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1: Déjà Vu

Ty Wilcox felt a sense of déjà vu. This wasn’t the first time he and the girls had been woken by one of Dinah’s alerts. It wasn’t even the first time the emergency that caused the alert was the collapse of a building. For the past couple of days, it seemed to Ty that he, Tempest, and Lilith had done little more than run around trying to contain the damage done by superpowered villains.
They’d caught Spit Bitch and Sparkles, but Concussion was still at large. And he was still wreaking havoc within the city of New Lincoln.
But this time, it was personal. According to Dinah’s alert, Concussion had singled out Ty’s old apartment building and reduced it to ruins.
“Brad,” Ty repeated.
In the gloom that was still too dark to be called morning, the girls were already crawling out of Tempest’s bed. By then, they knew the drill. Yet the personal nature of the attack made it different as well. There was a palpable air of concern as Tempest turned on a light and girls found their clothes.
“I’m sure he will be okay,” Lilith said to Ty, the beautiful demon woman expressing sympathy and reassurance at the same time.
Tempest didn’t say anything, but her expression was grim as she made ready to do what she could to help, and Dinah was at her pragmatic best.
“Same as before,” the deerkin said. “I’ll notify the hospitals to let them know to expect the injured. Ty, your healing nanites worked wonders last time. Do you have any ready to go? Or will you have to fabricate more?”
“I’ll have to make more,” Ty replied. The healing nanites weren’t exactly something he carried around with him. Yet maybe he should.
Dinah nodded. She glanced at Tempest. “I take it you’ll help out as well this time?” the deerkin asked.
The last time Concussion had torn a section of New Lincoln apart, Tempest had been lost in a world of grief and confusion over the sudden reappearance of her father. The Architect, the first superhero, had been thought dead for years. But instead, he’d been held captive by the worst supervillain of the lot. The Master had left the man to die in an alley, and the combined efforts of Ty’s nanites and a cryo chamber were all that kept him alive.
One day, Ty would work out how to reverse the effects of a degenerative toxin Dinah had found in the Architect’s bloodstream. Until then, they could interact with the Architect in the most indirect way, through the man’s dreams.
“Of course,” Tempest responded.
“Good,” Dinah said. “With you and Ty searching the rubble and Lilith transporting the injured, hopefully we’ll be able to save as many as possible. And if I should find Concussion, I’ll let you know.”
Of the four of them, Ty hadn’t yet made any move to get ready. He was sitting on the edge of Tempest’s bed, stark naked except for the device on his wrist that gave him his power and the adhesive discs stuck to different parts of his body.
When activated, those discs generated a glowing blue energy shield that covered him from head to foot. It was largely invulnerable, and Ty had included a synaptic controller that let him shape its power. He could replicate Tempest’s strength to the point where he could go toe-to-toe with Bain, a monstrous villain full of strength and malicious glee. And he could unleash that power in a concentrated blast, as if his shield was an energy cannon.
But he couldn’t yet replicate Tempest’s ability to fly, or her speed. The best he’d been able to do was give himself the ability to skim across the ground at an accelerated pace.
As Dinah defined their roles and the aftermath of Concussion’s efforts, Ty shook his head.
“No,” he said.
Each of the others paused to look at him. Dinah and Tempest showed a mixture of concern and curiosity, while Lilith looked openly worried.
“No?” Dinah asked.
Ty looked at her, taking in the delicate markings that mottled her skin and the antlers that rose from her head. Ty had often thought she was the most perfect example of a deerkin the genetic splices had managed to make. And, like Tempest and Lilith, she was beautiful.
“I don’t think I should be looking for survivors directly. Between them, Tempest and Lilith can do everything I could, and faster. With Tempest there, I’m not sure I would be able to add anything.”
The deerkin raised an eyebrow and tilted her head to an angle. “Do you have something else in mind instead?”
Ty drew a deep breath. He knew time was critical, knew that even now, his friend Brad might be broken and dying in the ruins of their apartment building. Yet he also knew he was right. If Brad happened to be lying about on the surface, Lilith and Tempest would save him.
But what if he was buried somewhere beneath the top layer of rubble?
What if any of the survivors were buried?
Ty and Brad’s apartment had been on the seventh floor. There were a number of levels above them. The chances of Brad not being buried were minor.
“I’m going to work out a way to find survivors no matter where they are,” he said. “And to keep them alive for long enough for help to reach them.”
Dinah studied Ty for a moment. Perhaps she was seeking to understand his motivation. Perhaps she feared that the shock of what had happened was too much for Ty to handle. Either way, it seemed he passed her test. She gave him a nod.
“Okay,” she said. She glanced at Tempest and Lilith, who by then were fully dressed and ready to take on the world. “You’d best be off,” she said to them.
But again, Ty shook his head. “No,” he repeated. He’d thought of something. Two somethings, actually. “Tempest, are you able to use the fabricator in the workshop?” he asked, and the blonde woman nodded. “Then, before you go, grab a Petri dish and fabricate some of the healing nanites. Lilith, I need you to do something before you go.”
The demon woman turned to him, already accepting whatever he wanted and just waiting for him to continue. Like with Dinah, the splicers who had worked on her wings, horn and tail were true experts in their field. Lilith was the consummate succubus, beautiful and seductive, yet her nature was the complete opposite of demonic.
Ty pursed his lips, hesitating. He knew that Dinah wouldn’t like what he was about to say. Perhaps none of them would. But Brad’s life could well be at stake, and Ty didn’t want to leave anything to chance.
“I need you to find a dealer. AZT-407. Upgrade. Whatever you want to call it. Get a dose of the drug and bring it back to me.”
Before Ty had even finished speaking, the protests began. “Ty, that stuff is dangerous!” Dinah said. “Are you sure?” Lilith asked. “Don’t you remember what it did to you last time?” Tempest demanded.
Ty knew their concerns were well founded. Ty had taken the drug twice before, and both times, it had given him a boost to his stats that took his skill to the next level. On the buzz the drug offered, Ty had created the healing nanites that were helping to keep the Architect alive. The second time he’d taken it, just the day before, he had created a neural framework that enabled them to talk to the Architect—after a fashion—even while the man remained locked in stasis.
The device on Ty’s wrist had made him a technopath. Technological Enhancement was his skill, and with it, there was little he couldn’t do given sufficient time. But time was the problem. Ty’s world had become full of danger. Much of his time had been taken up fighting villains of one sort or another.
AZT-407 enabled him to work more efficiently. He could get things done much faster. And that was what he needed right then.
It had also awoken a secondary skill. Technological assimilation. So far, that had proved largely useless, and in fact had made life uncomfortable when Ty had inadvertently absorbed an EMP grenade he’d intended to fling at an adversary.
Yet he could see the potential of it, particularly when it came to making technology unexpectedly portable.
But the reason for the girls’ concern was that there was a downside to taking AZT-407. As many of the New Lincoln residents were learning, the drug was toxic. Even as he thought through his options, Ty was starting to experience the associated hangover again, in the form of a growing pressure behind his eyes.
According to Gregory, the medical robot, that was the least of the issues. Ty knew he would be taking a risk to double up on the drug, but he could see little choice.
“There are lives at stake,” he said. “I have to do this.”
He expected to have to argue some more, to defend his position, but perhaps the girls sensed his determination. They accepted his word, mostly.
“Is there any way we can change your mind?” Dinah asked.
Ty just shook his head. “What would any of you do if it was one of us in danger?” he asked.
It was a rhetorical question. Ty already knew the answer. There was nothing Tempest and Dinah wouldn’t risk for each other. Ty and Lilith were more recent additions to their relationship, yet he knew without a moment of doubt that Tempest would tear down all of New Lincoln to save either one of them if need be. And while Dinah’s talents were less physical, Ty had seen how she reacted to the sight of the Architect in the alley. The deerkin’s talent was Information control, and there was little she couldn’t figure out if she needed.
As for Lilith, the demon woman might look innocent and was a genuinely good person as well. But Ty had seen her succumb to a fury that literally shook the air around her.
Ty didn’t want to even think about anything bad happening to any of them, but knew his own response would be akin to that of the others.
“Do it,” Dinah said to Lilith.




