed to gain more information. It was no more than companionable, a comfortable silence between two people who enjoyed each other’s company immensely. It gave Ty the time to reflect on what had been said, in particular the implications of how much time he was spending fighting for justice.
“Is it always like this?” he asked out of no more than curiosity. “So many threats, so much to do?”
Dinah shook her head. “Not like this, no. I mean, sure, there’s always been plenty to do. It’s a big city, and there will always be people doing things they shouldn’t. But this is different. With the Master, and Rubio as well, there’s a change taking place, and I’m not sure if we can stem the tide.”
It was a sobering answer to Ty’s question, although not unsurprising. They had talked about it a little in the past.
“So, what do we do about it?” he asked.
Surprisingly, the deerkin grinned even more broadly than usual. “Well, to start with, you can help me with dinner.”




24: Unexpected Absence

As had become her habit, Gremlin appeared while Dinah and Ty were working on the evening meal. The cat leapt up to the top of the counter and moved to inspect what the deerkin was working on, which happened to be a healthy fillet of fish.
“No you don’t,” the deerkin said, waggling her finger in Gremlin’s furry face. “That’s not for you.” Gremlin didn’t heed her words in the least, and did her best to step to one side of the deerkin’s hand, her determination to get to the fish clear in every action she took.
Ty was working on the dessert, which was a type of mousse made using avocado, banana, and the best cocoa powder Ty had ever tasted. He paused to watch the battle of wills between the cat and the deerkin, and laughed when Dinah gave up, plucked the cat from the counter and deposited her on the floor.
“Now, you just stay there, and I might find a treat for you later,” Dinah said as she returned to what she was doing.
Gremlin didn’t object to her treatment. Instead, she found a spot in the middle of the floor and flopped down on her side with her head raised and proud. She started purring at nothing, her tail flicking back and forth.
To Ty, the cat’s expression suggested she counted the interaction as a victory of sorts, and he let out a laugh, understanding why the Pharaohs of old Egypt had worshipped the furry monsters.
As he returned to what he was doing, he reflected that he still hadn’t completed re-fabricating all the tech he needed to function within their superhero team. Yet this was important too. Spending time with Dinah, helping out in the kitchen, engaging in tasks that wouldn’t have far-ranging effects. As much as the analgesic and restorative helped his head and returned some of his vigor, simply being with Dinah restored his soul.
At the same time, their conversation was more than just idle chitchat. As they worked, they spoke of how Lilith was doing, and Tempest’s reaction to finding her father still alive. Eventually, the topic turned to the efforts Ty had gone to in order to help those in need. And to his disappointment that he had been helpless to do anything more than watch Jason die.
Dinah had placed four separate fillets of fish on individual squares of baking paper, and added an assortment of herbs, spices, thinly sliced bell peppers, part of an onion and an artichoke heart on each, and was in the process of wrapping each so that the baking paper sealed like a bag.
“I think you did all right,” the deerkin said, “from what I’ve seen and heard on the nets.”
Ty should have known the deerkin would have studied every piece of footage she could find of the event. She was, after all, still hunting for Concussion.
Ty nodded. “I just can’t help but feel if I was faster or stronger, I could have done more.”
Dinah seemed unconcerned. “You did all you could. Perhaps your skills are more suited to combat than looking for survivors in the rubble of ruined buildings,” she said.
“You’re right,” Ty said as he smashed a pair of bananas with the back of a fork, trying to attain that level of smoothness Dinah had said she required. “But they’re also more flexible than most. I should be able to do better.”
Dinah paused in what she was doing. “And you will,” she said. “But really, it’s not like you’ve had a lot of free time just lately,” she said.
Free time, Ty thought. It very much was a key issue. As a team, they’d spent so much time dealing with immediate threats that he hadn’t been able to do much else at all. In a very real way, that’s what made the AZT-407 such an appealing drug. In Brad’s vernacular, it was like he’d found a cheat code that leveled him up, but which had proved to be only temporary.
It would have been better if the effects had been permanent. Or at least controllable.
Or, even better still, if the drug’s effects were incremental.
Tempest had once said their stats would increase over time, as they used their skills. But from Ty’s perspective, any gains made that way were far too slow. Sure, he’d leveled up a couple of times, but not that way. First, he had improved the function of the device he wore, and then there was the drug. But that was it.
He couldn’t help wonder if there was a better way. If he could work out a mechanism to increase the speed of improvement.
Like in a game, where defeating an enemy or completing a task resulted in an increase in XP. In such games, the effort required to gain the rewards was both defined and predictable. In the real world, unfortunately, that wasn’t the case.
Yet, maybe it could be.
If there was a way, he couldn’t think of it just then. Maybe he should have another chat with Brad, he thought. The gamer often had a unique way of looking at things, and Ty was almost sure he would have something interesting to say.
Brad might even get a kick out of the idea of somehow using a gaming concept in a real-world environment
Ty mentally added talking with his friend to his list of things to do, and then Lilith and Tempest reappeared in the main entrance way.
◆◆◆
 
“It wasn’t there,” Tempest said.
Ty hesitated, confused by the blonde woman’s words.
“Huh?” he said.
“The clinic,” Tempest clarified. “We went to the address you gave us, and saw the place you described. But there was no clinic there. It was empty, a vacant space between stores. The only things left were the few tools. It looked as if a new tenant is gearing up for a refit.”
Ty couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Vacant? Just the day before, it had been a full-functioning clinic.
“The reception area, the dentist chairs in the back rooms – all gone?”
Lilith nodded. “As if they never existed. Even the front window was clean. No signage, nothing. There was no trace of anything to prove that the clinic was there.”
Ty’s brain may not have been up to its usual efficiency, but Tempest and Lilith’s news sent it whirling. “I was meant to go back tomorrow. I had an appointment penciled in and everything.” In his mind, he couldn’t help but think about the second part of his payment. The money would have been useful, but now it looked like it was no more than fiction.
And what about the receptionist, Aleta, and the guy who had administered the drug. Darien Cort, if he remembered correctly. What had happened to them?
At the same time, Ty wondered what the disappearance of the clinic could mean. Had it all been some sort of elaborate hoax, designed to get him through the door and no more?
If so, then why? What did the Master—or anyone—have to gain from that sort of charade?
What could they gain by giving Ty a free dose of AZT-407?
“We talked to everyone we could find in the area,” Lilith said. “You’ve been there – the shops in that part of town never close. I don’t know how many people we spoke to, but no one knew very much.”
“We did get confirmation that the clinic had been there,” Tempest added. “One of the guys from the shop next door said it had been there for less than a week. But no one knew why it was gone, or where it might have gone to.”
It was all Ty could do to stare at the blonde superhero with a puzzled expression. Nor did anyone else seem to have anything insightful to add.
After a moment, Dinah spoke. “I haven’t yet had a chance to look into OmniTec Industries my way. I’ll do that after dinner. Speaking of which, it’s time to set the table.”




25: Reload

Dinner should have been an event filled with laughter and good spirits. The food was as delicious as usual, and Ty couldn’t fault the choice of company in the least. There was nobody he would have preferred to spend time with than these three wonderful, beautiful women, and by then he was sure the feeling was mutual.
But the atmosphere over the table was decidedly subdued. Tempest didn’t say much, nor could Ty blame her. If he was in her position, he would have been focused more on the Architect, worrying about him and what they could do to best support his recovery—or at least, to make sure he was comfortable.
Lilith seemed generally tired, a response Ty understood completely. It had been a trying day, and a long one. And, unlike him, the demon woman hadn’t found time for a nap.
Dinah tried at first to engage the others in conversation, but had little success. Yet she didn’t seem overly worried either way, seemingly content to just spend time with the people in her life.
Nor did Ty really help matters either. There was too much going on inside his head to do more than offer the most basic responses to Dinah’s conversational attempts.
He could barely even pay the meal the attention it deserved. As with everything else Dinah had produced, the flavors were truly spectacular. And even the dessert tasted fantastic, although Ty couldn’t truly understand how they had ended up with such a rich, delicious mousse given the ingredients they had begun with.
When the meal was done, Lilith stood and excused herself, saying she had to get back to her father.
Tempest nodded at this, perhaps understanding the demon woman’s motivation perhaps better than anyone else. As for Ty, as much as he wanted to just spend time with the women he loved, he still had work to do.
He carried the empty dishes to the kitchen and helped Dinah stack them in the dishwasher, then made his own apologies.
“I still need to finish up in the workshop,” he said. “The EMP grenade knocked pretty much everything out, and I’ve only sorted out about half of it.”
◆◆◆
 
If it wasn’t for the medication Dinah had given him, Ty wouldn’t have been able to function. Even with it, he could sense the edges of his exhaustion trying to regain control. All he could do was push himself to continue and hope that a good night’s sleep would finally put the AZT-407 hangover to rest.
At least his healing nanites appeared to be working again. His most recent burns had faded to the point where he barely noticed them. And, fortunately, the work he had to do this evening wasn’t difficult. It was just a matter of replacing the tech he had lost.
He spent no more than an hour or so upgrading the device he now wore, as well as replacing the neural control for his shield.
He would have liked to work on that a bit more, to try to turn it into something that would allow them to communicate with the Architect. As well, he wanted to finish giving himself the ability to fly, and Sparkles’ skill had given him additional ideas.
But for the moment, he had to accept his limitations and just added all the things he wanted to do onto his growing list.
When all of his tech was back the way it was, including the reintegration of his cell phone into his device, Ty fabricated another three EMP grenades, even though he was less inclined to want to use them now than he had been before.
He looked at the pile of dead devices on the workbench. In his mind, they were the difference between having the power to really get things done and just being another victim of the New Lincoln indifference. Once before, when Dinah had been kidnapped, he’d looked into fabricating spares. But, because of way the devices worked, he had failed at a particular hurdle.
Each device relied on a particular type of crystal that had to be grown. Ty couldn’t simply fabricate it. The four devices on the workbench might not work any more, but the crystals within them should still be fine. At the very least, Ty ought to be able salvage them for future use.
But that was for later, when his brain wasn’t so tired.
With a sigh of regret that he couldn’t just dose himself with AZT-407 and enjoy the buzz of creation once more, Ty took extra care setting the workshop back to rights. With the Architect now resident in the mansion, it would have felt disrespectful for Ty to do anything less.
That done, he went upstairs in search of the girls.
Apparently, it had been a long day for everyone. He found both Tempest and Dinah in the deerkin’s room and wondered briefly why they weren’t in Tempest’s. After all, the blonde superhero’s bed was the biggest.
Then he understood. Tempest’s room had belonged to the Architect before she had taken it over. Just like Ty hadn’t wished to leave the workshop in any state that might hint at disrespect, perhaps Tempest didn’t want to sleep in her own bed with the Architect effectively back in residence.
When Ty had first put on his device, he’d fought against the idea that he had effectively moved in with Tempest and Dinah. He still had his own apartment, even with a hole in the wall, which he shared with Brad. Theoretically, he could return to that apartment at any time, just as Lilith had done earlier, teleporting away, leaving Ty and the others to their own devices.
But Ty had spent more and more time at the mansion, and hadn’t spent a single night back at his own place in weeks.
Somewhere in his mind, a line had been crossed. He didn’t even think about leaving them now. Ty’s only concern was not to wake them as he climbed out of his clothes and slid under the covers beside them.
It didn’t work. Perhaps Dinah wasn’t fully asleep when Ty entered the room. Either way, as soon as his head hit the pillow, the deerkin untangled herself from Tempest’s embrace and rolled over toward him.
“Missed you,” she said sleepily as she nuzzled against him.
Ty knew she was naked beneath the covers. He could feel the soft skin of her breasts pressing against his side, as well as the delicate feather of her legs against his. Yet it had been a long day. Despite his body’s automatic response, he didn’t want to interfere with the deerkin’s sleep. He turned toward her and placed a hand on her waist, but no more than that.
“Missed you too,” he said, and knew it was true even though he’d been busy in the workshop. His life had changed so much in the past couple of weeks. If he had the chance to go back in time to tell the Ty from barely a month ago what his life would soon be like, he would never have believed himself.
Ty closed his eyes with every intention of going to sleep, but the deerkin pushed him onto his back again and started to kiss his collarbone.
In the comparative darkness of the deerkin’s bedroom, Ty had to smile.
“Mmmm,” Dinah murmured, sounding a little more awake than before. “You taste good,” she said. She shifted her weight to be closer to him, pressing herself against his side and hip. Ty reached over to play with her fluffy deer tail for a moment, then decided he didn’t want to wait any longer. He half rolled toward her again, but only to give himself leverage. Before Dinah could tell what he was up to, he slid his other hand under her hip and levered her up so she was on top of him.
The deerkin gave a quiet, throaty laugh, but she didn’t object. Instead, she rubbed herself against Ty’s erection and started kissing his neck. It felt really good to Ty, but not good enough. Grabbing her by the hips, he moved her up just a little further than she intended and slipped inside.
The deerkin gave a quiet gasp and paused in what she was doing. Breathing more loudly than usual, she lowered herself down as far as she could go and ground herself against him.
Ty still had his hands on her hips. He used them to good effect, crushing her against him as hard as he could. Then, gently, they moved a little apart, only to slide back together once again.
“Quietly,” Dinah said. “We don’t want to wake Tempest.”
Ty thought waking Tempest might not be a bad idea at all, but he respected the deerkin’s wishes. Together, gently but with increasing passion, they moved against one another, doing all they could to avoid making any noise or jostling the bed.
Somehow, the idea of not disturbing Tempest seemed to heighten every sensation. The artificial constraint made Ty more aware of everything, from the feel of Dinah’s skin against his, the way she moved in the dark, to the way their movements set up tiny sounds they couldn’t control. He was also acutely conscious of Tempest, listening to her steady breathing beside them for any hint of a change.
Partway through, Dinah started to laugh as she stifled a moan, and that set Ty off as well. From that moment on, everything they did seemed hilarious, and it was all Ty could do to keep from laughing out loud.
It was a delicious experience he knew he would long remember, only coming to an end when Dinah tried to suppress a series of gasps that came at the same time as she shuddered against him. It seemed that the act of trying to curb her own responses had the opposite effect, augmented the sensation for her as well.
She continued to quietly gasp and shudder for much longer than she had done on previous occasions, before collapsing against him with a quiet, deeply satisfied chuckle.
Into the silence that followed, Tempest spoke. “Is it my turn yet?” she murmured, her voice thick with sleep.
Ty couldn’t help himself, and neither could Dinah. They’d been caught, and they knew it, and they responded with gales of laughter.
◆◆◆
 
It was almost inevitable that they would be woken again by one of Dinah’s alerts. This time, at least it wasn’t in the middle of the night.