2: Scene of Destruction

Without another word, the demon woman vanished with an audible pop and a lingering odor of ozone.
Teleportation was the most obvious aspect of her skill. Unified field control was its official title, and Ty had his suspicions about what that could mean. But right then, he was just glad that he didn’t have to go with her. As a mode of transport, it was the most efficient around, but Ty really disliked the achingly cold place in between two different disparate points where Lilith took them.
As if the demon woman’s disappearance was a signal, Tempest and Dinah also departed, leaving Ty by himself. He looked at the device on his wrist. It was different from those the girls wore in that he’d merged it with his phone.
Hesitating only briefly, hoping for the best but not expecting much, he dialed Brad’s number and listened. But instead of ringing, Ty’s call went straight through to the answering machine.
“Hey, I’m not in, or if I am I’m ignoring you. Leave a message. Or don’t. Whatever works, man.”
Ty wasn’t sure there was much point in leaving a message, so he rang off instead. Then, knowing he had lots to do, he pushed himself up from Tempest’s bed and looked about for his clothes.
He was just finishing buttoning his shirt over the top of the pouch he wore to contain his power supplies when Lilith blinked back into existence in front of him. Ty caught a moment of anguish on the demon woman’s face, and immediately understood the cause.
“I’ll work out a way to get our main shield to turn off automatically one day,” he said. He had adapted the technology used for his personal shield to protect Tempest’s mansion, as well as the building beneath it. While it didn’t stop Lilith coming or going, it made the process more difficult.
The demon woman shook her head, dismissing Ty’s words. “It’s okay,” she said. “If it was really a bother, I would turn up outside and get one of you to let me in.” She offered a gentle smile, and with that, the demon woman handed over a single use inhaler of the type Ty knew to dispense the AZT-407 drug.
He took it and thought about using it right away. Only the knowledge of how it affected him prevented him from doing so.
“You weren’t gone very long,” he said. “Is it still that easy to find?”
The demon woman shrugged. “There were always drug deals going on at the back of some of the clubs I worked at,” she said. “I figured those dealers would be into this as well.” She gave a half grin. “First place I looked,” she said.
Ty knew Lilith had worked as a stripper, and until then hadn’t been sure how he’d felt about that. Lilith was the most voluptuous of the women he shared his life with, and he didn’t much like the idea of others enjoying a view he’d come to think of as his. Well, and Dinah’s, and Tempest’s, but that was different.
Yet he had also worked at a club, just in a different position. Drug dealers often plied their trade around the back of the Concubine Club as well. At the thought, Lilith’s past triggered an unexpected kinship. In a way, they’d both made compromises in order to live.
It was just what happened in the city of New Lincoln.
If it wasn’t for the urgency of the current situation, Ty might have grabbed the demon woman and thrown her back onto the bed in order to enjoy that sight once again. Instead, he summoned a grin.
“Thank you,” he said.
Before he could say anything else, the demon woman nodded. “Be careful,” she said. “Let me know if you need anything else.”
Ty knew she was about to disappear once again, and understood where she was going.
“Find him, if you can,” he said. “Brad’s my friend. He doesn’t have anything to do with any of this.”
Lilith nodded. Even though she’d never met Brad, she understood Ty’s intent. He knew she would do her best.
And then, with a pop and a lingering odor of ozone, she was gone.
◆◆◆
 
Ty looked at the single use inhaler in his hand. Throughout New Lincoln, there had been an epidemic of people trying the drug, keen to experience the promised enhanced attributes and new skills for themselves. Including Brad.
As had happened with everyone else, the drug made Brad awfully sick, and only medicine provided by his girlfriend Sarah had ensured his survival.
And then Concussion collapsed the building where he lived.
Ty shook the thought away. It was too early to predict Brad’s death. Until he knew it for sure, he would work on the assumption that his friend was still alive.
There was no other choice.
With that thought in mind, Ty decided on a course of action. He’d survived the last couple of doses he’d taken, but was unsure how near a thing it had been. For some reason, the drug’s effects were considerably sharper and shorter lived for those who wore a device. It had seared Ty’s veins and burned his brain to the point where he’d blacked out.
If this latest dose should kill him, he would be no good to Brad at all. So, instead of breaking the seal and inhaling the drug right away, Ty left Tempest’s bedroom in search of Dinah.
He found the deerkin in her communication room, staring at the wraparound screen that covered all four walls.
Ty should have guessed what she would be doing, but hadn’t thought it through. The screen showed different views of the ruins of Ty’s apartment building from a variety of angles.
Despite himself, Ty had to stare. It was the beginning of dawn, and it seemed to be one of those rare days where the perennial New Lincoln cloud cover was thinner than usual. The sky was red, and on another day, Ty thought it might have been beautiful.
But just then, it displayed a scene from a war zone.
It was horrible to see, and almost surreal. If Ty hadn’t known it was his old apartment building, he would have thought it a set for a movie. Except it wasn’t as clean. Without the perennial New Lincoln drizzle to damp it all down, there was a haze of dust hovering over the ruins.
Ty knew the scene was live. Dinah was tapping into every camera she could find that was still active and pointed the right way. She had even tapped into the camera drones that had arrived on the scene.
As Ty watched, he saw Lilith and Tempest working together, the blonde superhero holding up a huge chunk of masonry as the demon woman reached in to take hold of one of the victims. She blinked out of existence, and Ty knew she had taken a survivor to a hospital. Tempest paused for a moment, as if checking to make sure there were no more survivors beneath the masonry block, then gently lowered it back to the ground.
“It looks bad,” Ty said.
Dinah nodded without taking her eyes from the screen. “It is. This building is taller than those Concussion collapsed before. There will be a higher death toll,” she said, her voice grim and sober.
It wasn’t what Ty wanted to hear, yet he knew it was no more than the truth. “What about Concussion? Where is he?” he asked.
The deerkin looked at him and shook her head. “Gone. He used the confusion of the collapse to disappear. It’s like he knows where the cameras are. I caught a glimpse of him, but no more. I don’t know where he’s gone.”
Ty nodded. Part of him acknowledged that it was probably just as well. If the deerkin had been able to point him to the villain, Ty didn’t know what he might have done.
In his anger and rage at the man, he might have gone after him, forgetting all about the victims of this attack until he’d satisfied his need for vengeance.
Abruptly, Dinah seemed to figure out why he was there.
“You’ve got it?” she asked.
Ty held up the single use inhaler, and that was enough. The deerkin made a gesture and the screens went blank. “And you’re sure you want to do this?” she asked.
Ty’s mind hadn’t changed. “I’m sure.”
“Well, let’s get you down to the med bay. We can’t have you passing out just anywhere, now can we?”




3: Single Use Inhaler

Ty realized he’d spent quite a lot of time in the med bay over the past few days. For much of that time, he’d been observing others. Spit Bitch struggling against her constraints. The bunnykin who’d taken a dose of AZT-407 and had been suffering the worst of its effects. Tempest’s father, the Architect, as they sought to keep him alive.
But he’d also taken his place on the surgical table more often than he would have liked. First to treat the burns he’d picked up battling Steam, then again when he’d taken his last dose of the drug.
Even so, he couldn’t complain. The drug was dangerous, and Dinah was just being thorough.
“Lie back,” the deerkin said. “We’ll get Gregory to look at you first. I took the liberty of securing some of Sarah’s serum. That should take care of the more dangerous side effects. But tell me, the last time you took this drug, you blacked out. Why? Did the drug do that? Or a side effect? What can you tell me?”
Ty just wanted to get on and take the drug. To him, time was crucial. But there were good and valid reasons for Dinah’s caution. As well, she moved and spoke with efficiency, wasting no time, as conscious of the time constraints as him. She just didn’t want to put Ty at any more risk than necessary.
So he did his best to answer. “I’m not sure. Maybe just the pain?” he said.
Dinah nodded. “I’ll give you a general analgesic as well as the serum. Maybe that will help.”
Ty agreed, and Dinah turned to the storage containers on the back wall.
As the deerkin prepared Sarah’s serum and the analgesic, Ty stared up at the ceiling. He’d met Brad at college and liked him immediately. Even then, Brad had been heavily into games, although at the time he had been studying how to build them rather than how to play. They’d become roommates before Ty figured out that at heart, Brad was a slob, and it had been a chance comment from Ty as they engaged in an online quest that led to Brad’s turning pro.
“Man, I can’t tell if you’re good at this shit, or if you’re just lucky,” Ty had said. “I’ve been looking for that scroll for weeks. Thought I’d tried everything. And you just waltz in as if you knew where it was all along.”
Brad had given him a huge, shit-eating grin. “You just gotta understand the game logic,” he said. “It’s what separates the noobs from the pros. If you get the game logic, it’s like you can sense where treasures will be hidden when you enter the room.”
Ty stared at the screen and watched as Brad’s character, a warrior in full armor, activated the scroll. Immediately, the screen focused on him to the exclusion of all else. Brad’s character was bathed in light and rose in the air as if the rapture had happened. Then each piece of armor started to change, spinning about in an impossible way, changing color and growing bigger.
When it was done, Brad’s warrior character was bigger, better, and more powerful in every way.
Brad was still grinning. “It only lasts until you get to the gates of Valhalla,” he said. “But it’s still a nice little buff, though. It should make getting through the next section much easier.”
Ty hadn’t been able to help it. When the shot broadened to show his comparatively puny character, he couldn’t help but feel a tinge of resentment.
“That’s like the third time you’ve done something like that,” he said. “I’d pay good money to be able to sense where to find this type of thing.”
At this, his friend had looked at him oddly. “You would, would you?” he’d asked.
◆◆◆
 
“Are you ready?” Dinah asked. In her hand, she held a large syringe filled with a green liquid. The needle was thick enough that Ty contemplated activating his shield, but he knew the deerkin was only trying to help.
He nodded, and before she could ask, he rolled up his sleeve.
Ty had never liked needles, and looked away as the deerkin jabbed him in the arm. A moment later, she was done.
“Give it a minute to work into your system,” she said. Then her expression softened. “It isn’t your fault, you know,” she said.
Ty didn’t have to ask what she was talking about. “But it is,” he replied. “They—Concussion—targeted my building on purpose. If it wasn’t for me, they would have had no reason to choose that building at all. Brad … everyone else who lives there would still be living their lives the same as always.”
Dinah didn’t argue. Instead, she nodded. “I didn’t say you weren’t the reason,” she said. “I just said it wasn’t your fault.”
Ty understood. Yet it would take more than that to assuage his feeling of guilt. He drew a deep breath and realized the pressure behind his eyes was already starting to fade. He brought up his inhaler.
“Now?” he asked.
Dinah paused for just a moment. “Take it,” she said.
A younger version of Ty might have hesitated. He knew the searing agony the drug would cause him, and knew the side effects could be fatal. Before donning the device on his wrist, Ty had been a bit of a wimp. He’d avoided conflict at any cost, and had no idea why people would do things that could be painful.
He’d never been rock climbing. He looked at those who rode in motocross events or X games as if they were crazy. Skydivers were a different species entirely, and while New Lincoln wasn’t near an ocean, the thought even of surfing was a bit much.
But that was before he’d gone toe-to-toe against armed mercenaries and superpowered villains. It was before he’d leveled up into who he was now. And it was before Concussion had taken out his apartment building.
Ty simply broke the seal on his one-shot inhaler, brought it to his lips, and breathed deeply.
Perhaps it was the analgesic Dinah had introduced to his system, or perhaps it was the serum. Maybe even a combination of both. Either way, the effects of AZT-407 drug weren’t as severe as they had been before.
They still seared his veins as if his blood was on fire, and his brain felt as if someone was using a police taser to electrify his mind, but this time, it wasn’t as severe as before. Instead of crying out in agony and blacking out, Ty simply gritted his teeth and gripped the sides of the surgical table.
His breathing came in short gasps, and he could hear his heart thumping in his chest. The skin at the tips of his fingers felt as if he’d plunged them into a fire, and everywhere else it started to tingle.
But this time, instead of the pain building until it was an incandescent ball of fire in his brain, it was different.
Instead of the head-pounding agony he’d experienced before, this time, AZT-407 was like a door opening in his mind. He could literally feel his consciousness expand, as if the constraints of his normal existence were suddenly gone.
He thought that perhaps Upgrade was the wrong name for the drug. ‘Unfettered’ might have been better. ‘Transcendence,’ perhaps. Or even ‘Enlightenment.’
It was like everything around him snapped into sharper focus than ever before. Instead of crying out loud and losing consciousness, Ty turned to Dinah and gave her a smile.
“Are you okay?” the deerkin asked.
For a moment, Ty didn’t understand her words. He was focused instead on the music behind them, the beauty of her speech. Her voice had always been warm to his ears, and she spoke with an accent that added to the effect. He could listen to her voice forever and never get tired of it.
“Ty?” the deerkin asked, a line appearing between her delicate eyebrows in the start of a frown.
“I’m fine,” Ty blurted. “Better than fine. I feel amazing!”
Dinah’s frown disappeared, to be replaced by an answering smile. “Good to hear. It’s working, then?” she asked.
In answer, Ty reached for the device on his wrist and brought up his stats. He knew that it would take a while for the drug to take full effect, but wondered if the effect of successive doses could be cumulative.
Either way, to him, this boost felt stronger, and the stats agreed.
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 (+3)
Durability: 6 (+3)
Healing: 7 (+3)
Stamina: 6 (+3)
Agility: 7 (+3)
Intelligence: 8 (+3)
Wisdom: 6 (+2)
Skill: 3 (+3)
Secondary Skill: 1 (+2)
“Better than ever,” Ty replied. He shifted his arm so the deerkin could more easily see the holographic stats sheet, and watched as her eyes widened in response. Then he dismissed the stats and swung his legs off the surgical table.
“Time to get started. Want to give me a hand?” he asked.