26: Plague Alert

Ty woke to the electronic sound feeling almost back to his usual self. The effects of the AZT-407 had finally faded, and his brain felt like it was working again. At the same time, he was starting to get really annoyed by these ongoing emergencies.
He just wanted to find out who the Master was, what he was doing, and how they could stop him.
Ty sat up in the bed while Dinah reached for the tablet she kept on the bedside cabinet next to her supply of lollipops. But Tempest had another reaction. She blinked in the morning light shining through the curtains, muttered something unintelligible, and buried her head in the blankets.
It was enough to make Ty smile, but that smile quickly faded when he saw Dinah’s expression.
“What is it?” he asked.
The deerkin didn’t look up from her tablet. Even in the morning, she was beautiful, her natural markings giving her features both interest and texture that no make-up artist could hope to match. Ty would have been happy to spend his days just looking at her.
“Strange,” the deerkin said.
Tempest apparently decided she couldn’t hide from the realities of the day. She threw the covers back and heaved herself up onto her elbows, exposing her perfect body with no modesty at all. She glanced blearily at Ty, who had somehow migrated to the space between the two women.
“Morning,” she mumbled. Then she spoke to Dinah. “What’s strange?” she said, more loudly.
“This one’s different,” the deerkin replied.
She glanced up at Ty and Tempest, taking in their puzzled expressions, and sought to clarify. “I have alert set for anything unusual. For all sorts of things. Bank hold-ups, hostage situations, riots, you name it. This is an old one that until now has never triggered.” As she spoke, her expression was troubled.
“What is it?” asked Ty. He was wondering what the Master was up to this time.
“It’s my plague alert,” Dinah said.
“Plague?” Ty asked.
“Yes. But that was just a generic term I chose for the alert. It’s supposed to trigger whenever there’s an unusual pattern of hospital admissions. For things other than physical injuries. Like, it would trigger if the water supply became toxic, or a particularly nasty flu happened to be doing the rounds.”
Ty understood. “And now? What’s happening?”
“What is that bastard up to?” Tempest added.
Nobody had to ask who she was referring to. “I’m not sure. People are falling ill. Hundreds of them.”
Ty digested this solemnly. “What do we do about it?”
In his mind, he wondered if the Master had indeed unleashed a plague on the city of New Lincoln. Without understanding what the secretive villain wanted to accomplish, it was hard to know what his limits were. Would he truly be willing to put the lives of an unknown number of people in danger? For what?
“Well,” the deerkin said. “First, we need to find out what it is. Which means we need to find one of the victims and bring them back here.”
Simple enough, Ty thought. But he couldn’t stop himself from asking a follow-up question. “Then what?”
The deerkin didn’t really have an answer. “It depends on what we find,” she said.
Into the silence that followed, Tempest spoke. “I’ll go,” she said. With that, she threw the covers aside and climbed out of bed.
◆◆◆
 
There was no point in Ty going with her. He would just slow her down. Instead, Ty took a quick shower, then wandered into Zach’s room to pick out a new shirt and pants. As he did, he silently gave thanks to the man he’d met only once, but who’d had such a profound impact on his life.
Although the dead superhero’s tastes were far more toward the flamboyant end of the spectrum than Ty’s, there was still a selection of more muted options. Ty selected a plain, cream colored shirt and dark pants.
After he was dressed, Ty reflected that for the first time in what seemed like days, he felt back to his usual self. His mind felt clear and un-muddied, and he no longer suffered the sharp headache of the AZT-407 hangover.
A quick check of his stats confirmed it.
General
Name: Ty Wilcox
Modifications: None
Unique Skill: Technological Enhancement
Secondary Skill: Cyber Assimilation
Alignment: Neutral Good
Baseline
Strength: 4
Durability: 3
Healing: 5
Stamina: 4
Agility: 4
Intelligence: 7
Wisdom: 5
Skill: N/A
Secondary Skill: N/A
Post enhancement
Strength: 7
Durability: 6
Healing: 7
Stamina: 6
Agility: 7
Intelligence: 8
Wisdom: 6
Skill: 3
Secondary Skill: -
The debuff caused by the AZT-407 hangover had indeed vanished. He was back to his normal self, albeit with a non-functioning secondary skill. And, with his clean clothes and recent shower, he actually felt good.
More than good, he felt enthusiastic. He wanted to get down to the Architect’s workshop and see what he could do to turn his neural link ideas into reality. If he could develop something to let Tempest – to let all of them – actually talk to the Architect, then that should at least give them insight into the Master’s intentions.
It should help them defeat him.
Ty didn’t exactly have it all planned out, but he had a few ideas based on the tech that let him control his shield. Given time, he was sure it would work, and he was eager to get started.
But he wasn’t yet going to get the chance. As he made his way from Zach’s room, the device on his wrist buzzed an alert.
It was Dinah. The beautiful deerkin’s face appeared in holographic form and she started to speak before Ty said a word.
“Where are you?” Dinah asked, her smile still in place. “Tempest has returned with one of the victims. We’re down in the med bay, and would like you to be here too, if you’re not doing anything. I’m going to give Lilith a call as well,” the deerkin said.
With that, she rang off, not even giving Ty the chance to respond. He blinked at the space where Dinah’s hologram had been and did so anyway.
“I’ll be right there,” he said to thin air, then turned his words into reality.




27: Bunnykin Victim

By the time he reached the med bay, the girls were already there, doing their best to reassure a very sick young woman on the surgical table.
Lilith stood on one side, holding the young woman’s hand in her own, while Dinah was stroking her hair.
“It’s all right,” the deerkin said. “We’re trying to help.”
Of them all, only Tempest stood back, and Ty understood why. Like him, the blonde superhero wasn’t as good at offering comfort as the other two. Yet she wasn’t about to leave them all to it. The young woman on the table didn’t look threatening, but the city of New Lincoln was often a dangerous place, and people weren’t always what they seemed.
The young woman writhed in obvious torment. She was pretty by usual standards, though a significant step down from Tempest, Dinah, and Lilith. In a world where body modifications were normal, she’d limited herself to a pair of fluffy bunny ears on her head. A partial bunnykin, Ty thought, and wondered if she had the tail to match.
Either way, her modifications weren’t why Tempest had brought her.
The young woman had sweat beading on her forehead and she looked about with eyes filled with fear. Such was her torment that she didn’t let go of Lilith’s hands even as she spoke.
“Who are you people?” she managed through teeth that were clenched against the pain. She groaned out loud, then continued. “This … this isn’t the hospital. You aren’t doctors, are you?” She looked faintly puzzled, then frowned as if in response to a bigger dilemma. “How did I get here? Did I … did I fly?” She stared at Tempest with an incredulous look, not quite fully focused, before groaning again.
Lilith took her cue. “My name is Lilith, and this is Dinah, Tempest, and that good-looking guy standing over there is Ty. And what is your name?” Lilith asked her.
“Melody,” the younger woman managed. “Why … why have you brought me here?”
“We’re here to help,” Dinah repeated, and Melody quickly turned to face the deerkin. “We need to find out what’s causing this. Tempest says when she found you, you were hunched over in an alley, in and out of consciousness. We figure that can’t be good for anyone, so she brought you here. I’ve given you a restorative so we could talk.”
The frightened woman glanced at Tempest again, then frowned as if she almost recognized her. Then the woman’s gaze lingered on Ty, and stayed there for a moment.
“You’re them,” she blurted.
Tempest and Dinah exchanged a quick look.
“Who?” the blonde superhero asked. “Who do you think we are?”
“You’re the one from the amusement arcade,” Melody said. “I’ve seen you online. And you,” she added, turning back to Ty. “You’re from that collapsed building thing. You’re really strong and glow blue.”
Melody seemed to relax a little at the recognition. Her breathing became deeper, and instead of looking around frantically, she took her time. She seemed to notice that Lilith was holding her hand for the first time.
“You’re the one who kept appearing and disappearing,” she said. “How do you do that?”
Yet she didn’t seem to expect an answer. She looked back to Dinah, and her expression became puzzled.
“I don’t know who you are,” she said. “But you’re superheroes, right? You’re not going to hurt me.”
Dinah offered the confused woman a gentle laugh. She shook her head. “No, we’re not going to hurt you. Quite the opposite. We just want to know what’s causing this. You aren’t the only one to get sick this morning.” For the third time, she repeated herself. “We’re trying to help.”
At this, the woman relaxed even more, yet she still moved her feet in an unconscious gesture of pain. “What do you need?” the woman asked, letting out another small groan.
It was the permission Dinah was waiting for.
“Gregory, full scan, if you would,” the deerkin said. As the house robot whirred into life, Dinah explained to Melody what it was. “It’s just like the ones in the hospitals, but smaller. We’ll get to the bottom of what’s going on in just a moment. In the meantime, maybe there’s something you can tell us?”
Melody looked back to Ty and Tempest. “It’s your fault,” she said.
Ty was confused, and Tempest flinched as if she had been struck.
“Our fault? What do you mean?” the blonde superhero asked.
With Gregory working its way down her body, the bunnykin nodded. “The videos. They’ve got everyone talking. And when a guy said he could give me the same type of powers, well, who wouldn’t be interested?”
It was Ty’s turn to flinch. He was astonished. Sure, he’d already thought this latest event might also have something to do with the Master, but he’d never even guessed it might be something like this.
Melody was sick because she wanted powers like him, Tempest and Lilith. A quick glance at the young woman’s wrists showed no sign of a device, so that meant only one thing.
AZT-407?
Could that be why so many people were falling sick? He swapped astonished glances with Tempest and Lilith, but Dinah kept her focus on Melody.
“What guy?” Dinah asked. “What did he give you?” Either she hadn’t made the same mental leap as Ty, or she wanted confirmation.
The bunnykin was more relaxed now than ever. Ty suspected Dinah had given her a sedative alongside the restorative.
“Just a guy,” she said. “Works for one of those crime families, I guess. I’ve seen him around in the clubs, selling stuff. Zzapp, Flash, Spazz, you name it. He said he had something knew. Something that could give people powers. Said it was harmless otherwise, and I figured, why not?”
As she finished speaking, Melody gritted her teeth against another wave of pain. She moved her head and writhed on the table as much as she could.
“So much for that,” she grumbled. “Harmless, my ass.”
It was almost funny, Ty thought. The guy who injected him, Darien Cort, had used much the same line on him.
“It’s okay,” Lilith said, still holding the woman’s hand. “We’ll get you through this,” she said.
At the same time, Ty wondered if it was AZT-407 after all. Sure, he’d also had an extreme reaction to the drug, but for him, it had been over in a matter of minutes. Did that mean Melody had been given something different?
And what about all the others?
There was only one way to find out.
“Scan complete,” said the rich, mechanical voice of the med robot.
“Diagnosis?” Dinah asked.
“Subject displays evidence of significant toxic pathology leading to impaired function of lungs, heart, kidneys, liver, pancreas, digestive system. Blood serum analysis shows heightened ESR, CRP and PV levels, also raised levels of adrenaline, serotonin, magnesium, iron, selenium. Significant amounts of multiple toxins detected.”
Ty listened to the robot’s pronunciations in something akin to shock, as did they all. To him, it sounded like a mashup of the Architect’s diagnosis and his own. It didn’t escape anyone’s attention how serious the robot’s pronouncements were.
Into the silence that followed, Melody spoke. “Well, fuck,” she said quietly. “Am I going to die?”
Dinah didn’t ask for a prognosis, and Ty suspected that was because she didn’t want the med bot to confirm Melody’s fears.
The poor girl had just wanted to experience something more. It was an odd feeling, to know that this woman – and countless others, judging by Dinah’s alert – had put themselves in life-threatening danger just to see what it was like to have superpowers.
Like him.
It was Lilith who answered the bunnykin’s question. “Not if we can help it,” she said.
The others all seemed to agree. Yet it seemed Melody was a realist. “What can you do?” she asked.




28: To Fight an Epidemic

They decided Melody’s best chance would be in a hospital. But at the suggestion, the bunnykin’s expression became one of despair. When Lilith questioned it, Melody admitted that her insurance might not be up to the task. Yet she had no real option.
Dinah administered a stronger sedative, and when the young woman closed her eyes, Lilith teleported her away, leaving Ty to wonder how many of those they’d rescued the day before would now be saddled with ongoing debt that they would never escape from. That was the type of problem Ty knew he had to find a solution for. Not just fighting bad guys or sifting through rubble, but the systemic issues that plagued New Lincoln and the world as a whole, driven by corporate greed and corruption.
How he might address it, how his skill with technology might help him, Ty didn’t yet know. Nor did he have the time to truly contemplate a solution. Despite this, he knew that even if they managed to defeat the Master, Rubio, and any other super villain who raised their heads, the job wouldn’t be done until ordinary people could live decent lives without fear of some faceless mega-corporate organization making their life financially untenable.
When, moments later, Lilith returned with a pop and her familiar tang of ozone, it was Ty who asked the salient question.
“What do we do?” he asked.
The response was more accepting than wildly enthusiastic. “All we can,” Dinah offered. Then she went into more detail. “Even then, we’ll be lucky if nobody dies. There are people on the streets who need medical attention. I’ll locate as many as I can and direct Lilith and Tempest to help them,” she said. “At the same time, I’ll get Gregory to send toxicity reports from both Ty’s and Melody’s scans to confirm that it’s the same drug in both cases. Then I’ll see if I track down the source.” She shrugged. “It’ll be interesting to see if I can find a trail leading back to the Master.”
Even as she said it, Ty didn’t hold much hope. The Master had so far proved a shadowy figure, too secretive to leave such an obvious trail. Yet he wasn’t going to suggest not to bother. There was always a chance Dinah might get lucky.
“And me?” he asked.
Dinah looked at him squarely. “Maybe you can work on your inventions. See if you can come up with something that might help. In the meantime, there should be more cryo chambers being delivered this morning. When they turn up, maybe you can help set them up?”
To Ty, it wasn’t a satisfying answer. He’d become used to being in the middle of things, yet knew Dinah was right. Lilith and Tempest were both far more capable than he of carrying victims back and forth over New Lincoln.
Beyond that, what else could be done?
Ty nodded, accepting the realities of the situation, and wished the girls luck as he turned to go. Perhaps he should re-prioritize his flight project, he thought to himself. That way he could at least be more useful.
Or perhaps he should give his friend Brad a call. It was time to do that in any event, given that Ty thought he might have a solution to their hole in the wall problem. Or at least, the start of one. If he could ever get a moment to update his nanites to heal walls instead of flesh.
But as well as that, the gamer had an unusual way of looking at the world and often thought of solutions to problems Ty would never have considered. Perhaps, Brad would show some insight that might help Ty and the others with their overall problem.
The Master. Rubio. The way the world seemed to be changing.
All of a sudden, Ty stopped. He’d thought of something that he should have considered before. It was Brad’s girlfriend who’d steered Ty to Clinic 104. Tempest and Lilith had learned that the clinic no longer existed, and each source of information about it they’d found had led to a dead end.
But maybe Sarah knew something of value. Brad had said she was part of the research team behind the drug itself. Did that mean she could help them out with the current crisis?
Ty spun on his heels and hurried back to the deerkin. As he did, he couldn’t help but think it was a huge coincidence that the first girlfriend Brad had managed to attract in years just happened to be working on the AZT-407 drug – and therefore, if they were right, for the Master himself.
Ty didn’t like coincidences at the best of times, but this one, in his mind, was starting to smell really bad.
“Dinah!” Ty yelled through the mansion. “Dinah, I need to borrow your bike!”
◆◆◆
 