4: A Better Solution

Ty’s brain was buzzing. If his mind was a bucket of water, the AZT-407 drug was like a lump of sodium. Put the two together, and they fizzed and sparked with a chemical reaction that was hard to contain.
Despite the fact that his friend may have been injured or worse, Ty couldn’t keep the grin off his face as he and Dinah entered the workshop in the mansion basement.
As had become his habit, Ty took a moment to let the aura of the place sink in. This cool, white room was filled with wonders, both of his own making and those of the Architect before him. The fruits of the Architect’s labors could be seen in the display cabinets lining the walls. Prosthetic devices for the most part, arms and legs filled with grace and complexity. With the AZT-407 surging in his veins, Ty could almost see the inner workings of each of them. He knew without a shadow of a doubt that he could improve them even more, could take them from pragmatic replacements to works of true art.
For the first time, Ty felt he could sense everything going on in the room. The wires and conduits hidden in the walls were as clear to him as the lights in the ceiling. He could intuitively sense the inner workings of both the Stark imager and the fabricator devices bolted onto the workbench, and could almost feel the conduits through which the fabricator accessed its source materials.
To Ty, it was like the workshop was a living, breathing organism of which he was also a part. He felt connected as never before, and knew that this was what his talent should be like all the time.
Yet even then, he knew there was still more to it. Even with the boost from the AZT-407, he was still at no more than level six, or thereabouts. What would it be like when he reached double figures? What would he be able to do then?
Would he be able to manipulate the technology around him by willpower alone?
He didn’t know, but wished to find out. Maybe he could invent a machine that enabled him to level up more easily. Perhaps something that worked in conjunction with the drug. A new generation device that made the one he currently wore look like a toy.
It was an interesting thought, and one day, Ty would have liked to turn it into reality. But for the moment, there were more pressing needs.
“What are you going to do?” Dinah asked, bringing him back to the present.
“I need to come up with a way to find survivors buried in the rubble and keep them alive long enough for help to arrive,” he said.
Dinah nodded. “And somehow signal where they are,” she said.
“Exactly.”
“Do you have any ideas?” she asked.
Ty grinned even more broadly. “Nanites,” he said. Already, possibilities were swirling about in his head. Ty’s medical nanites would need modification. They were designed to move through a person’s blood stream, but that was quite different to making their way through the rubble of a collapsed building.
“They have to be autonomous,” Ty said. “With the ability to make their way through anything. Sand, rock, water, whatever. And, as you say, they need to be able to send data back to me. They don’t need to be as small as the medical nanite, and it would make sense if they carried a supply of those nanites as well.” Ty nodded to himself as he thought out loud. “So, maybe they wouldn’t be nanites any more. Not exactly. More like spiders.”
At this, Dinah gave a shudder. “Spiders? Really?” she asked.
“What’s wrong with spiders?”
“I just find them creepy,” the deerkin replied.
Ty continued to grin. “We don’t have to call them spiders, if you like. Maybe crawlers. But it would make sense to model them after some sort of insect.”
With that, he got to work, activating the Stark imager and getting it to display one of the medical nanites as a hologram over the workbench, but expanded a few thousand times so he could see it more clearly.
To start with, Ty modified its physical shape, making it bigger, giving it stronger legs and a body that would allow it to survive in the real world. He added sensors and gave it a proboscis through which it could inject the medical nanites it would carry.
Then he integrated a miniaturized version of his energy converter, giving the nanite—or crawler—a virtually unlimited lifespan.
When he was done, he paused to look at what he had designed.
“Looks like a metal cockroach,” Dinah said.
She was right. A cockroach with the proboscis of a mosquito. “It’ll be smaller,” he said. “Maybe a tenth the size. But it does look like one, doesn’t it?” he said.
After that, Ty moved onto the programming, but this was much more straightforward. His medical nanites had to be able to access an entire database of human anatomy, and their actions had been complex. But with this, Ty only needed the crawler to move, to send signals back to a control device, and to perform a few other limited functions.
All in all, it was a much easier ask.
He decided that the device he wore on his wrist was the best option for receiving the data from the crawlers. It was attached to him. He would never lose it. And besides, it was one of the few portable devices capable of producing a holographic image like that generated by the Stark imager. At the site of the apartment collapse, it would show him a three-dimensional representation of everything the crawlers could find.
In total, the work took him no more than an hour and a half. He worked with an efficient focus, largely forgetting everything else around him. The collapsed apartment was a distraction that he shoved aside, and even Dinah’s warm presence faded to little more than a sense of comfort, a spot of love in the workshop beside him.
Several times before, Ty had achieved a state of flow as he worked on a piece of technology. This time, it was stronger than ever, and he knew he could have done anything. His only regret was that he largely excluded Dinah. He couldn’t help it. While gifted in her own way, this was Ty’s area of expertise. There wasn’t much she could do to help him.
Nevertheless, as he stepped back from his design and became aware of the world once again, he could see that Dinah had shared in his frenzy of creation. Not completely, but in her own way. She was looking at him with an expression akin to amazement.
“That was incredible,” she said. “I’ve never seen anyone work like that before.”
Ty was starting to come down from his frenzy. The drug was still there, but without the focus of creation, it no longer lit up his brain as it might.
“I have,” Ty said. “I’ve seen you do much the same.”
The deerkin looked slightly puzzled, so Ty explained. “When the Master showed us the image of the Architect in the alley,” he said. “Your focus was intense when you were looking for him. It’s the same thing,” he said.
The deerkin nodded. She looked back at the oversized crawlers hovering over the workbench. “Will it work?” She asked.
Ty had no doubt. “It will.”
“Well, what are you waiting for?” Dinah asked.
Ty grinned at her. “Fabricate,” he said.
In addition to the crawlers themselves, Ty fabricated a simple sphere, like a pokeball, to contain them. Within that sphere were several hundred crawlers, each of which contained a small supply of healing nanites. More than enough to get the job done.
For a good measure, Ty fabricated an EMP grenade—just in case—and another supply of his healing nanites as well. He encased the latter in a second pokeball, which he clipped onto his belt next to the first. Then he sent a quick message to Lilith and turned off the mansion’s shield so it wouldn’t interfere with the demon woman’s powers.
“Good luck,” Dinah said as they waited for Lilith to arrive. “I’ll keep watch from my communications room. If Concussion shows his face, I’ll let you know.”
There wasn’t much Ty could say in response. With the buzz of creation fading, the grim realities of the task ahead were starting to sink in. His building had been destroyed, and it was clear that Brad was the target. Had Ty’s gamer friend been at home at the time?
Brad was a slob in all senses of the word, and he kept the hours to match. Ty knew that his friend seldom got to bed before midnight, and rarely opened his eyes again before noon. Likely, he would have been sound asleep when the building collapsed around him.
Or had Sarah’s influence changed that about Ty’s friend as well? Was it too much of a stretch to hope she had encouraged him to get up for a predawn jog?
Ty cracked a quiet grin at the thought. There was a better chance of her getting Brad to give up gaming, and that would never happen. But maybe, just maybe, his friend had chosen to stay over at Sarah’s place instead. And maybe he’d forgotten to charge his phone as well.
Ty was still musing upon the possibilities when, with a characteristic pop and with the smell of ozone, Lilith appeared in the workshop.




5: Ty’s Best Friend In The World

The demon woman was covered in dust from the wreckage, but there was the fire of determination and passion within her. As a superhero, Lilith preferred to help those in need than to fight bad guys. Disasters like the one Concussion had manufactured made her feel valuable.
“Are you ready to go?” the demon woman asked, clearly eager to return to the ruins.
Ty nodded, and braced himself as Lilith reached for him.
The cold place between two points of existence was far from Ty’s favorite thing to experience. But this time, it wasn’t as bad as it had been before. Perhaps it was because Ty had turned off the house shield. Or maybe he was distracted by the thought of what he was about to face. It could even have been the chemicals sloshing about in his system somehow protecting him from the worst of it.
Either way, when he and Lilith blinked back into existence, hovering in the air above the ruins, it was with less discomfort than usual. The demon woman gently floated to the middle of rubble, and Ty had his first good look at ground zero.
There was nothing about the ruins Ty could recognize as his apartment building. Yet at the same time, he again felt a sense strong sense of déjà vu. A couple of days earlier, he and Lilith had searched for survivors in a similar scene of destruction. This brought back the memories of what they’d done there in full force.
Ty had helped to rescue more than a dozen victims of Concussion’s destructive power. But there were others they hadn’t been able to save. Many of those had died before Ty and Lilith could reach them, but one, a young boy named Jason, had been conscious and talking when Ty found him.
Ty hadn’t understood the severity of the boy’s injuries until it was too late. Jason had died in Ty’s arms, the healing nanites Ty had conjured unable to help.
Ty gritted his teeth. He was determined not to let anything like that happen again.
At the same time, he could immediately see that this collapse was different. There was no fire, for one thing, and for another, this building had been taller than the one Concussion had collapsed before. The pile of rubble and broken masonry made a steeper hill. And Ty had a personal connection to it.
“Ty?” Lilith asked. She was still holding him steady. “Are you okay?” the demon woman asked.
Ty drew a deep breath in an effort to calm himself. He was not okay. Not by a long stretch. Somewhere in the rubble beneath their feet was the remnants of the apartment he’d shared with Brad. It hadn’t been much of an apartment, just a small kitchen, a lounge that was barely big enough for a sofa and a gaming console, two small bedrooms and a bathroom held together by no more than habit and grime. Ty had experienced highs and lows while living there, but one thing was always the same.
Brad. Ty’s best friend in the world.
And now the gamer might be gone forever.
Nevertheless, Ty nodded. “I’m okay,” he said.
Lilith took him at his word and let him go. But before she could do anything else, Tempest flew over from the far edge of the ruin and landed in front of them.
The blonde superhero’s expression was grim. “We’ve rescued the few survivors from the surface,” she said by way of greeting. “The first responders are here, but they’re limited in what they can do. Their focus is around the edges, leaving the top of the ruin for us.” Tempest swallowed, and Ty could see that even she was having a rough time of it.
“I know there are people still alive, trapped in the ruins,” she continued, “but aside from calling out and listening, there’s not much more we can do.” She looked at Ty imploringly. “I hope you’ve been able to come up with a better option?”
Ty wanted to reassure the blonde woman, but couldn’t muster a smile. Instead, he reached for the pokeball on his belt, the one with the crawlers. He cracked it open and poured the metallic bugs onto his palm.
“These will help,” he said. He activated them and flung them about in an arc.
Tempest and Lilith both watched as the crawlers landed on chunks of concrete and brick, only to scamper away.
Lilith had a vaguely puzzled expression, but Tempest must have understood intuitively what they were for.
“Is there enough of them?” she asked.
Ty nodded. “I used the healing nanites as a base. They can self-replicate as they come into contact with survivors. In half an hour or so, there will be a few thousand of them scouring the ruins. They’ll signal me if and when they find someone still breathing.”
When Tempest had first approached Ty and Lilith, she’d looked like a woman who had forgotten how to smile. But, as Ty spoke, some of the weight seemed to lift from her shoulders. She managed a grin.
“Ty, when was the last time I told you how amazing you are?” she said.
Ty smiled back. “You know, I don’t think you ever have,” he replied.
Tempest smiled more broadly. She stepped toward him and held him close, then pecked him on the lips. “Well, consider yourself told. You are amazing. I am extremely happy that Zach’s device came to you. I don’t think we could have chosen better if we’d tried.”
Ty didn’t know what to say. Of the three women in Ty’s life, Tempest was the one he’d known first. As such, there was a connection between them that was special. It wasn’t necessarily stronger than what he felt for Dinah or Lilith, but it was subtly different.
She was the first. In his heart, she would always have a special place.
And he knew she felt the same. Dinah had once said that Tempest couldn’t refuse Ty anything.
At the same time, it wasn’t something either of them had fully expressed. Sure, Ty had said he loved her, but it wasn’t like they sat around analyzing their feelings for each other. Dinah was more likely to do that, being more introspective. But Tempest had always been Tempest. Pragmatic and capable, and perhaps less in need of the words.
The blonde superhero held him for a moment longer, then stepped away. “Come on,” she said. “All this standing around isn’t going to help anyone. Let’s get on with it, and see how many people we can save.”
Ty activated his shield and got to work. Tempest had already completed a visual sweep of the entire area, using her speed and ability to fly to good effect. Yet with the amount of dust in the air, it was always possible that she had missed someone. Now Ty, Tempest, and Lilith all separated so they could cover more ground, each of them pausing every so often to call out, doing their best not to miss any survivors.
It wasn’t long before Ty received the first alert from his crawlers. He activated the holographic display on his device, and saw that his crawlers had mapped a considerable portion of the ruins already. In Ty’s mind, the display reminded him of the maps in some of Brad’s videogame, complete with a highlighted red blob to one side.
Ty had made it as intuitive as possible, the three-dimensional map orienting around himself at the center. It didn’t take long for him to see that the survivor his crawlers had found was somewhere under a huge chunk of masonry Ty couldn’t hope to shift by himself.
Fortunately, he didn’t have to. “Tempest! Lilith!” he yelled, and both women were at his side in a moment.
He showed them the image. “We’ve got one. Under here,” he said.
Tempest didn’t need any more explanation. She moved to the side of the masonry closest to the survivor and took hold. Without waiting for Ty to offer his help, Tempest heaved.
Ty couldn’t guess how heavy the block of masonry was. He knew that Tempest was impossibly strong. He’d seen it firsthand when she’d held an amusement park ride aloft, complete with fifty passengers. For all Ty knew, this block of masonry could have been far lighter than that.
Or it might have been heavier.
All he knew was that when Tempest put in the effort, the block of masonry rose into the air.
Ty hadn’t realized how much he’d hoped that the survivor was Brad. He would have given anything to see the gamer’s untidy mop of red hair in the dust. But it was a middle-aged woman who sat, still buried in smaller chunks of debris, blinking at them with an expression of shock.
“Ty!” Lilith said.
Despite his disappointment, Ty didn’t want to let this woman die. “Hold it,” he said to Tempest, and without waiting for her acknowledgement, stepped in to root out the smaller chunks of rock. He knew that Tempest might lose her grip at any moment, but trusted his shield to keep him safe.
“What … what happened?” the woman managed.
Ty lifted a chunk of rock that would have weighed more than he did and set it to one side. “The building collapsed,” Ty said.
“You’re that guy,” the woman said. “You live on the floor beneath me.”
Ty paused for a moment to look at the woman more closely. Dimly, he thought he recognized her. Maybe he’d seen her on the stairs a few times, carrying groceries or just making her way down to work. He had the vague idea that she had a husband, but didn’t feel brave enough to ask. He just nodded and went back to work.
The woman looked dazed and confused, but as they worked to free her, she sought to express her gratitude. “Thank you,” the woman said, and Ty saw she was weeping with relief.
“Any time,” Tempest said, and that was enough. Ty turned to Lilith. “Can you get to her?” he asked.
The demon woman nodded. She moved in, and moments later, she and the woman were gone.
“You can let go now,” Ty said.
Despite his words, Tempest didn’t simply drop the masonry into place, but instead lowered it gently. Ty understood. She didn’t want to risk upsetting the rubble, causing it to shift. There was no telling who might end up being crushed if she did.
Ty might have said something to her, to commend her for her strength, but before he did, another crawler sent an alert to his device.