Ty normally enjoyed riding Dinah’s bike. But this time, the New Lincoln drizzle was heavier than normal, giving the whole city a pall of despondency even beyond the misery that was normal. On the back of the Ducati, there was no way Ty could avoid the dirty splashes from cars traveling ahead, flicking gritty mud toward him.
Worse, at ground level, he couldn’t ignore the desperate feel of the people as they scurried about, hunched into raincoats or hiding beneath umbrellas. Despite the early hour, it seemed to Ty that there was more than the usual number of hookers and drug pushers about. Or perhaps the hunched, despondent men and women weren’t beggars. Perhaps they were victims of the drug epidemic he and his team were trying to do something about.
If they were, then it was a much more prevalent problem than Ty had first assumed.
Almost, Ty thought to park Dinah’s bike and approach one of the dealers. Perhaps that would help point the way to the source of the drug causing all the problems.
Yet Dinah was already looking into that, and if need be, she could get Tempest to work her way up the chain. Ty’s priority had to be Brad. Or at least his girlfriend. She was a potential avenue of information unavailable to anyone but him.
With the damp, dirty smell of the street mixed with exhaust fumes of too many cars seeping through the filters built into his helmet, Ty made his slow way through the streets to his old apartment.
As he rode, he wondered if perhaps he should have spent the time giving himself the ability to fly. He figured it might take no more than a couple of hours, and the task would finally be done. Such was the traffic that morning that by the time he reached his apartment, he might already have finished.
Ty knew from past experience that it took Tempest only a few minutes to fly between his apartment and the mansion. When he factored in the time it would take to ride Dinah’s bike back again, it didn’t seem to make any sense.
Except that none of his calculations included the time he might take to learn how to fly.
Even with the best programming in the world, Ty could easily imagine himself cartwheeling through the air only to smash against the side of any building that happened to get in his way.
So perhaps it was best for him to travel by bike after all, at least for the moment.




29: Ty’s Apartment

Ty pulled the bike up onto the curb, climbed off and set the antitheft device. Any other rider would have been soaked through to the bone, but Ty had activated his shield when he started the journey. He had managed to stay completely dry.
For a moment, he just stood outside the building and took in how tired and dingy the building appeared. Yet, he couldn’t help but feel a touch of wistful nostalgia. In his mind, despite his best efforts, he no longer thought of this place as his home. It had been weeks since Ty had done more than visit Brad at this place.
The whole building was a shithole, filled with addicts, thugs and an assortment of others who were no more than half a step away from the streets. There were good people too, like him and Brad, and millions of others throughout New Lincoln. Those who just never seemed to be able to reach the next rung of the ladder.
Despite all this, it had been Ty’s home for several years. He had spent hours playing games with Brad or just talking into the night. He’d even, from time to time, brought a girl home to stay.
Good memories, for the most part, even if they were tinged with desperation and an ongoing lack of financial well-being.
As Ty made his way up to the seventh floor, he deliberately chose not to think about his current living situation. His stubbornness refused to admit that for all intents and purposes, he did live at the mansion. It was just that the arrangement had never been made formal with Tempest and Dinah.
It was with this thought in mind that he chose to palm the door open rather than knock, and step inside as if he still lived there.
A quick glance at the kitchen and the small lounge beyond it told Ty that Brad and Sarah were still together. Bradley Fletcher was Ty’s best friend in the world, but that didn’t mean he was blind to the gamer’s faults. Brad was the ultimate slob, and if he’d been left to his own devices, there would be rubbish piled up on every available space.
Old pizza boxes and street food containers, many of which would have had scraps of uneaten food moldering in the corners. Junk mail building up in untidy piles, empty beer cans by the half-dozen, and, depending on how his sinuses were acting at the time, a multitude of used tissues that never made it to the trash.
When Ty had lived there, he’d made half an effort to keep the place tidy. Yet he hadn’t wanted to clean up after his friend either, so he’d made a point of ignoring part of the rubbish.
That was no longer necessary. The kitchen counter was as tidy as it had been the last time Ty had been there. The only untidy thing he could see was in the living room, on the couch, where Brad himself lay bundled up in a blanket.
Ty let the door close behind him and broke out into a spontaneous grin. “Brad!” he yelled, and the untidy shape on the couch shifted. “Come on, man. Wake up!”
“Ugh,” Brad grunted. “Leave me alone,” he said, his words muffled by the blanket. “Can’t you see I’m sick?”
All at once, Ty knew what had happened. Just like the bunnykin Tempest had plucked off the street, Brad had gained access to his own dose of AZT-407. And he was feeling its effects.
Ty’s cheerful nostalgia faded. Yet he had no intention of following Brad’s instructions. He’d just braved the New Lincoln streets on such a foul day, but that was comparatively minor. Much more importantly, he’d come with a purpose, and that purpose was important.
He wandered into the lounge and glanced at the oversized poster hiding the hole in the wall. Last time Ty had been there, it had been Goku and Krillin staring at him, with Master Yoshi in the background. This time, it was Saitama instead, his bald, impassive, unsmiling face surveying the room.
Ty wondered what he would have to do to match that man’s power, and stifled a laugh. One hundred push-ups, one hundred sit-ups, one hundred squats, and a ten kilometer run every day wouldn’t cut it.
He placed his back against the wall opposite Brad’s couch and slid down until he sat on the floor. From there, he could see Brad’s ginger, untidy face peeking out from the blankets, like a caterpillar that hadn’t quite finished building its cocoon. From what Ty could see, his friend looked awful. His eyes were rimmed with red, and his skin was pale and sweaty.
“Tell me all about it,” he said.
“I said I’m sick,” Brad muttered. “Didn’t you get the memo?”
Ty nodded. “Yeah,” Ty said. “I heard you.” Then he grinned. “I just don’t care all that much,” he said. “You’ve got a story to tell, and I am here to hear it.”
He made no move whatsoever to get up from his spot on the floor.
Brad glared blearily at him from his cocoon. “Bastard,” he said. Then, with a deep sigh, the gamer heaved himself up into a sitting position. Ty noted that the apartment wasn’t spotless after all. Brad had left what looked to be most of a box of rumpled tissues on the couch. He’d been lying on top of them.
“Fine,” the gamer said. “It’s all your fault, really,” he said. “So I guess I should tell you about it.”
It was the second time Ty had been accused of being the cause of an illness. This time, he didn’t ask for clarification, but instead waited for his friend to continue.
Brad uttered an inarticulate groan of discomfort, then let out a monumental belch that must have gone on for five full seconds.
That done, he perked up a little. “That’s better,” he said. “And surprisingly tasty. Although you don’t want to know what happens when you do that on a full stomach.”
Ty couldn’t help himself. “Gross, man,” he said, shaking his head. Yet that type of statement was par for the course with his friend. Brad might not have coined the term, ‘over share,’ but he certainly lived up to the definition. And many of his gamer friends were similar, as Ty had found out both through his headphones when he’d joined Brad on a quest, and in person when he’d accompanied his friend on a night out in town.
“Tell me about it,” Brad said. “If Sarah hadn’t helped me clean up, you would be able to see it for yourself.” He grinned as if in response to a rare joke.
As usual, Brad took things just a step too far. Ty shook his head, denying the visual imagery. But then he used Brad’s words as an opening. “Sarah?” he asked. “She’s not here, is she?” He did what he could to sound casual, not wanting Brad to know just yet that Sarah was the reason he was there.
“Yeah,” Brad said. “She’s a godsend, that one. She’s looking after me. You just missed her – she went out on a grocery run. Ought to be back in a bit,” he said.
Ty filed that away in the back of his mind, privately relieved that Brad’s girlfriend would be returning.
“Well?” he said, bringing the conversation back on track. “Spill.”
Brad was a redhead, pale and scruffy to boot. On his best day, his pallor was sickly and anemic. Right then, it was much worse.
Ty’s friend looked very green around the edges. Ty wouldn’t have been surprised if he threw up on the spot. He didn’t look well enough to be sitting up, let alone hold a conversation.
Yet, after a moment or two to catch his breath, Brad began to talk.
“Your fault,” he repeated. “You and that device on your wrist. If it weren’t for that, I wouldn’t have bothered. You know me. I’m not one for drugs as a general rule. Got to keep my head straight for the game,” he said.
Ty nodded. He knew that about Brad. Despite his slovenly appearance, he was pretty serious when it came to his career. A professional gamer, he had a reputation for reliability, and that was worth as much as his talent within the game.
No way would commissions come his way if he’d been a flake.
“But seeing your life change so much, I thought it was worth a go. I just wanted to see if the same could happen to me,” Brad finished.
Ty nodded. “You took the drug. AZT-407,” he said. It wasn’t a question.
Brad nodded his head, then held himself very still for a moment, as if he had become suddenly nauseous. “Shouldn’t have done that,” he muttered.
“How?” Ty asked. “I thought you said you didn’t qualify for the trial.”
“Yeah,” Brad said. “I didn’t.
Then Brad grinned, showing teeth that could have used a bit of work. “But Sarah has sorted me out. She’s like my own private dealer,” he said. “Fixed me up with the good stuff. Although, I got to admit, it hasn’t all been cherries and cream.” Brad looked at Ty with a puzzled expression. “It wasn’t like this for you, was it? When you got the drug?”
Ty shook his head. “No. I had a reaction, but it was different. Didn’t last very long. But you aren’t the only one to get sick like this.”
Brad looked at him with a puzzled expression. “Huh?” he said.
“You don’t know?” Ty asked.
“Know what?”
“It’s been all over the news nets. There’s an epidemic going on. People are dropping like flies in the street. They got their hands on the drug, and it’s making them very ill.”
Brad’s expression didn’t change. “Can’t be,” he said.
Ty nodded. “Dinah hasn’t confirmed it yet, but I’d bet good money it’s the same drug. It’s everywhere. Tempest and Lilith are trying to make sure those affected get the medical attention they need. And we’re trying to figure out where it’s all coming from so we can stop it.”
Brad stared at him for a moment. Then he shook his head once again, but only a little. “Nah,” he said. “It can’t be the same drug. It must be a coincidence.” Yet Ty knew by his tone that his friend didn’t really believe what he’d said. “Um, what do you mean, medical attention?” he added, sounding worried.
“They’re in a bad way. Dinah says we’ll be lucky if no one dies.”
“Dies?” Brad asked. Then he sat back. “I’ll be fine,” he said, as if seeking to reassure himself. “Sarah will look after me,” he said.
Ty nodded. He hoped that would be the case, and not just for Brad’s sake.
“I don’t know why everyone would put themselves at risk for something like this,” he said randomly.
Yet his words caught Brad’s attention. “You’re kidding, right?” he said.
It was Ty’s turn to be puzzled. “What do you mean?”
“Have you really forgotten what it was like just a few weeks ago? Man, your life was totally suck. You had a shitty job, no girlfriend, and no hope for the future. And now look at you. I’ve seen the videos, with you glowing blue, throwing chunks of rock about as if they were nothing. And who was that with you? Lilith? Popping in and out of existence? And let’s not even talk about Tempest!” Brad said.
Despite how ill he seemed to be, he’d become quite animated during his speech. “Do you know how many people in this god-awful city would give their left hand to have even a tenth of what you have now? If you don’t see the attraction, then if I were you, I would be making an appointment with the optometrist! When this drug came along, I jumped at it, and I don’t know anyone who wouldn’t. Even if the cost was half of your life, I still would have done it. You’ve got superpowers, man! And so do your girlfriends! I’d give the last two inches of my dick for a chance at that!”
Despite himself, Ty had to grin at his friend’s words. “I didn’t know dicks could go into negative numbers,” he quipped, and Brad looked at him for a moment, not getting it. Then he understood.
“Oh. Ha ha,” he said. “Very funny. But seriously, man, this drug is promising something that has no price. If it’s causing an epidemic, there’s no surprise why. It’s offering people hope.”
Brad’s analysis made sense to Ty, but at the same time, it awoke a deep sense of worry. “I wish it didn’t,” he said.
“What do you mean?”
Ty draw a deep breath. “I wish people weren’t so keen to take it,” he said.
“What, you want to keep all these superpowers for yourself?” Brad asked. “You don’t want anyone else to have the chance to be special?”
Ty shook his head. “That’s not what I meant.”
Brad’s complexion became suddenly grim, and he seemed to sway in his seat. Ty looked around for a bucket, but the danger soon passed.
“Well, what did you mean?” Brad asked.
Ty knew that the, ‘it’s making people sick’ argument wouldn’t cut it. Brad had already said the risk was worth it. So Ty gave him the real reason he was worried.
“Because it’s dangerous.”
“Dangerous? My hairy left nut!” Brad said. “You just don’t want anyone else –”
“That isn’t it!” Ty said, cutting his friend off. “Look, there’s stuff going on you don’t know about. Most importantly, why would anyone want to get this drug out into the public if all it did was give people powers?”
Brad frowned. “Are you saying it doesn’t work?”
Ty shook his head. “It works,” he said. He held up his hand, showing Brad the embedded remains of the grenade. “When I took it, I got a new skill. It’s still there, but I can’t use it anymore. But if I was to take another dose, maybe I could.”
Brad stared at Ty’s hand, his expression dumbfounded. “Then why –?” he began.
“I don’t know,” Ty admitted. “Best guess, the person behind all this is looking to build an army of superpowered people, for reasons of his own. Which means he’ll be watching to see who ends up developing a skill.”
Brad frowned, shaking his head yet again. “That won’t work,” he said. “What if those with powers don’t want to join him?”
Ty gave him a smile that held very little humor. “The guy behind all this has a history of using blackmail. What would you do if he threatened your mother’s life to get you to do something? Would you do it? Or it might even be simpler than that. What if you get used to having a new power, but can only keep it if you take more of the drug? What will you do to keep that access?”
Brad was starting to get it, but Ty wanted to make sure. He’d never really thought of it that way either, and was starting to understand just how much of a seismic shift this drug might prove to be. The Master was tipping the board, scattering pieces in every direction. It was going to be chaos, and what shape everything would be in once he was done, Ty couldn’t begin to guess.
All of a sudden, it had become very important to understand the Master’s motivation.
“Sure, there will be some who resist, but they won’t be a problem for long, will they?” Ty shrugged. “The Master will just stop supplying the drug. And for those trying to combat him, it’ll be like setting a game onto expert mode. Instead of battling low-level adversaries as you work your way up to the boss, it’ll be like everyone you meet is a boss.”
It was a metaphor Brad understood. “Yeah, okay,” he said. “I get it. But what can we do about it? Or, what can you do about it, I mean. Because I’m just the gamer who does basic-bitch farming for money. All this stuff is way out of my league.”
“I don’t really know,” Ty admitted. “But the first step is to get out in front of this epidemic, if we can. And just make sure nobody dies if they don’t have to.”
Brad nodded. “What can I do to help?” he asked.
In a moment of cosmic good timing, as soon as Brad asked the question, there came a knock at the door.
Ty grinned. “You?” Ty asked. “I don’t know, exactly. But I’m hoping your girlfriend might have an insight or two about how the drug works, and how we can keep those who took it alive.”
Despite how ill he appeared, Brad returned Ty’s grin. “That’s probably her now,” he said. “Why don’t you answer the door and let her in?”
Ty barked a laugh, appreciating Brad’s swift understanding of the situation as well as his immediate, unspoken offer of his girlfriend’s assistance.
He stood, went to the door, and opened it, expecting nothing more than a moment of confusion on Sarah’s part before inviting her in.
The moment of confusion was exactly as Ty had expected. In person, Sarah was just as pretty as she had appeared in the pictures Brad had shown him before. Slim, dark-haired, with ears that were pointed like those of an elf. She wore a number of earrings along the extended lobes, and her makeup was dark enough to suggest a Gothic vibe.
Altogether, she should have been out of Brad’s league entirely.
Yet when the moment of confusion passed, Sarah did something Ty hadn’t expected. She looked him squarely in the face and said, “You!”
Then she dropped the bag of groceries she carried on the floor, turned and bolted down the hallway.