6: Bad News

They settled into a pattern. When a crawler found a survivor, all three of them would head to the location. Tempest would do the heaviest lifting, with Ty and Lilith doing what they could to help. The first couple of victims were near the surface, but after that, they had to dig, doing their best not to upset the balance of the rubble.
In this way, they managed to save half a dozen people, but none of them was Brad, and none of them was Sarah. Yet Ty and the others never even considered giving up. They were still saving lives, even if those lives weren’t the one Ty was after. And for the most part, Ty couldn’t even tell if they were close to his old apartment or not.
Until, that was, he caught a glimpse of the corner of a poster.
One Punch Man, his bald head clear even in the dust.
For a moment, Ty could do nothing but stare. He knew that poster. When last he’d seen it, it was covering a large hole in the wall, made by Tempest and Bain as they fought in his apartment. For what felt like the longest time, that hole in the wall had been a major worry for Ty. Without a job, he’d been deeply concerned about how to get it repaired, only recently coming up with a solution.
He’d planned to program his nanites to rebuild the wall as best he could. Perhaps he would have had to get a glazier to replace the window glass, but he thought he’d be able to rebuild everything else.
If it weren’t for his time-consuming activities as a superhero, he might have already done it. As it was, he hadn’t even told Brad about the possibility.
Ty looked around near the poster to see if he could spot anything else familiar. The couch, maybe? Perhaps part of his bed? But there was nothing. With a heavy sigh, Ty checked the holographic image to see another survivor had been found.
Once more, he called Tempest and Lilith to him.
◆◆◆
 
The crawlers proved to be swift as well as effective. Within a couple of hours, they’d worked their way through the entire pile of rubble all the way to what had once been the apartment building basement, mapping the ruins all the way.
When they were done, they had located nearly twenty people still alive in the rubble. More than Ty had expected, but far fewer than the hundreds he knew to have lived in the building.
Yet even that number was more than he, Tempest and Lilith could easily handle. By mid-morning, they’d fallen behind with their rescues, and only started to catch up around noon, after Ty had recalled the crawlers to him, deactivated them, and collected as many as he could. They had proven to be legitimate lifesavers, and he wanted to keep them on hand in case he needed them again.
There were now just three survivors left buried in the rubble. Ty knew by then that the odds of any one of them being Brad were increasingly slim, but he had to hope for the best. Anything else was more than he wanted to face.
The rescues themselves were becoming more and more complex. No longer were the survivors buried close to the surface. He, Tempest and Lilith had to burrow deep into the pile to get close, and doing so was increasingly dangerous. Not to them so much. Tempest was proof against a collapsing tunnel, and with his shield, so was Ty. As for Lilith, even if the worst should happen, she could blink away from trouble in a moment.
But the lives they sought to rescue were more delicately poised. A single wrong move might be fatal.
As he worked, Ty found himself contemplating how to turn his shield into something more. Sparkles had been able to shape the energy he produced into enormous hands made of power, and Ty couldn’t help but think how he might do the same. Then, in brightest day, in blackest night, no evil would be able to escape his sight.
The problem lay with the synaptic link. It gave him the ability to adjust his shield to mimic Tempest’s strength, and to use his projector discs as a blaster, but it was too rudimentary for the fine control he would need.
Then there was the problem of the projector discs themselves. The discs projected a force field of a set size and shape, at a set distance of millimeters from the discs themselves. What Ty needed was more variable. He needed to define the shape of the shield force field more closely.
If he’d spent his time figuring that out, perhaps he could have used his energy projection to hold open a tunnel while Tempest and Lilith reached through for the victims. And if he happened to find himself facing off against Concussion or even Steam or Massive, it would be truly satisfying to reach out with fists the size of a car to hammer them with.
It wouldn’t be a simple adjustment, but Ty was sure he could do it. Even without the boost of the AZT-407, he could do it.
Maybe.
They rescued another survivor, a teenage boy in bad shape, both of his legs broken, and Lilith blinked him to the hospital. Ty looked at Tempest, her movie star looks still apparent despite the layers of dust clinging to her hair and skin. The blonde superhero favored him with a sad smile, and Ty knew what she was thinking. Of Ty’s three girlfriends, only she had met Brad in person.
“We’ll find him,” she said, doing her best to sound positive. She reached for him, just to hold his hand for a moment, a gesture of reassurance in the rubble.
Ty nodded despite knowing that the odds were fading fast, and then Lilith was back.
They were about to head to the next survivor when Ty’s device signaled an alert.
At first, Ty thought maybe it was Brad returning his call, but then he realized it wasn’t the phone part of the device. It was Dinah. He signaled Tempest and Lilith to stay, then answered.
The deerkin’s beautiful face appeared in holographic form in front of him.
“Hey,” she said. “You look a sight. All of you.”
Despite everything, Ty had to smile. “Thanks,” he replied. “You look beautiful,” he added.
Where Lilith might have blushed at the compliment, Dinah just grinned more broadly, accepting it as her due. Then she sobered, and Ty understood the call had a serious purpose.
“What is it?” he said.
“I’ve got a bit of bad news,” she said. “You have to get out of there. You’ve been recognized from the art museum as the person who knocked all those cops on their asses. You and Lilith both. They’re looking for a way to get you away from the rubble so they can take you in.”
Ty just stared at her. “You’re kidding,” he said.
“I wish I was. There’s a news story doing the rounds with you as the star of a video. Here, I’ll show you.” She did something in the background, and the screen changed to a scene of himself in the art museum, surrounded by half a dozen armed police. When Lilith appeared beside him, it looked like Ty’s shield erupted into an explosion of white fire. The screen was briefly overloaded, showing nothing but white, but the audio continued to function. Ty heard shouts of pain and groaning, and then the video gradually returned.
He and Lilith were both gone, leaving behind the police on the ground, in various states of discomfort.
Ty cursed under his breath as Dinah reappeared on the screen.
“Yes,” she said, agreeing with his curses. “The news story suggests you and Lilith were responsible for all the damage. They don’t even mention Spit Bitch at all.”
“Idiots,” Tempest muttered, and even Lilith seemed irritated by what she had seen.
“There is still work to be done here,” Ty protested.
But Tempest shook her head. “Lilith and I can manage these last two. Get out of here. The last thing we need is for the cops to make things worse.”
Ty was reluctant, but he could see the logic. He turned to the demon woman and saw the same conclusion written on her exquisite face. “But they’re after you too,” he said.
Lilith gave him a smile. “Do you think there’s anyone who can hold me against my will? I’d like to see them try to arrest me,” she said. “In a blink of an eye, I can be literally anywhere else.”
It was a good point. Ty breathed a sigh. “Take me back to the mansion,” he said. “And let me know if anything happens here.”
Lilith nodded and stepped forward.




7: Spiced Chai Latte

Ty and Lilith materialized above the bridge over the Koi pond outside Tempest and Dinah’s penthouse mansion. This trip proved gentler than most. The aching cold of that place between points barely had time to work its way into his soul before they popped back into normal existence.
The demon woman lowered them to the bridge, made sure Ty was steady on his feet, and gave him a quick grin.
“Try not to worry,” she said. “We’ll find him.”
Ty knew the demon woman was just trying to make him feel better, but he was more than worried. His crawlers had shown that there were just two more survivors in the rubble. How many corpses were buried there, he couldn’t tell.
He knew the chances of one of the survivors being Brad were impossibly slim. Even so, he couldn’t help but feel a touch of resentment that he wouldn’t be there to finish the job. That the police were looking for him when there were villains like Concussion wreaking havoc made him unaccountably angry. That they actually had reason to look for him made it even worse.
Part of him wanted to rail at the injustice of it all, to unload on Lilith just because the demon woman would understand. Yet he didn’t want to keep her from the disaster zone. Tempest was the strongest of them, but in Ty’s mind, she took too much on herself. He would be more comfortable if he knew Lilith was with her, helping her as best she could.
Instead, Ty just nodded, accepting the demon woman’s words. Lilith gave him a smile, leaned forward and pecked him on the lips just as Tempest had done earlier. Then she stepped quickly back and, with the familiar popping sound and a hint of ozone, vanished once more, leaving Ty alone on the bridge.
With a heavy sigh, Ty made his way to the main entrance and disabled the shield.
◆◆◆
 
Dinah must have started making her way down from the communications room as soon as she hung up from her call. She was waiting for him just inside the door, and her expression suggested she understood Ty’s inner turmoil. Normally, she would have greeted him with a broad, appreciative smile, but this time, she studied him for a moment instead.
Ty couldn’t hide his anguish. Not from her. He stared at her, unwilling to give in to his grief, and that was all she needed to see.
She wrapped him up in an embrace, and held him for some time. When she stepped back, she kept a grip on his arm. “Come on,” she said. “I’ve got something that will help.”
With that, she tugged him toward one of his favorite places in the mansion. The kitchen was Dinah’s domain, and Ty would never have thought to encroach upon it in any way. But the attached breakfast bar was another story. Ty sat himself down on one of the stools without prompting and wondered what culinary masterpiece the deerkin might be about to produce.
At the same time, he worried that he wouldn’t be able to do it justice. His failure to find Brad had left him feeling hollow inside. He had no appetite at all.
He needn’t have worried. Instead of conjuring a selection of delicious pastries or cakes from thin air, the deerkin took a matched pair of ceramic mugs from a cupboard and set them on the counter.
Ty realized she must have set things in motion before calling him. Instead of reaching for a kettle, she took a simmering pot from the stove and poured a hot, aromatic liquid through a strainer directly into the cups.
Ty couldn’t help himself. Despite how he was feeling, he inhaled hugely. The liquid smelled warm and familiar, and remarkably comforting even though he couldn’t name the scent.
“Spiced chai latte,” the deerkin supplied. “With a touch of vanilla and cinnamon. My own recipe. The best thing possible for cold winter nights, days of sadness, and for getting over the flu.”
She finished pouring and popped the strainer into the pot, which she sat back on the stove, away from the heat. “Not that any of us have had to worry about colds or flu since putting on these devices. Although I dare say it will also help with the after-effects of that drug you’ve been taking.”
She offered one of the mugs to Ty and started to lean against the counter, but then changed her mind and joined Ty on the other side, settling herself onto one of the other stools. As Ty held the drink close to inhale the flavors, he thought about what the deerkin had said. He could still feel a slight buzz from the AZT-407, but knew the strongest effects of it had already passed. Yet he hadn’t reached the hangover stage. Or, if he had, the effects of that were being masked by Sarah’s serum in his veins and the restorative Dinah had given him before.
To Ty, the drink smelled like luxury and warmth, and he knew before he took his first taste that it would be both delicious and exactly what he needed just then.
Dinah was watching him with an expectant expression. Ty blew gently into the mug and took a small sip.
It was an explosion of flavor like nothing he’d ever tasted before, and he knew it would do everything that the deerkin had said it would. He’d never been much of a tea or coffee drinker, but if he had been, one sip of the deerkin’s spiced chai latte would have been enough to convince him to change his drink of choice from that moment on.
He couldn’t help himself. He stared at the deerkin as he swallowed, then blurted, “That’s amazing!”
Dinah gave him a grin and took a sip of her own drink with as much evident pleasure as he had done.
“It is, isn’t it?” she said. “Now, why don’t you tell me how the morning has gone?”
In between sips, Ty did so, and it seemed that Dinah was impressed with what he had done. Her eyes lit up with pride as he described his success with his crawlers, and how they’d enabled him, Tempest and Lilith to find an unexpected number of survivors and reach them far more quickly than they otherwise might.
As Ty spoke, he refused to think about how many lives had been lost in Concussion’s other disaster zone. How many people had died beneath Ty’s feet, simply because he hadn’t thought to create his crawlers yet?
For her part, Dinah told him in turn that she’d started to contact some of the others from the Architect’s original group of device wearers.
“It’s preliminary just for the moment,” she said. “Just giving them a heads up rather than asking them to drop everything and come right away. They have their own villains to deal with in their own cities.”
Dinah and Tempest had mentioned that there were others who wore the Architect’s devices before, but hadn’t really gone into much detail. If Ty hadn’t been so focused on his failure to find Brad, he might have asked for more information. He had no clue who these ‘others’ might have been, or what their skills were. Nor, for that matter, did he know how they might fit with their little group.
The Architect’s devices enhanced every aspect of the people who wore them, including their attraction to one another. Ty wasn’t convinced that having someone else show up would be a good thing.
Either way, that was a problem for later. Ty took another sip from his drink and uttered a sigh.
“I think Brad’s dead,” he said, once Dinah had finished speaking.
Surprisingly, Dinah offered him a gentle smile. “I’ve been keeping an eye on the hospitals and morgues, as well as monitoring the rescue operation from here. Your friend Bradley Fletcher doesn’t appear on any list. So how about this. Until we know for sure that he hasn’t made it, how about we both continue to believe that he popped out for a random walk and just left his phone behind?”
Ty appreciated the effort, and there was truth in the deerkin’s words as well. There was always a chance, and Ty wasn’t willing to give up hope entirely. Not yet, anyway.
The spiced chai latte was doing its job. Despite himself, Ty couldn’t help but be buoyed by the warmth and deliciousness contained within the brew. He was even able to muster a smile in return.
As he put the empty cup back on the bench, Dinah took one last swallow of her own drink, and set her mug aside.
“Now,” she said. “It’s time for phase two of my devious plan to get Ty Wilcox back up on his feet. You’ve been working hard all morning, in something akin to a war zone. How about you get yourself out of those clothes and into the shower?”
She grinned impishly at him. “I guarantee you’ll feel better if you do.”