  

    30: Sarah’s Tale


  


  Ty wasted a moment just looking after her as she scampered away. Then he started to curse, both at her and himself for not anticipating a reaction like that. He’d already figured that Sarah might be working for the Master, so why wouldn’t she beat a hasty retreat?


  Then he activated his shield and charged after her using his ability to skim just above the ground.


  Brad’s girlfriend was surprisingly quick, but she was no match for Ty’s artificial swiftness. He caught up with her as she slowed down at the stairwell and grabbed her by the arms.


  “You and I need to talk–” Ty began.


  “Let go of me!” Sarah demanded, trying to twist in his grip.


  Ty held her for just a moment longer, mostly to show that he could, “If you run again, I’ll catch you,” he said.


  Sarah looked at him not in anger, but with fear. “I’ll scream,” she threatened.


  Ty just laughed. “In this neighborhood, it won’t matter. Screams are just part of the background noise. You’d be lucky to get more than a fat older guy leaning out a window telling you to keep it down.”


  He could see by her serious expression that she knew it was true. She grew sullen, as if she knew she was beaten, then nodded.


  Ty let her go and stepped back. “Now,” he said. He had a number of questions he needed to ask, but there was one thing that seemed more important than the rest. “Tell me. Do you really care for Brad, or was it all a big act to get to me?”


  Brad’s girlfriend looked at him in surprise. She frowned, maybe wondering why he would ask that, then looked at the ground. Meekly, she started to answer.


  “At first, I was just doing what I’d been told. Brad … well, he was kind of a mess. I thought he was just a slob and I wouldn’t have looked twice if I didn’t have to.” Then she looked back up at Ty, with a pleading expression on her face. It was as if she needed him to believe her.


  “But once you get past all that, the stained clothes, careless personal grooming, and everything else, there’s more to him than that.” She hesitated then, and a tinge of pink touched her cheeks. “He’s a genuinely nice guy. Surprisingly thoughtful. And in this world where there are so many just doing what they’re told, he’s got the courage to go his own way, even though it might not be the most secure option. You’ve got to respect him for that.” She gave a small shrug.


  “I like him,” she finished. “Didn’t think I would, but I do.”


  It was good enough for Ty. He gave her a grin and relaxed just a little, and deactivated his shield. “Does he know?” Ty asked.


  Sarah could have feigned confusion or pretended not to know what he meant. Instead, to her credit, she shook her head. “He thinks we met by chance.”


  Ty nodded again. “Okay. If you want to keep it that way, tell me what I need to know.”


  But the woman seemed hesitant. “I’m not supposed to,” she said. “They threatened my family.”


  It was a familiar story, and Ty should have guessed. He understood then that Sarah wasn’t a bad person, and that she probably did want to help. She was just caught in a bind, like when the Master had coerced Lilith into helping him by threatening her father.


  Who knew how many other people did the man’s bidding because of threats more than loyalty?


  “We’ll help you,” Ty promised. “But first, we’ve got to know what you know.”


  Sarah bit her lip, thinking it through. Maybe she believed him, or maybe she just thought she didn’t have a choice. And Ty found himself empathizing with her. She wasn’t in a very good situation, and knew it. But, like Lilith, she did what she had to do.


  Either way, she nodded slowly. “Okay. I’ll tell you. You already know about the drug. And you’ve figured out you didn’t find out about it by chance. What do you want to know?” Her tone as she spoke was no longer sullen or defeated. She’d just made her choice.


  To Ty, Brad’s girlfriend was proving remarkable sharp. But then, Brad was too, in his own way.


  “Why me?” he asked.


  “Because you wear a device,” she said, glancing at Ty’s wrist. “The drug was designed to work in conjunction with it, but all we had was theory. The Master wanted to give the drug to his device-wearers, but the side effects—well, they could have been fatal. Bain was all for just grabbing you off the street, but you were too strong. So, I found a way to learn all about you as quickly as possible, and we set up the clinic.” She looked at Ty. “We tricked you.”


  Ty just stared at her. Everything Sarah had said made perfect sense. Just like that, he had the confirmation he and the others were looking for. The Master was behind the drug epidemic just as he was behind everything else.


  And with him came Bain.


  Once more, Ty’s dreams of the monstrous villain came back to him, and this time he knew they were real. He had been at the clinic. Although why, Ty still didn’t really know.


  Nor was it the only thing that eluded him. Ty now had even more questions than ever.


  “How did you know about the devices?” he asked.


  “The Master, obviously,” she said. “I don’t know how he knew about them.”


  With the knowledge that Bain had been yards away while he’d been helpless in the clinic fresh in his mind, Ty was struggling to keep up. But Sarah was right, it was obvious, when he thought about it. Just as it was obvious, to Ty, how the Master knew about the devices: the Architect had told him.


  Aware that he couldn’t spend too long in the hallway talking to Sarah before Brad started to wonder what happened, he tried to focus on the key points. It didn’t matter that Sarah had effectively put his life at risk. She’d needed to test the drug, and that was the only way. Nor did it matter that she—or the Master—had targeted him over Tempest, Lilith, or Dinah.


  That answer was obvious as well, although Ty didn’t like to admit it.


  Of all of them, he was the most vulnerable. The Master would have known about Brad through Bain, and Ty’s friend had no reason to keep his money issues secret. And the AZT-407 drug had an appeal all of its own.


  Simple, when he thought about it.


  So he asked the question that, to him, mattered the most. “Bain,” he said, naming his greatest personal nemesis. “What was Bain’s role in all this?” he asked.


  Ty had fought against Bain more often than anyone else. The last time they’d met, it had been Lilith who raged against the man, and that meeting had been decisive. Lilith had been the victor, walking away with Bain’s device—the one Ty now wore—as well as a big part of the villain’s arm.


  Yet Ty was strangely certain they hadn’t seen the last of the man.


  Sarah’s expression became flat and the light of hatred shone from her eyes. Ty noted that Lilith had responded in much the same way.


  “Everything comes through him. He’s the Master’s voice, right hand, and everything else,” Sarah said. “It was him who threatened me. When he wants something done, there’s no choice. We do it.”


  It all made much more sense to Ty now, and he was starting to wonder about the next steps. But Sarah hadn’t finished. She answered questions Ty hadn’t yet thought to ask. “They gave you a weaker dose,” she said. “And bugged you as well. You’ve been sending all your physiological data through to us ever since you went to the lab.”


  “What?” Ty demanded. He’d heard Sarah clearly. It was just that he couldn’t believe what she’d said.


  “At the clinic,” Brad’s girlfriend said. “When they hooked you up to the IV line. The needle they used was more than it seemed. The end part was a bug that they left behind in your arm.” She shrugged slightly, as if it didn’t really matter. “It’s designed to be undetectable.”


  Ty was beyond shocked at her words, and yet, they made sense. Tempest and Dinah’s med bot had identified a ‘foreign body’ in his arm he hadn’t recognized, and he’d wondered at the lack of blood tests when he’d received the drug.


  Now he knew it was because they hadn’t needed it. He’d been transmitting all the information the Master would ever have needed.


  The understanding made Ty angry. His first thought was to rip the bug out of his arm and smash it under his heel. But the saner, more rational part of his mind told him he didn’t have to.


  His EMP grenade would have ruined the bug, just like it had ruined all his other tech.


  Instead of asking Sarah more about the bug, he went in a different direction. “So, these others, the Master’s device wearers, they got a higher dose? Which means they burn through it more quickly, and get to the hangover stage faster?”


  Sarah nodded. “Yes.”


  That explained why Concussion hadn’t made even more of a mess than he did—and why he’d disappeared after destroying part of the city.


  “It’s not safe to dose them again right away,” Sarah added. “Repeated use can be dangerous.”


  “And what about the people on the street? The ones getting sick because of the drug? And Brad?”


  “As far as I know, they received a dose somewhere between what you got, and what the Master’s device wearers received. Except for Brad. I gave him the stronger one.” Surprisingly Sarah quirked a grin. “He really wants a superpower,” she said.


  Ty studied the woman for a moment. Once she’d decided to talk, she’d shown no hesitation in telling him what he wanted to know. But there was one key question Ty had yet asked.


  “Is there an antidote?” he said.


  At this, Sarah looked away. She shook her head. “No. The drug changes people on a genetic level. There’s no going back.”


  Ty looked at the EMP grenade still merged with his hand. He thought about the hundreds, maybe thousands of people who had taken the drug. How many of them might develop a skill? And how many of those skills would prove to be significant?


  Ty thought back to the conversation he and the girls had had about how the world was changing. How there were more and more superpowered people climbing out of the woodwork. He also thought back to what he’d said to Brad about how the Master might benefit from having so many potential superpowered minions at his beck and call.


  Would the shadowy villain do as Ty had suggested? Would he pick and choose from those who developed skills, and give them devices as well to increase their power?


  Just at that moment, Ty felt like it was already too late. The genie was out of the bottle, and there was nothing anyone could do to stuff it back in.


  All they could do was deal with the fallout, whatever it might be.


  Ty was grimly aware that the battles he, Tempest, Lilith and Dinah had already fought were just the start of something much more serious. At the same time, Ty understood that without an antidote, there was little he could do to stave off whatever was to come.


  The drug epidemic itself, however, was an immediate problem that was putting lives in danger. Maybe there was something that could be done to help with that.


  With the weight of the world on his shoulders, Ty had no real choice but to focus on the smaller problem.


  He closed his eyes for a moment and took a deep breath to calm himself. “What about the side-effects?” Ty said. “We examined one of the victims. She was in danger of her whole system shutting down.”


  Sarah nodded. “The Master—or Bain, at least—doesn’t care about the side effects for ordinary people. All he cares about was whether or not those who wear a device can survive them. He said, as far as everyone else was concerned, all that mattered was that some of them survived.”


  Ty was incredulous. “How many is ‘some’?” he demanded.


  Again, Brad’s girlfriend looked away. “We calculated it, based on the data we had. Best guess, it has a thirty percent survival rate.”


  Thirty percent. Ty didn’t know how many people had already taken the drug, but knew the figure could easily be in the thousands. Maybe in the tens of thousands, or even more. And the expected survival rate was just thirty percent.


  They could be looking at a catastrophe on a colossal scale.


  And Brad’s girlfriend was at the heart of it.


  Despite her protestations that her family had been threatened, Ty couldn’t help but look at the woman with disgust. How could anyone put so many lives at risk? How could she look at herself in the mirror in the morning? How could she just continue to live her life as if nothing had changed?


  Then Ty had another thought. He glared at her, enraged and full of disbelief at the same time.


  “What about Brad?” he demanded. He was angrier than he’d been in a long time, and his fists clenched before he even finished the question. He didn’t know what he would do if he didn’t like her answer.


  Sarah looked at him and offered a quiet smile. “Some of us—we didn’t like Bain’s callous disregard for people’s lives,” she said. “We knew what the drug could do, and weren’t happy with the plan to unleash it into world. We developed an associative serum that should mitigate enough of the side effects to help ensure the patient’s survival. I’ve already given it to Brad.”


  Ty looked at her with new respect. Much of his anger faded away.


  “Have you done anything to get it to the victims?” he asked, a lot more gently than he’d spoken before.


  Sarah shook her head. “We’re not sure how. We don’t want Bain to know what we’ve done.”


  It made sense to Ty. “If you’ve got some you can give me, I know someone who will find a way to get it to those who need it.” He was thinking of Dinah, who seemed to be able to find out pretty much anything.


  “There’s some in Brad’s fridge,” she said.


  Ty nodded. He considered the woman in front of him, answering his questions. At first, he’d thought she was just a random person the Master had chosen because she was pretty. But her knowledge of everything that had happened, the words she used as she spoke, even that odd combination of pride and shame she displayed suggested something else.


  “What is your role in all this? Why did he choose you?”


  “I’m one of the researchers. My specialty includes biochemistry and genetics. I’m on the team that put the drug together, and the Master chose me because he could.”


  Ty was impressed. His estimation of Sarah went up another notch. At the same time, he couldn’t help but think that her knowledge could prove to be useful.


  There was much more that he wanted to ask her, but time had run out. Despite his illness, Brad had made it to the apartment doorway and poked his head out into the hall.


  “Sarah?” he called out. “Ty? What the hell, man?”


  



31: Sarah’s Serum

Together, Sarah and Ty wandered back to the apartment. Brad had a look of confusion on his face to go with his green pallor. When Ty and Sarah were close, he repeated his question.
“What was that all about?” he asked, looking mostly at Sarah.
The woman didn’t answer. She just flashed Brad a warm smile and pushed him inside the apartment.
“Nothing for you to worry about,” she said. “Just go back inside and settle yourself back down on the couch.”
Sarah was much smaller than Brad and shouldn’t have had the ability to push him around. But Brad was ill and perplexed at the same time. All she needed to do was keep pushing him gently, and Ty gathered up the spilled groceries in the doorway behind them.
By the time he placed the bag on the kitchen counter and let the door close behind him, Brad was once more wrapped up in his cocoon on the couch, this time with Sarah beside him.
Ty still needed some more information, so he returned to his spot against the opposite wall and sat on the floor once again. He studied his friend and Sarah for a moment, taking in the gamer’s goofy grin and the way he was leaning toward her. For her part, Sarah wore an expression that suggested contentment, and clutched Brad’s hand in her own.
“So, this drug,” Ty said, looking more at his friend than at Sarah. “You know it’s dangerous, right?” he asked.
“I’ll be fine,” Brad said, full of confidence. “Sarah is looking after me.” And Sarah nodded.
“He’s been taking something to take the edge off,” Sarah said, as if Ty didn’t already know. “There’s some left, if you’d like to see it.”
She didn’t wait for Ty to answer, but instead immediately stood and went to the fridge in the kitchen. Ty figured this was her way of keeping their conversation private, and followed her happily enough. She took a tube of green liquid from the slot in the door and offered it over.
“Here,” she said quietly. “There should be enough there to analyze, and it isn’t that hard to synthesize. If you can get this to everyone who needs it, then it should improve their chances immeasurably.”
Ty accepted the tube. “Doesn’t Brad need this?” he asked.
Sarah shook her head. “He’s doing fine. I promise.”
It was good enough for Ty. He looked at his friend, who was staring at them with a nonplussed expression.
“What happens now?” Ty asked. “With Brad, I mean.”
Sarah understood what he was asking. “He’ll probably be ill for the next day or so, but then he’ll start getting better. If he’s going to gain anything from the drug—and there’s no real guarantee, remember—then the effects will start to show then. Increased strength, sharper focus, that sort of thing. If he has any new abilities, he will manifest them then as well.”
“How will he know?” Ty asked.
Sarah shook her head. “Depends what it is, I guess. If he develops bullet-proof skin, then maybe he won’t know unless he happens to get shot. But maybe it’ll be something more obvious, if anything at all.”
As Sarah spoke, Ty wondered if there was a way he could find out. Like, integrate some sort of sensor with the device on his wrist. It could tell what his skill might be, so figuring out what skills others possessed should be possible.
Not to mention, useful. It would be handy to know at a glance what skills others might be hiding.
Maybe he could whip up some sort of wearable scouter device like Vegeta used to have?
Sarah was looking at Ty expectantly. He knew it was time to go and leave her alone with his friend. But he had one more question to ask, or maybe it was more of a favor.
“Do you have any of the drug here with you?” Ty asked.
Sarah shook her head. “Why…?” she began, and Ty held up his hand.
“I gained a new skill, but it seems to be jammed. And, if I’m honest, the drug worked wonders for me. With what might be coming up, it might be good to have something like it on hand at need.”
Sarah nodded. “I don’t have any on me. But you can get it pretty easily. All the street hustlers have it, at three-quarter strength. That’s stronger than the dose you had before.”
Ty nodded. “Thank you,” he said, and glanced at his friend. “Look after him,” he said.
“Wait,” Sarah said. “You’ll have to use its street name, or the dealers won’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Street name?” I asked. He had been thinking of it solely as AZT-407. He hadn’t even considered it might have been known by some other name.
“Yes,” Sarah said. “They’re calling it Upgrade.”
◆◆◆
 
As soon as Ty left the apartment, he contacted Lilith via her device and asked her if she could swing by. No sooner had he voiced his request when the demonic woman popped into existence in the hallway beside him.
Ty would have liked to take a moment just to admire her, but he hadn’t forgotten what she was doing, and one glance at her was enough to tell him that time was of the essence. She looked tired and worried, and Ty knew she hadn’t rested since she’d left the mansion in the morning.
Yet he couldn’t help but ask for an update. “How is it?”
“They’re everywhere,” the demon woman replied. “Dinah is doing her best to locate them, and to provide their addresses. But Tempest is also spotting them in the streets, and I can take them quicker than she can. Between the two of them, I’ve been fairly busy,” she said, offering a wan smile. “The hospitals are starting to burst at the seams.”
All at once, her expression started to break, and Ty saw exactly how worried the woman truly was.
“They’re all so sick,” she said. “And some of them are just children! What were they thinking? Taking a drug that can do that?”
Ty feared he knew exactly what they were thinking. They wanted to become super. Like him. Like her.
He didn’t know what to say, but knew that the demon woman needed his comfort. He reached out and gathered her to him in a hug, and held her tight for long seconds even though she was damp from having spent so much time outside in the drizzle.
At first, the demon woman seemed to resist, as if she feared the delay would be the death of someone. But then she returned his embrace and seemed to gain strength from it.
Finally, they broke apart. Lilith seemed a little less frantic, a little less desperate than she had a few moments before. Yet her mission remained.
“Why did you call?” she asked. “I’ve got to go. There are more that need to be helped.”
Ty showed her the tube Sarah had given him. “This will help. Get it to Dinah. She’ll know what to do with it.”
The demon woman reached for the tube automatically. “What is it?”
“It’s a serum that should help with the worst side effects. It’ll stop the drug from killing anyone.”
Lilith immediately understood. She looked at the tube as if it was precious, nodded once, and blinked out of existence before Ty could say anything else.
Ty thought briefly that it might have been good to get a ride with the demon woman as well. There was so much he still had to do. But he’d left Dinah’s bike behind once before, and it had been days before he’d been able to return to it.
He didn’t want to do that again, so with a heavy sigh, he made his way down the stairs of his apartment building and back outside in the rain.
The ride back to the mansion was largely uneventful. Ty found a dealer without any problem, a thin, dirty-looking man in a dark alley, and exchanged just a few credits for his dose of Upgrade.
When he’d gone to the Clinic 104, it had been quite a procedure to get the drug into his system. He’d been hooked up to various monitoring devices and had been given the drug intravenously. Now, Ty knew that most of it had been no more than theater, hiding the introduction of the tracking device to his system.
The dose of Upgrade he got from the dealer came as a single-use inhaler. All he needed to do was hold it to his mouth, snap the seal, and breathe in deeply.
As Ty held the newly-acquired inhaler in his hand with the dealer grinning at him in the drizzle, he considered doing it right then. If he did, by the time he reached the mansion, his brain would be buzzing again.
But caution prevailed. The first time he’d taken the drug, he’d had a severe reaction. Perhaps he should take precautions before trying it again. And then there was the question of whether it was wise to brave the AZT-407 hangover again, especially when he didn’t know how hard it might hit, or if he was going to be needed for anything else.
Decision made, Ty got back on Dinah’s bike and made his way back through the streets of New Lincoln.




32: An Apocalyptic Future

As he rode through the ongoing wet, Ty thought about everything that had happened. The drug really was a game changer, as he’d earlier concluded. A Pandora’s box that had already been opened. And, with so many people throughout the city having already taken the drug, there was nothing he, Dinah, Lilith and Tempest could do to turn back the clock.
But that didn’t mean there was no room for hope. Even the brochure he’d read in the clinic had said that if the drug gave rise to unusual abilities, those abilities were would likely be minor.
Perhaps someone would gain the ability to levitate a coin three inches above the palm of their hand. Maybe someone would be able to change the color of their hair just by thinking about it, or sing three octaves higher than normal. Harmless talents that the Master would be hard-pressed to exploit.
But then again, it was hard to predict how useful a skill could become. Ty hadn’t truly understood the value of his Technological Enhancement skill to begin with, and now it seemed to hold the key to everything.
And as for his secondary skill, it currently seemed largely worthless. An ability to absorb and expel technology from his body was hardly on par with Tempest’s power, or Lilith’s Unified Field Control. And yet, what would happen if he absorbed the fabricator from the Architect’s workshop? The medical robot? Or the technology that governed Dinah’s communication room?
Could he become the ultimate cyborg, able to adapt to any immediate need? And what if he was to absorb an industrial laser? Sure, he could already use his shield as a canon, but there would always be limits to that sort of concussive device. With a laser operating as part of his arm, he could cut his way through anything, whatever needed to be cut.
The possibilities were potentially endless.
Ty gritted his teeth inside his helmet. There was no getting away from a stark truth: he couldn’t predict what might happen. Nobody could. When those who’d taken the drug came out the other side, they could be gods walking among men.
It was a sobering thought, and one which played on Ty’s mind all the way back to the mansion. It was serious, far more so than he could ever have imagined when he’d watched Bain murder Zach in the alley.
Ty parked Dinah’s bike in the garage under the building with a heartfelt sigh, and headed up to find the deerkin in the kitchen, partway through whipping up a big feed of waffles.
She greeted him with a hug and a kiss that made him feel like he was truly home, then told him to sit down as she danced back behind the counter to check the waffle iron.
“What’s happening?” Ty asked.
“What, you mean aside from the best waffles you’ve ever tasted being about to be served?” the deerkin asked with a broad grin.
Ty would have liked to catch her good humor, but could not. “Yeah,” he said.
Dinah had always been intuitive, and could read him like a book. Her expression sobered.
“We’re not out of the woods yet,” she began, “but you did it. That serum you sent with Lilith is doing the trick. My sources are telling me that everyone impacted by the Master’s drug is improving. Looks like we can keep them alive.”
Ty had to admit, it was good to hear.
“What about Lilith and Tempest?” he asked.
“They’re still out and about. This epidemic is far from over. In fact, it might get worse before it gets better. Now that the risk of death is less, it might make it easier to distribute.” She grinned again. “I’ve automated the process of finding the victims, to a degree. My system now sends locations directly.”
Ty was impressed, but the thought of ‘distribution’ led to another question. “Who is the Master using as a distributor?” he asked. “It’s not Rubio, is it? Or is he using his own men?”
Dinah shook her head. “As far as I can make out, it’s one of Rubio’s competitors. The Master didn’t much like the part Rubio played in our last confrontation. So he commissioned someone else.” The deerkin shrugged. “A more basic organization than Rubio’s, by the looks. Low level crime, guns, and drugs. Still, the leader is ambitious, and with the supply of this drug going through them, they could become dangerous.”
“Great,” Ty said. “Just what we need. Another player in the game.”
The deerkin didn’t deny it. She nodded instead, then turned to flip the first batch of waffles out onto a plate. “It might be best if we let these cool for a bit,” she said.
Ty just looked at her for a moment. He’d recovered from his AZT-407 hangover, yet he still felt drained. Or maybe that wasn’t quite right. Overwhelmed was a better description. Exhausted by the scope of the problems they faced. To his way of looking at it, things had never been so dire.
In comparison, the deerkin looked positively cheerful.
He wondered if perhaps she’d missed some of the implications he’d been thinking about. With a heavy sigh, he told her about his meeting with Sarah, what he’d found out, and what he’d surmised.
The deerkin was outraged at the machinations that had gone into using Ty as a guinea pig. She smiled when he told her about Sarah’s clandestine efforts to create the serum Lilith had brought to her. But when Ty started to talk about how the AZT-407 was designed to work alongside the devices they wore, and his own thoughts about what that might mean for the future, her expression turned grim.
Ty hated to take away her joy. Yet, in his mind, he didn’t have a choice. Their situation was potentially dire, and it wouldn’t get any better if they refused to acknowledge it.
She looked at him with sadness in her eyes. “Everything is going to change,” she said.
Ty nodded. “And what will we do about it?” he asked.
“Everything we can,” the deerkin replied.
It was a good answer, although perhaps not concrete enough. Ty reached into his pocket and brought out the single use inhaler, which he placed on the counter in front of him.
Dinah stared at it. “Is that what I think it is?” she asked.
“They call it Upgrade on the street. It’s a stronger dose than the one I was given the first time round.”
Dinah transferred her dark-eyed gaze to Ty. “What are you planning to do with it?” she asked.
It sounded like an accusation, but Ty didn’t back down. “You said it yourself. We need have to do everything we can to combat this. That means we need to understand what the Master is planning. These attacks of his. Concussion, Sparkles, Spit Bitch. And now this. We need to know what his endgame looks like, so we can figure out what might be coming next, and what to do about it. Is this just the start, or this him throwing his toys out of the cot? And we need to know it before anything else happens. Before the next phase, whatever it is, begins.”
As Ty spoke, Dinah stared at him, listening to his words, turning them over, looking for flaws. Yet when he was done, she remained silent for some time.
Ty knew she didn’t want to accept what he’d said. But she had little choice.
“So, what do you intend to do?” she finally said.
“If anyone knows what the Master is planning, it’s the Architect,” Ty said.
Dinah nodded.
“The Master communicated with him while he was captive. While he was in cryo suspension. I have a theory about how he did it, and would like to test that theory.”
“Go on,” Dinah said, her tone flat and determined.
“I’m going to build a neural interface,” he said.
Dinah slowly nodded. “And you need that to do it?” she asked, indicating the inhaler.
“Maybe I could do it without it,” Ty said. “If we had plenty of time. But we don’t. The Master is enacting his plan as we speak. Sure, he’s lost a couple of his minions, but look at what he’s done with the drug. If things go as I fear they might, he could have thousands of potential replacements by tomorrow. And while Sarah’s serum has been saving lives, that actually makes things worse, not better. Think about how many possible recruits the Master might have.”
Ty paused, not wanting to continue, but knowing he had to. “What is he going to do tomorrow? How much damage is he going to cause? We need to find out all we can now.”
Dinah didn’t look completely convinced, so Ty tried another approach.
“This drug, Upgrade, AZT-407, whatever you want to call it. It gives the user that skill buff like nothing else. Even at that weaker dose, it was like my focus and abilities were far greater than normal. If I take this, I’ll have the neural link done within a couple of hours. What else I’ll be able to do before it wears off, I don’t know. But in my mind, it’s got to be worth it just for that.”
Ty knew that he could have just taken the drug without telling anyone, and Dinah wouldn’t have been any wiser. He’d done that once before, and it had left a sour taste in his mouth. They were a team, and it had been wrong of him to hide what he was doing from them.
Yet he wasn’t really asking for permission, either. He was just trying to get Dinah to understand his decision.
And Dinah understood this as well.
“What about the side effects?” she asked. “You’ve seen how bad they can be. That girl, Melody….” The deerkin let her sentence fade.
“I’ll take some of Sarah’s serum to counter the worst of them,” Ty said.
It was an obvious answer, but Dinah still hesitated. “Are you sure about this?” she said.
“Yes,” Ty said. He realized the deerkin didn’t want him to put himself at risk. “Unless you can think of another way I can get a week’s worth of work done in day?”
Dinah didn’t have an answer to that. She looked at him once more and gave an unwilling nod. “Okay, then,” she said. “We’ll do it in the medical bay, and monitor you just in case.”
Ty realized he’d been holding his breath, waiting on the deerkin’s response. He let it out, and managed a grin. He held his hand up to show her the embedded grenade.
“And anyway, how else am I supposed to sort this out?” he asked.
The deerkin couldn’t return his grin. She nodded again, and found a cover to put over the cooling waffles on the plate. Then she turned the waffle iron off, and popped the unused batter in the fridge.
“We’ll come back to these later, if you’re up to it,” she said.




33: Upgrade

Once again, Ty was lying on the surgical table in the med bay. This time, Dinah had reconfigured it so it wasn’t flat, but instead let him sit up. It was like being back in the clinic once more, right down to the sensors Dinah had attached to his skin.
Ty had the inhaler out and ready, and the deerkin had signaled everything was good to go. But before he could use it, Dinah hesitated.
“We can’t do this,” she said.
Ty looked at her. “We don’t have a choice.” They’d been through this already.
“No,” Dinah said. “That’s not what I meant. Not without Lilith and Tempest.”
Ty understood. “Call them,” he said, and Dinah did just that.
As expected, it was Lilith who arrived first, blinking into existence just outside the med bay, but Tempest wasn’t far behind. They both hurried in, the seemingly indefatigable Tempest demanding to know what was going on, and Lilith looking both tired and uncertain.
Ty repeated his story, including his rationale for what he was about to do. Lilith’s look of confusion turned into one of concern for Ty’s well-being, but Tempest’s reaction was more complex.
“Are you crazy?” she began. “That drug is causing chaos all over New Lincoln, and you want to take it deliberately?”
But Ty was adamant. “Yes,” he said simply.
At the same time, he knew Tempest couldn’t deny him. This could be her best chance of talking with her father for the first time in years. Even as she raged against the risk he was taking, he could see the unexpressed hope in her expression.
In the end, it was Dinah who put an end to Tempest’s objections.
“We have the serum,” she said. “And Ty survived without it the first time. He’ll be okay.”
The blonde superhero turned back to Ty, her expression a combination of all sorts of feelings at once.
“Is there anything we can do to help?” she asked finally, her voice unexpectedly filled with emotion.
Ty smiled at her. “Just you being here is enough. All of you. I just hope this isn’t going to be as bad as it was the first time.” He looked around at the three women he loved, and saw no reason to delay any further. “Well, here goes,” he said.
With that, he brought the single use inhaler up to his lips, cracked the seal, and inhaled hugely.
At first, just like the first time, Ty felt nothing. Dinah, Tempest and Lilith leaned close, all of them touching various parts of his body, although whether that was to reassure him or themselves, Ty didn’t quite know. They were expectant, worried, and hopeful all at once, and Ty had never felt more loved in his life.
Then the burning started in his veins, and he thought it would be the same as before. But it wasn’t. The burning accelerated much, much faster. In an instant, his brain had become incandescent. It burned like the inside of a star, and Ty was sure he was going to die. He opened his mouth to scream, and that was all he knew.
◆◆◆
 
A lack of consciousness didn’t protect him. Even though Ty was unaware of Tempest, Dinah, or Lilith, or anything in his immediate surroundings, somehow the agony of the AZT-407 in his system still made itself known.
It was like someone had built a bonfire in his brain and thrown a can of gas on the top. In a way, it was like passing through that place between points Lilith took him when she teleported, but totally different as well.
That place was so cold even atoms would freeze solid given the chance. But this was totally the opposite.
This was fire. Explosions going off in his head. Energy coursing through his veins like he’d been struck by lightning or dipped in a furnace.
Yet, there were similarities as well. The endlessness of it all. The impossibility of any hope of escape. The feeling of perpetual torment that came with both.
How long Ty’s subconscious torture continued, he didn’t know. He had no frame of reference within which to tell. It could have been no more than a couple of seconds all the way through a hair’s breadth from eternity.
Then, between one heartbeat and the next, he was awake once again.
All about him, there was chaos and confusion. Tempest and Lilith both leaned over him, their faces pictures of real fear as they held onto his arms as if it could help. At the same time, he could hear Dinah’s voice from behind him.
“I’m not sure what to give him,” the deerkin was saying. Usually the soul of level-headedness, there was near-panic in her voice. “Anything I try might interact with the drug. I might make things worse,” she finished.
“It’s okay,” Ty tried to say, his voice thick and uncertain. It was just like last time when he’d woken up in the clinic. His head was still pounding, and his veins were on fire, but that familiar discomfort was enough to put him at ease. And even as he spoke, he could feel the pain started to fade.
“He’s awake!” Tempest said, and that was all Dinah needed. In a heartbeat, the deerkin returned to the table, looking down at him with an expression of concern.
“Ty, are you okay? Can you understand what I’m saying? Ty, talk to me,” the deerkin said.
Ty tried a nod, and realized the pain in his head hadn’t yet faded to the point where he could get do that without feeling nauseous. He swallowed once, then again, then forced his tongue into action.
“I’m okay. This is just what the drug does,” he said. “Just give me a moment or two.”
At this, the three women in his life gave a collective sigh of relief. But their worried expressions remained, and they stayed as they were, leaning close as if to give support by their presence alone.
Ty focused on breathing. He gripped Lilith’s hand and reached for Tempest’s as well.
And, in less than a minute, he nodded again.
This time, he managed to do so without the sloshing, uncomfortable feeling that he was about to throw up.
“I’m okay,” he said, this time with considerably more confidence that the last.
More of the tension in the room faded. It seemed that they believed him this time.
“You gave us quite a scare,” Dinah said.
Ty offered a weak grin. “Sorry,” he said. “Maybe I should have said what it does to those who wear devices like ours. Or maybe it’s just me. I don’t really know.” He shrugged, then frowned as he tried to work it out. “All these people are getting sick, and maybe they’ll stay that way for while. A day, two, maybe more. But for me, it’s like all their symptoms get compressed into a few minutes. And then I’m good to go.”
Dinah nodded. “And are you? Good to go?”
In answer, Ty let go of Lilith’s and Tempest’s hands and brought up his character sheet.
General
Name: Ty Wilcox
Modifications: None
Unique Skill: Technological Enhancement
Secondary Skill: Cyber Assimilation
Alignment: Neutral Good
Baseline
Strength: 4
Durability: 3
Healing: 5
Stamina: 4
Agility: 4
Intelligence: 7
Wisdom: 5
Skill: N/A
Secondary Skill: N/A
Post enhancement
Strength: 7 (+2)
Durability: 6 (+2)
Healing: 7 (+2)
Stamina: 6 (+2)
Agility: 7 (+2)
Intelligence: 8 (+2)
Wisdom: 6 (+2)
Skill: 3 (+2)
Secondary Skill: 1 (+2)
Already, every single step he possessed showed a buff that matched what it had been the last time he’d taken the drug. As if he needed the confirmation, Ty’s brain was starting to buzz. It was like he’d drunk a hundred cups of coffee in a day, and the world was starting to work in slow motion.
He also knew that the limits of this enhancement hadn’t yet been reached. This was a stronger dose of the drug than he’d taken before. How much better it might get in the end was still unknown.
As he watched the holographic representation of who he was, his stat for his primary skill clicked up another point.
Dinah and Tempest made sounds of appreciation, understanding exactly what the stats meant. But Lilith was a little less certain.
“Does this mean you’re better able to do the things you do?” she asked.
“Yes,” Ty said. He moved to dismiss the image, noting before it disappeared that his secondary skill had had also gained a buff.
Curious to see if he could, he looked at the hand that still contained the remains of his EMP grenade and willed it to emerge from his flesh.
In the end, he didn’t even need to think hard. In moments, his hand was back to normal, and he had a spent EMP grenade in his palm.
All three of the women made noises of surprise mixed with amazement.
“Thank God for that,” Ty muttered. “I was starting to wonder if that was permanent.”
Then he thought about the other piece of tech that the med bot had found. Without knowing much more than that it was there, Ty willed the tracking device at his elbow to migrate through his flesh.
Just like with the EMP grenade, it was easy. In just a few seconds the tracker emerged from his other hand.
“What is that?” Tempest asked.
Ty looked at her. “It’s a tracker. Implanted by the Master’s minions when I first got the drug. It would have been sending data back to them until my grenade went off.”
The blonde superhero’s face hardened and she spat a curse.
Ty nodded, agreeing completely. Yet he’d had some time to get used to the idea.
“It’s done,” he said. “And at least they can’t access any more data from it.
So saying, he crushed the tracking device on his fingers, just to make sure.
“Wait,” Dinah said, just a little too late. Ty glanced looked at her. “I just thought there might be a clue in it somewhere,” she said.
Ty understood. “You’re thinking it was sending data somewhere, right?”
The deerkin nodded, and Ty looked at the crushed device in his fingers.
“Maybe I can still reconstruct it,” he said. He looked around at the three of them. “But first, I’ve got work to do.” He was feeling really good, better than he’d done for ages. “Although it might take some time. Anybody want to head down to the workshop with me?”




34: Enhanced

In the end, Lilith and Tempest weren’t able to stay. There was still a crisis playing out within the streets of New Lincoln, and their help was still needed. Yet the worst of it, according to Dinah, was over. Instead of hurrying victims to the nearest hospital as a matter of course, now the two women simply provided most of the afflicted with Sarah’s serum, reserving hospital trips for those in real danger.
And with Dinah having already implemented a distribution strategy that meant Sarah’s serum was becoming more and more available as well, even that would soon be unnecessary.
In the meantime, it was just Ty and Dinah who headed down to the workshop, accompanied by Ty’s cat, Gremlin.
At the site of the furry black monster, Ty felt disproportionately guilty. He knew Gremlin didn’t care much either way, but Ty felt he’d been ignoring her much more than he should.
In fact, since his arrival at the mansion with Gremlin in his backpack, the cat had become more Dinah’s than his. So he was more than pleased when the little furball picked her favorite spot in the middle of the workbench, curled into a ball and pretended to go to sleep while watching Ty with calculating eyes and purring loudly.
Ty placed the broken tracker in a tray, then got to work.
Having Dinah there was a godsend. He knew the deerkin had accompanied him at least in part to keep an eye on his health, yet her skill was that of information control. Ty knew within minutes that his original plan of enhancing the synaptic controller he used for his shield wouldn’t work. The base platform it had been built on simply wasn’t complex enough to support the type of neural link Ty had in mind.
The deerkin had been doing something esoteric with her tablet as she sat at the workbench when Ty came to that conclusion had hesitated.
“What’s wrong?” she asked him.
When Ty explained the problem, the deerkin grinned. “Do you think you’re the first one in all of history to try to develop a fully functional neural interface?” she asked.
Ty just stared at her. In moments, the deerkin pulled up the schematics for half a dozen similar devices that Ty could use as a base. All of them had been designed to enable the control of various tech through conscious thought alone. It was a different intention to what Ty had in mind, yet the overlap was clear.
Each of them needed to effectively decode the brain. The only difference was that the existing neural interfaces were looking for specific patterns, whereas Ty needed to see everything.
With a laugh and a quick thank you kiss for the deerkin, Ty chose the most complex of the lot, downloaded everything he needed, and got to work.
It was complicated and challenging even with the skill buff granted him by the AZT-407. At its core, the problem was simple. He needed to be able to translate the thoughts of an unconscious man into something comprehendible. But the details were fiendishly intricate.
The schematics he’d downloaded gave him a framework, a representation of a brain he could use, as well as a rudimentary pattern recognition algorithm. But there were two problems. First, the design of the sensors was too basic. Ty needed to see what was happening inside of the Architect’s entire brain in real-time. Not just bits of it.
Next, the pattern recognition algorithm was far too simplistic. Ty knew from his own experience of thinking that a human brain was nuanced and chaotic. He had to be able to capture the nuance, the chaos, as well as the clear, simple thoughts to make it all work.
There was also the problem of displaying the results of any decoding in a way that was able to be understood, but that was minor. Ty figured he would hook it up to a screen and a speaker system, and that would be it.
But his first task was to figure out the sensors. He didn’t want to subject the Architect to an ongoing CAT scan, but he had another option that he thought would work.
“Nanites,” he said to himself under his breath.
◆◆◆
 
Ty worked as if in a trance of productivity. Such was his focus that time had no meaning. He used the tools in the workshop like a master musician might use an instrument to create music, like Dinah used her communication room to manage information.
The Stark Imager was central to his efforts, simultaneously displaying lines of code, exploded views of the circuitry he needed to create, and a growing image of an oversized human brain.
He also used Dinah’s skills as well, asking complex questions of algorithm design and brain functionality that she always managed to answer within just a few seconds of searching. And, when he was finally ready, he used her to test what he’d created.
Feeling tired but content at the work he’d done, he fabricated his nanites and offered them to the deerkin.
“Hold out your hand,” he said.
The deerkin trusted him completely. She did as he asked without hesitation, and he poured a teaspoon-full of the silvery liquid onto her palm.
“Feels cold,” she said. Then she stared in surprise as the nanites disappeared into her skin.
Ty grinned at her. “Don’t worry,” he said. “They’re supposed to do that. The nanites will work their way through your system until they reach your brain, where they’ll anchor themselves to your neurons. In just a few moments, we ought to be able to see what you’re thinking.”
Despite her surprise, Dinah managed to return Ty’s grin. “I can feel them,” she said. “It’s like a feeling of coolness in my veins. Except … now I can’t any more.”
Ty nodded. “They’ve warmed up to your body temperature,” he said. Then he held up a device any Trekkie might think of as looking like the emblem of their favorite show attached to a simple metallic circlet.
“This is an amplifier. It’ll catch the signals sent by the nanites and send them to the display processor.” He placed it gently on the deerkin’s head. The circlet was open on one side, so he was able to fit it without any problems.
“Ooh, I’ve always wanted a tiara!” she said, giggling with the pure delight of a schoolgirl.
And Ty had to admit, she looked good with the amplifier nestled in against her hair and her antlers. He took a moment to admire her, then returned to his work.
“Let’s see how it all works,” he said, and with that, he activated the system.
Almost at once, something nebulous started to form in the space over the workbench. It wasn’t a photorealistic copy, but Ty could see it was a representation of the workshop itself, as seen through Dinah’s eyes.
But that wasn’t all. Within and around the image of the workshop, flickers of other images appeared. Ty was there, in the workshop and also alongside it, multiple times and in multiple poses, including some that were decidedly sexual. Tempest appeared as well, as did Lilith, Gremlin, and hints of all manner of things from the deerkin’s past, present, and potential futures.
It wasn’t static, but a constant whirl of motion, with some images gaining prominence while others faded to nothing, only to be replaced by something new. As Ty watched, one of the images of himself standing naked grew to dominate the rest, and then Dinah was there as well, equally naked. The two images left all others behind, and what they were doing raised Ty’s eyebrows.
Yet it wasn’t cohesive, like a movie might be. Instead, it was like a sequence of clips, out of order, flicking from one to another, all revolving around the same central theme.
“That’s amazing,” Dinah said as she watched the display. Lilith might have blushed at what Ty’s neural link was showing, but Dinah just watched, fascinated and completely at ease.
She transferred her gaze to Ty. “You’ve done it,” she said. “It’s just like the inside of my head, only out on display.
Ty grinned. He knew that what he’d just achieved was spectacular. He’d built it to access the Architect’s thoughts, but with the AZT-407 in his system, his mind was abuzz with other possibilities as well.
The first of those possibilities was telepathy made real. With this, with just a few tweaks, he could enable true mind to mind communication.
Speaking of which…
“Wait. There’s more,” Ty said. “Activate vocal transmitter.”
Dinah looked at him with a curious expression, and his face loomed large in the display.
“Say something,” he told her.
“What…” “What for?” “What do I say?” “Wow,” “Is that what I think…” “What I think it is?”
Before Dinah had said a single word out loud, the workshop was killed with variations of her voice all saying variations of the same thing.
“That’s amazing,” “Do I still need to say something?” “Wow.”
Ty quickly realized that the vocal part of his invention would quickly become overwhelming, and hastily deactivated it, just for the time being.
“Maybe I need to recalibrate that part a little. It seems to be a bit sensitive.” So much for his telepathy idea, he thought.
Dinah still hadn’t said anything out loud. She was looking at Ty with so much pride in her eyes they seemed to glow.
“Is it ready?” she asked. “Is it time to call Tempest?”
Ty nodded. “It’s ready. Call her.”




35: The Architect’s Brain

All three women in Ty’s life were with him in the Architect’s workshop. They had decided it would make more sense to temporarily bring the cryo chambers there instead of trying to rig a visual display option in the conservatory. And besides, the Stark Imager did a much better job of displaying three-dimensional mental images than any flat screen could ever do.
Nor had they stopped at just relocating Tempest’s father. Earlier in the day, the third cryo chamber had arrived, and Tempest and Dinah had set them up in the unused apartments in the building below the mansion. Perhaps the ethics of cryo freezing random people weren’t clear, but from Ty’s point of view, it made perfect sense to keep Spit Bitch and Sparkles on ice, at least until they could figure out what else do with them.
Both of the superpowered villains now stared out through the glass windows of their own cryo chambers next to the that of the Architect.
Ty and the others had agreed. They would use Ty’s neural imager device as planned, to access the Architect’s knowledge. But the old man wasn’t the only source of information they had.
Both Spit Bitch and Sparkles had proven resistant to more direct methods of questioning. Yet that didn’t mean they didn’t have important information they could share.
The cryo chambers were all plugged in and Ty had replicated the appropriate sensory nanites. Technically, they were all set to go, and both Ty and Dinah were eager.
But Tempest, normally a beacon of self-control, had shown cracks in her armor where her father was concerned before. Now, she looked overtly anxious as she stared at the man who’d had such an impact on her life. And while Lilith also seemed curious about what they were going to do, she also sensed Tempest distress.
The demon woman was the most empathic among them, and several times Ty saw her start to reach for the blonde superhero, only to hesitate at the last moment.
“Are you ready for this?” Ty asked, directing his question mostly at Tempest.
The blonde set her jaw and stiffened her spine. She gave a sharp nod, and that was enough.
“Then let’s begin,” Ty said.
The cryo chamber had been designed to enable the front to open without negatively impacting the patient inside, as long as it didn’t stay open too long. Ty thumbed the release and opened it for just long enough to introduce his sensory nanites, and to place the tiara amplifier on the Architect’s head. Then he shut everything again and stepped back.
“Now what?” Tempest said, her anxiety more apparent than ever.
Ty activated the neural imager device. “Now, we give it a moment for the nanites to do their job.”
A moment was all that was needed. In a surprisingly short time, the space above the workbench started to fill with color. To Ty, it looked like a cloud build up within a crystal ball before the future coalesced, and he watched with interest to see what form the Architect’s thoughts might take.
Of the others, only Dinah had seen this before. Tempest looked at the burgeoning shapes with an expression of wonder tinged with worry, whereas Lilith watched with wide-eyed amazement.
Yet instead of forming coherent, recognizable shapes that gave insight into the Architect’s thoughts, the clouds above the workbench stayed as they were. Shifting. Formless. Conveying a sense of peace and tranquility, but nothing of impact.
“Is something wrong?” Tempest asked.
But Ty had almost expected something like this. “He’s being held in stasis,” he said. “I guess what we’re seeing is the result of that. He isn’t conscious, isn’t even awake enough to dream.”
Tempest gave him a look that was almost pleading. “What do we do?” she asked.
“Talk to him,” Ty said. “See if you can get him to register that you’re there.”
The blonde superhero understood. With a very uncharacteristic trepidation to her movements, she approached the Architect’s cryo chamber and laid her hands on it.
“Father, it’s me,” she said. “Can you hear me?”
At this, the cloud display shifted a little, as in response to Tempest’s words. Almost, Ty thought he saw something develop in the midst of it all, but he couldn’t be sure, and it quickly faded again. He knew right away that it wasn’t enough, but didn’t know what to do about it.
Fortunately, Dinah did. “These cryo chambers have various settings. The Architect is being held at the in the deepest state of cryo sleep there is. It’s to keep him alive. But what if we were to bring him partially out of the cryo sleep? Almost wake him up, but keep him under enough to protect him. Would that work?”
“Let’s try it,” Ty said. “Tempest?”
The blonde woman hesitated.
“He will still be in cryo sleep,” Dinah added. “The toxin in his system won’t be able to do any damage.”
“Do it,” Tempest said. She stepped back from the chamber to allow Dinah access.
As the deerkin tweaked the controls, the rest of them waited. To Ty, it seemed like an extraordinary effort to get information on the Master. It seemed that the shadowy villain had done all he could to deprive them of the information they sought while still dangling it in front of them.
If the Architect had been less damaged by the toxin, they could have just asked him what they needed to know. And if he was more damaged, they wouldn’t be able to get anything from him, because he would be dead.
Ty wondered if the sort of twisted thinking was part of the Master’s plan all along, or if it was no more than chance. Then he shook his head. Either way, he was happy to spend his energy trying to help Tempest’s father. He just hoped it would result in success.
“Try now,” Dinah said.
Even as the deerkin spoke, Ty could see a difference in the images being displayed over the workbench. Nothing substantive as yet, just faceless people and a shape that could have been the device on Ty’s wrist, but it was already a long way from the formlessness of even a few moments before.
Again, Tempest approached the Architect’s cryo chamber.
“Can you hear me?” she asked him. “It’s me, Tempest. I’m here. We got you back,” she said.
This time, the response was dramatic.
Almost at once, the image over the workbench coalesced into the three-dimensional depiction of Tempest herself, looming large and with an uncharacteristic smile on her face. Nor was that the end of it. More images of Tempest appeared, showing her at different times in her life. In moments there were dozens of them, maybe even hundreds, images that reflected different times in her life.
Ty didn’t know where to look. He saw Tempest as a girl, very obviously herself, angrily thumping a broken doll on the floor. At the same time, a slightly older version could be seen hugging a tall, faceless man’s legs with an expression of joy. There was a puppy in the some of them, a golden retriever at various stages of life, and an image that spoke of such overwhelming pride as Tempest stood on stage with a diploma in her hands.
Ty was astounded. He’d sought to open the memories of a man lost to cryo suspension, and had succeeded beyond words. He saw Tempest as a baby, identifiable only because of the wisps of blonde hair on her head and the association with all other images. Somehow, they all added together into an expression of love that Ty found difficult to look at, and he wasn’t surprised at all to see tears start to run down the blonde superhero’s face.
Nor was she the only one affected. Lilith had brought up a hand to cover her mouth, and she made small, subconscious sounds of empathy. Dinah was the closest of them to Tempest, and she reached out to grab hold of the blonde woman’s hand.
Quietly, unsure what would happen, Ty reactivated the vocal aspect of the neural imager device.
Just like before, the workshop became filled with the sound of a voice. Not Dinah’s this time, but the deep, rich, baritone of a man echoing back and forth.
“Tempest,” “Daughter,” “Is it really you?” “I missed you so much,” “Tempest, my daughter.”
And on, mostly just repetition, yet the effect was profound.
The images of love combined with a father’s voice was almost too much. Tempest had been looking at the images to the exclusion of all else, but just for a moment she looked at Ty instead. With eyes filled with tears, she mouthed a silent, “Thank you,” and Ty understood much more than just her words.
She didn’t know if her father would ever be able to exit the chamber. She hadn’t known if she would ever get to speak to him again, or hear his voice. And now, she could do so. She could see as clear as daylight that he still knew her, and still kept her in his heart.
It was beyond touching. A heartfelt moment that Ty would never forget. Nor was it close to finished.
Tempest turned back to the cryo chamber and hugged it as if it was the man’s real flesh.
“Father,” she said. “I’ve missed you so much.”
Despite the pressing need for information on the Master, none of those watching even thought to interrupt. This was Tempest’s chance to be with her father, and all of them understood its importance. They simply gave Tempest the time she needed, and accepted that her needs came first.
For long minutes, Tempest spoke with her father, and in his own way, the old man spoke back. While words and images were used, what they said transcended both. It was the feelings that mattered. The connection. The bond between father and daughter, and Ty felt privileged to be included.
Finally, it was Tempest herself who brought the conversation back on track.
She glanced around at Ty and the others, and hesitated only a moment.
“Father,” she said. What can you tell me about the Master?”




36: The Master’s Intention

All at once, the images above the workbench changed once again. No longer were his thoughts dominated by images of love, but were instead a whirling black mass of fear, anger, and hate. Though mostly nebulous, Ty caught flickers of more coherent images, like scalpels glinting from within the mass.
“No!” the Architect said, his voice booming throughout the workshop. “You can’t make me!” “I won’t do it!” “They are not for you!” “How dare you?” “Get out!” “What are you doing to my mind?”
It was hideous to hear, and for a moment, Ty thought the Architect was railing against his daughter’s question. But then he understood. The Architect was just replaying how he had felt under the Masters control.
Nor was Ty the only one to misunderstand. Tempest took a step back, aghast at the response, then she too figured it out. She approached the chamber again and spoke soothingly.
“It’s okay,” she said. “I’m here. You’re safe. The Master can’t hurt you anymore.”
That was all it took for the Architect’s thoughts to calm down again. Once more, Tempest, now at teenager beginning to show the beauty that would define her as an adult, stood in center stage.
“That’s better,” the blonde superhero said. “Remember, I’m here with you.” She glanced around at the others again, and Dinah gave her a nod. Tempest drew a deep breath. “But I have to know. We have to know. Who is the Master? Where can we find him?”
Ty braced himself for another visual and auditory onslaught, but this time it didn’t come. The walls echoed with Tempest’s question in the Architect’s voice.
“The Master,” “Who is he?” “Who is the Master?”
But there were no answers. Nor did the imagery offer any clues. While an image of Tempest still stood in the middle, the rest was no more than darkness.
“Father?” Tempest asked, but the Architect’s voice held little hope.
“I’m sorry, dearest daughter,” “Forgive me.”
There was one more question Tempest had to ask. Once more, she sought courage from Ty and the rest
“Father, do you know what the Master intends to do? What are his plans?”
At this, the most extraordinary sound emerged from the speakers. Still in the Architect’s voice, it was a wail of agony and grief that filled the whole workshop. Nor was that the only indication of the Architect’s answer. The images displayed were stark and clear. Instead of a nebulous, formless cloud of uncertainty, or the loving memories of Tempest growing up, the images were those of destruction.
It was apocalyptic. The destruction of everything. Like what Concussion had been able to manage in a small part of town, but all over New Lincoln as a whole.
Ty knew what it meant. It matched with what the Master had said before. This was no villain with a half-baked plan to snap his fingers and rid the world of one person in two.
The Master had an all or none approach that could wipe them all out.
◆◆◆
 
The only one in the workshop who wasn’t disturbed by what they’d seen was Gremlin, who had vanished for several hours before returning to her spot in the middle of the work bench, oblivious to everything that had happened.
After the Architect responded to Tempest’s last question, the blonde superhero had taken it upon herself to reinstall the cryo chamber back in the conservatory.
She had declined all offers of assistance, and Ty understood why.
The blonde superhero needed to spend some time with the Architect, just to be with him for a while. And to make sure he was okay after seeing the horrendous images that lived in his mind.
As soon as Tempest left, carrying the cryo chamber as if it weighed next to nothing, Lilith had reached for Dinah and pulled her into an embrace. The demon woman was visibly shaken by what she’d seen and sought comfort. For a long time, the two women clung to each other, not saying anything.
The vision the Architect had granted them was truly awful. That anyone would seek to consciously bring it about defied belief. Yet from what Ty knew of the Master, he wasn’t completely surprised.
Shocked. Aghast. Incredulous that any mind could think this was a good option. But not surprised.
He would have been happy to join the embrace, or simply give the women time to recover from what they had all seen. But their task was only part done.
“Should we wait for Tempest to get back?” Ty asked. “Or should we carry on with these two?”
It was enough to draw both women back into the present. Lilith didn’t exactly let Dinah go, not entirely, but she did step to the side. But it was the deerkin who spoke.
“I’m not sure Tempest will be back any time soon,” she said. Then she drew a deep breath, as if stealing herself for what was to come. “Let’s see if these two have anything more to add,” she finished.
Ty nodded, and got back to work.
His neural imaging tech worked just as well on Sparkles and Spit Bitch as it had on the Architect. But where the Architect’s mind was filled with affection for his daughter, memories of love and positive times, and anger and loathing at anything to do with the Master, both Spit Bitch’s and Sparkles minds were like open sewers.
Yet each of them was different. Sparkles proved to be no more than a small, nasty little man with dreams of hurting anyone and everyone whom he perceived to have hurt him in the past. His voice was harsh and grating, and everything in his mind carried a shade of negativity that Ty found revolting to look at.
When asked of the Master’s plans, Sparkles knew nothing. Nor did he have any insight as to who the shadowy villain might be.
As for Spit Bitch, her mind was different. It was a world of jarring colors and images that Ty couldn’t make sense of at first, but which he soon started to understand. The woman connected images in a way that made little sense. In her mind, people weren’t consistent, but from one moment to the next could turn into demonic creatures filled with violence and hate.
Nor did these images seem to be symbolic. Spit Bitch truly believed that demons walked among the people of New Lincoln.
Like Sparkles, her images were filled with violence and unpleasantness, and her voice, before Ty turned off the vocal synthesizer, would have made a banshee envious.
Throughout all of the images, one thing remained consistent. At first, Ty thought it might be her mother, but Dinah suggested it might be an idealized version of Spit Bitch herself.
And idealized was the right word. In her own mind, Spit Bitch was smiling and beautiful, untouched by the ravages of the world about her.
Of those who watched the images unfold, it was Lilith who figured out why they seemed so jarring and incoherent.
“She’s insane,” the demon woman said.
All at once, Dinah’s expression became one of understanding, and Ty had to let out a laugh.
“Batshit crazy!” he agreed.
Yet, of the two of them, it was Spit Bitch who added to their pool of knowledge. Like Sparkles, she didn’t know what the Master’s plans were. But when Dinah asked her who the shadowy villain was, the images above Gremlin took on a coherent, specific flavor.
Mega-corporate buildings. Vast structures taking up multiple city blocks and extending into the sky hundreds of stories above. Dark buildings that served as the seat of power for the city’s wealthy and powerful.
At first, Ty couldn’t see the relevance to Dinah’s question, but then the image faded, shoved to one side by another that could only be a family.
Dinah was the first to put it into words.
“The Master is a member of one of the mega-corporate families?” she asked.
The mega corporations and the people behind them were largely outside of Ty’s understanding. Yet even he knew that many of the massive corporations that governed the lives of the New Lincoln residents were ruled by powerful, extended families. In this, they weren’t so different from Rubio’s crime family, except that the megas mostly operated on the legal side of the line.
Yet that didn’t mean they were innocent of any wrongdoing. In Ty’s mind, while mostly adhering to the letter of the law, they flouted everything else.
Ethics. Human decency. The limits of greed.
Things like that.
But that didn’t seem to be what Spit Bitch meant. The images above the work bench took on a combative tone, where most of family members on-screen turned on one of their number.
The specific facial characteristics of that one weren’t clear in the image. Perhaps Spit Bitch was only guessing. Perhaps she didn’t know exactly who it was. Yet one thing was certain: the isolated family member was crippled some way. They used crutches as they defended themselves against the other family members.
Then the image faded, to be replaced by something entirely random.
Dinah followed up with more questions, but nothing else Spit Bitch offered had much value. In the end, they had to admit they were done.
Ty deactivated his tech.
“So,” he said. “The Master may or may not have something to do with one of the mega-corporate families.”
“He’s crippled, and had a falling out with the others,” Lilith added.
Dinah nodded in agreement. “Yes.” She looked around the room as if assessing, and then breathed a sigh. “I think we’re done for the night. Ty, you are amazing. Thanks to you, we now have a pretty good idea of what the Master has planned, and we might even have enough clues to figure out who he is.”
Ty couldn’t help but be flattered by Dinah’s complement. Yet his focus was on the pragmatic.
“Yeah,” he said, replying to the deerkin’s thoughts on the Master. “He’s a madman bent on mindless destruction. And he has to be stopped.”
Both Dinah and Lilith nodded, the latter with an expression of determination on her face.
“The only question is how?” Ty finished.
“However we can,” the deerkin said, and Lilith agreed.




37: A Call to Arms

It wasn’t long after that when Tempest rejoined them. As the immediate need for Lilith and Tempest to seek out victims of the epidemic had past, Dinah suggested a late evening bite to eat, and they all headed to the kitchen. The deerkin brought out the waffle batter she’d put aside before, and in just a few minutes the scent of fresh waffles filled the air.
As they each bit into the delicious morsels, they talked in somber tones about what they had learned.
Everyone agreed that the recent spate of attacks was just the start, and that the AZT-407 epidemic was no more than an opening gambit. What might happen next, they couldn’t know, but none of them would be surprised if it amounted to chaos, with the potential for destruction on a citywide scale.
As the conversation progressed, Lilith voiced the question uppermost in Ty’s mind.
“How can we stop whatever is to come?” she asked between delicate nibbles of waffle. Ty knew that after a day like she’d had, he would have wolfed down the waffles as if he was starving. But Lilith was right at the end of the femininity scale, and didn’t seem to have the same needs.
Her question was the same one Ty had asked before, but Lilith was looking for details. “There are just four of us,” she continued. “What if the Master is able to create an army of hundreds?”
At this, Tempest and Dinah shared a glance, and the blonde superhero gave the deerkin a brief nod. “It’s time,” she said cryptically.
Dinah seemed to agree. “It isn’t just the four of us,” she said. “There are others who wear devices like ours, and we’ve planned for this. Well, not this exactly, but for situations that go beyond our individual abilities to solve. We’ll put out a call and ask them to come.” She gave half a shrug. “I don’t know how many will be able to, or how long it might take. But we won’t be alone.”
It wasn’t the first time Ty and Lilith had heard of the others Dinah was talking about. Yet the demon woman wasn’t satisfied. Ty knew she had questions about how anyone new might impact their relationship, but that wasn’t what she asked about.
“How many are there?” she said.
Dinah smiled, a bit sadly. “Not as many as I’d like. A few. But well short of hundreds. I think we might also have to recruit, if the AZT-407 drug delivers the results we’re expecting.”
The conversation drifted then, with Lilith asking about who Dinah and Tempest might contact and what they could do. But Ty’s head was still buzzing with AZT-407. He’d spent most of the day in the workshop and was starting to tire, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t think about solutions to his various technical problems.
The neural imager was just the start. He’d already thought about how he could use it as a communication device, but there was so much more he could do. He could use it to replace the synaptic controller in his shield, to enable greater control. And he had a random desire to see what Gremlin was thinking.
But even that was just scratching the surface. With just a few tweaks, instead of simply reflecting the minds of others, his neural imager might well become a mind in itself. Or at least, a duplicate of one.
Ty might be half a step away from being able to download the Architect’s consciousness in its entirety.
Despite the problems they faced with the Master, Rubio, and others, Ty couldn’t help but be excited by that particular prospect. Because even that might be just the first step among many.
As the last of the waffles disappeared from the plate and the evening seemed to be drawing to a close, Dinah looked around at each of them.
“It’s been another long day,” she said. “I don’t know about all of you, but I feel a need to not be alone.” Then she smiled, as if laughing at herself. “Actually, that’s not what I mean. I want sex, and I want it now. Who’s up for it?” As she spoke, she looked pointedly at Lilith, Ty, and Tempest as well.
It was enough to add some levity into what had turned into a very serious evening.
Lilith grinned very broadly. “I did miss you guys last night,” she said. “Just let me tell my father where I’ll be, and I’ll meet you back here in a moment.”
◆◆◆
 
When Lilith reappeared, the four of them headed not to Dinah’s room, but to Tempest’s. The blonde superhero had the biggest bed, and being able to speak to her father, even indirectly, seemed to have made Tempest more relaxed about her room having once belonged to him.
Despite the weariness which came with working so hard through the day, Ty felt himself becoming more alive as they entered the room. He looked about and saw that Dinah was grinning like a Cheshire cat, looking very pleased with herself, Lilith was already starting to blush, and even Tempest’s lips quirked up at the corners.
Just a couple of weeks ago, Ty had slept mostly alone in his tiny room in the crappy apartment he shared with Brad. And now, here he was, about to get naked with the three most spectacular women he’d ever known. It was a reality he wouldn’t trade for the world, even if it came with unexpected dangers.
Dinah seemed more than eager. She stripped off her clothes without hesitation and dived into the bed, then turned to watch the others with a truly gleeful expression.
“Hurry up!” she said. “Let’s get this party started!”
Ty laughed out loud and did his best to match her, but Lilith was quickest. She teleported from where she stood at the door to a spot beside Dinah in the bed, leaving her clothing behind.
Dinah responded with a squeal of surprise, then attacked the demon woman with gusto, kissing and biting for all she was worth. Lilith found herself pinned on her back, and it was all she could do to laugh out loud.
Ty had never seen the deerkin act like this before, and raised an eyebrow at Tempest.
The blonde superhero laughed. “She’s been holding back,” she said. “Didn’t want to scare you off.”
Ty was more aroused than afraid. He shrugged out of his shirt and kicked his pants aside. “Come on. Let’s give Lilith a hand,” he said.
Tempest gave him a nod, peeled out of her clothing, and then the two of them joined Dinah and Lilith in a riot of naked fun.
◆◆◆
 
After everyone was fully sated and starting to drift off, Dinah clambered over Tempest to be closer to Ty.
“I’ve been thinking,” she said, her voice low far more relaxed than usual. “About your little problem.”
Ty knew at once what she was talking about. He roused himself enough to respond. “And?” he said.
“And I think I might have found a solution.”
Even in the dark, Ty could make out Dinah’s beautiful face, although her deerkin markings were a little harder to discern. She was smiling at him from just a few inches away.
“What solution?” Ty asked.
“Well, there are plenty of megacorporations that offer tech in various guises, right?”
Ty nodded. “Yeah. They have entire departments full of engineers. I wanted to get a job like that at one point. But it never happened.”
“Yes. But here’s the thing. Even with the resources they have, there are often problems that the megas can’t solve. Technical issues that they either didn’t notice, don’t know how to fix, or just haven’t prioritized.”
Ty studied the deerkin in the dark. That was something most people only found out when they bought something that didn’t quite work. But it was interesting that Dinah would bring it up.
“And?” he said.
She walked her fingers up Ty’s belly to his chest. “And many of them pay good money to find solutions to those little problems.”
Ty forgot to breathe for a moment. “They do?”
“Of course they do. But only if it makes good business sense. Like, they won’t care about a solution to a problem they’ve described as a ‘feature’. But they will pay if they’ve kept a problem secret because it could open them up to legal issues, or if it’ll give them an advantage over a competitor, or if it fixes a bug that has been actively costing them money.”
Ty thought about what the deerkin was saying. As much as he didn’t really like the idea of working for the mega corporations, it did sound very much as if it would solve his financial issues. And he could pick and choose what he did, and when he did the work.
There was just one problem he could see. “How would I find out what the mega corporations needed?” he asked.
Even in the dark, he saw the deerkin’s grin become even broader.
“That’s where I come in. Information control, remember? There isn’t much I can’t find out, if I look hard enough.”
Of course, Ty thought.
He went to sleep thinking of the possibilities, and wondering if his life might be on the verge of taking another leap in the right direction.




38: Inevitability

It was almost inevitable that they would be woken by yet another of Dinah’s alerts.
Ty had been dreaming of uncountable riches gained through solving technical problems in the mega corporate world, when all of a sudden Dinah was trying to climb over him to get to a tablet computer she’d left on Tempest’s bedside cabinet.
Somewhere in the dark, Tempest groaned out loud, and Lilith made an inarticulate noise of concern.
“Sorry,” the deerkin said as a stray elbow caught Ty in the side hard enough that he let out a grunt.
“What is it?” Lilith asked in the darkness. She sounded on edge, and Ty understood why. Every time one of Dinah’s alerts had gone off in the past couple of days, it had signaled the start of one of the Master’s gambits.
He could only dread what this one might be.
“Give me a moment,” Dinah replied, and an instant later, her tone grew serious. “It’s Concussion,” she said. “Looks like he’s recovered from the AZT-407 hangover. He’s up to his old tricks again.”
This time, it was Ty’s turn to groan. He still had some of the drug in his system, and had wanted to see if he could use it to positive effect in the workshop. But it looked like he would have to spend the time rummaging through ruins once more.
He breathed a sigh of disappointment and was already starting to get out of bed when he felt Dinah stiffen. Before he could ask what was wrong, the deerkin turned to him in the dark.
“Ty,” she said, her voice full of shock. “It’s your building. Concussion has torn it apart.”
At first, Ty didn’t understand what Dinah was saying. His building? The remnants of his dream of uncountable riches hadn’t quite left him, but he was almost sure he didn’t own any buildings.
Then he understood, and the other part of what the deerkin said hit him.
His building. His apartment. Where he used to live.
“Brad,” he murmured in the dark. Then, as the awful possibilities hit him, louder. “Brad!”
Here ends book 4 in the Enhancer series.




Author’s Note

Here we are again, at the end of another book in my Enhancer series. As always, I very much hope you enjoyed it, and if you did, please do leave a review. You’d be amazed at how important those are – they really can mean the difference between a series being able to continue, and not.
I really want to continue with Ty’s ongoing adventure, and I hope you’re having as much fun following along as I am doing the writing. So, please pop back to where you got this book and let others know what you thought. And, as usual, please remember not to include any spoilers. :-)
Here’s the generic bit about reviews I typically include: 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, I’m already in the planning stages of book 5, and hope to have it out … soon!
As usual, if you have any questions or just want to say, “Hi!” drop me a line at:
wyatt@wyattkaneauthor.com
One more thing. If you want to keep up to date with my latest releases, sign up to my newsletter here:
http://eepurl.com/dwy0cL
I don’t yet have a Facebook page, and Amazon’s Follow button is only partially effective, so the newsletter really is your best option.
Until next time,
Wyatt.
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