8: Technological Assimilation

Ty’s shield protected him from much of the dust and grime from the disaster zone, but he hadn’t had it activated all the time. A small child had looked at him with obvious fear as he’d tried to help, and Ty had realized it wasn’t him but his blue energy glow that the child had been scared of. He’d turned off his shield then to gain the child’s trust.
Later, he’d turned it off again to avoid interfering with Lilith’s teleportation. Not for long, in the scheme of things, but the rubble was dusty. It hadn’t taken any time at all for that dust to adhere to his skin and glue itself to the dampness on his shirt where he’d been sweating.
Because of that, it would have been a relief to soak in the shower anyway. But with Brad still playing on his mind, Ty turned up the heat and did his best to let the water wash his worries away.
For the longest time, he stood there, eyes closed, vaguely wishing he’d taken off his projector discs so he could get properly clean. Then, despite himself, he barked a laugh.
He didn’t need to take off the discs. He had another option.
His secondary skill, the one that had caused him so much trouble when it was forming, was technological assimilation.
A quick check of his character sheet showed that even though the buff from the AZT-407 drug was fading, the skill remained. Ty focused on what he wanted to do, and seconds later, all of the discs—as well as the device on his wrist—had been completely absorbed into his body.
He let out another laugh. As yet, he didn’t really understand what this skill might be good for, but just at that moment, he was grateful for it. Having technology adhering permanently to his skin sounded fine, but after a couple of weeks, that very permanence started to itch.
With considerable relief, Ty reached for the soap.
Ty was mostly clean when the door to the bathroom opened and Dinah walked in. Ty’s first thought was to worry that something had happened, but when he looked again, he realized the deerkin had something other than delivering news on her mind.
She was naked from the tips of her antlers to the hooves on her feet, with only the device on her wrist breaking the perfection of her deer-mottled skin.
The deerkin paused on the other side of the glass shower door and gave him a warm smile. “Do you have room for one more?” she asked. “I thought you might like some cheering up.”
Despite everything, despite his concern for his friend, it was an offer Ty would never refuse. As he opened the door for the deerkin, he reflected that he had never before been so sexually motivated, or active. In his earlier, pre-device existence, he wouldn’t have been able to keep up with the pace. But now, it seemed completely normal to bed any or all of the women he loved at least once a day, if not even more often than that. He knew this was most probably another part of the enhancement due to the devices they wore, and as Dinah stepped into the shower with him, he said a silent thank you to the Architect for inventing them.
The deerkin made no pretense of getting clean. Instead, she pressed her magnificent body to his and drew him close, ignoring the water running over them both.
“Mmm,” she murmured as she looked up at him. “One of these days we’ll have to find a way to sleep in in the morning. It’s not fair that you, Tempest and Lilith are being taken away from me so early. Doesn’t the Master know I usually have plans for you all?”
She said it with a quirk of a smile, but Ty still sensed the truth in her words. All at once, his problems faded away and he wrapped his arms around the deerkin’s narrow waist. He intended to pick her up and crush her against the shower wall, but before he could do so, the deerkin pushed him away and looked him up and down with a frown creasing her eyebrows.
“What happened to your discs?” she asked. “And your device?”
Ty grinned. “My new skill, remember? They’re still there, but not on my skin.” He gave shrugged.
Dinah considered this for a moment, then gave a nod. She ran a finger from collarbone to collarbone, through where two of the discs used to be. “Useful,” she declared, then kissed him on his shoulder, taking care to angle her antlers away from his face.
For long moments, Ty just accepted the attention, standing in the water as Dinah worked her way down from his shoulders, kissing first his chest, then his belly, then kneeling on the shower floor and taking him in her mouth.
Ty felt himself start to throb almost at once, and had to grab hold of her hair to slow her down. She did so, moving sensuously, holding onto his hips. Even so, Ty found it difficult to stay in control. He endured her attentions for as long as he could, then, his breath growing shallow, helped her back to her feet.
“Too much?” she said, grinning broadly.
“Yes. No.” He shook his head, returning her grin. “I just didn’t want it to finish too soon.” With that, he did what he’d been planning before, lifting her up and pressing her against the wall.
Her smile grew even broader. She wrapped her arms around his neck at the same time as she wrapped both her legs around his hips. If Ty hadn’t had the device on his wrist, he might not have had the strength to hold her up. As it was, it was easy. He entered her and they began moving together in a way that was as old as time.
As the deerkin planned, Ty forgot all about Brad, his building, and everything else. He focused all his attention on what they were doing, and would have been content to keep doing it until the shower ran cold, and probably even longer.
But, not long after Dinah started to breathe in short, sharp gasps, her device signaled an alert.
Ty gave a grunt of disappointment. He knew that any alert Dinah received was likely to be important. Perhaps another superpowered villain had come out of the woodwork. Maybe there was a fire whipping through an apartment complex, or the Master had left another of his messages.
Either way, it wasn’t the type of thing to be ignored, and in all the comics Ty had read, the heroes virtually always responded to such alerts appropriately.
Then again, he’d never found a comic where the heroes’ powers came with an enhanced sex drive at the same time. Nor did the comic book alerts happen when the heroes were in the shower together, making love against the shower wall.
Ty’s sense of duty fought a valiant fight against a more primitive, animalistic need. It might have won the battle if Dinah had so much as paused. But the deerkin showed a moment of irritation at the alert and breathed, “Don’t stop,” with her eyes closed and jaw set. At the same time, she used the strength of her legs wrapped around him to hold him in place.
The animal need in Ty won out. With a growl worthy of a wild beast, he took Dinah at her word. He thrust into her once, twice more, then again, and that was enough. Both of them cried out at the same time, and for some seconds, Ty leaned his weight against Dinah as he held her against the shower wall.
When they could both breathe again, he found the deerkin grinning at him.
“Perfect,” the deerkin said. She swallowed, shook herself, and breathed deeply. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s see what that alert was all about. Grab your pants. I have a feeling you might need them.”
◆◆◆
 
As well as his pants, Ty grabbed the rest of his clothing and one of the large, fluffy towels Dinah and Tempest kept in the bathroom. The deerkin reached for another of them, wrapping it around her, then lead Ty, still naked, through the mansion to her communication room.
Once there, Ty quickly dried himself and climbed into his clothes as Dinah brought the alert up on the screen.
“It’s Concussion,” she said, her speech quick and efficient. “Hang on, I’ll see if I can access the video feed.”
In moments, the deerkin had done so. Ty found himself looking at a large man with oversized shoulders and arms like those of an ape. Beyond that, he was ordinary enough, with dark hair and a face that spoke of malignant glee. If it weren’t for his disproportionate build and the device on his wrist, Ty doubted he would have given the man a second thought.
“Where is he?” Ty asked. Already, he was thinking of summoning Lilith. Despite Dinah’s warning about the police looking for him, this was important. Concussion was dangerous. How many people had died at his hands, Ty didn’t know. All he knew was that the man had to be stopped.
For Ty, it would be an absolute pleasure to have a hand in that stoppage. Acting on the Master’s orders or not, Concussion had destroyed Ty’s apartment building. The man was responsible for hundreds of deaths, including, perhaps, Brad’s, as well as all the associated misery and grief.
And anger.
Ty realized he’d stopped doing up the buttons of his shirt. His hands were clenched into fists at his side.
“Can you see where he is?” he asked through gritted teeth.
“Give me a moment,” the deerkin said. With a gesture at the screen, she panned back and out, so that Concussion was just one of a number of people on the street.
Ty’s mouth dropped open and he stared in astonishment. Dinah flicked a glance his way, and if he’d been looking at her he would have seen that she understood. But his entire attention was fixed on the screen, on a building he knew intimately.
There had been a mathematical chance that the attack on Ty’s building had been nothing more than a coincidence. A sick, cosmic joke played out against Ty by an uncaring universe. Sure, the chances of that were extremely slim, but in Ty’s mind, he couldn’t discount it entirely, for one reason only.
He couldn’t figure out what the Master would gain by destroying his building.
But there was no mistake. Ty knew the Master was targeting him. There was no doubt at all.
The building on-screen, the one taking Concussion’s attention, was none other than the Concubine Club, where Ty used to work.




9: The Concubine Club

A million things went through Ty’s mind all at once. He knew with a sick feeling in his stomach that Concussion intended to bring the club down as well. While still early, the club would already be busy. Badger would probably be there, working the door. Martin would have started his shift filling the place with techno-punk music that set Ty’s teeth on edge. The rest of the staff would be there, of course, and dozens, perhaps hundreds of customers.
Ty wondered if he could reach the Concubine Club quickly enough to stop Concussion from destroying it. That was the only thing that mattered. More than the Master’s motivation. More than taking Concussion out of the game, more even than Ty’s revenge over Brad.
“Lilith,” Ty blurted, and that was enough. As Ty watched the screen, Dinah immediately started to make the call.
But it was already too late. As Ty watched, the villain who had caused them so much trouble paused in the street. He looked left and right, and his grin broadened. Then, with deliberate maliciousness, he swung his hands wide before bringing them together with a concussive clap that even the Hulk would have struggled to match.
The impact of Concussion’s power was dramatic. From the safety of Dinah’s communication room, he could see the shockwave erupt from the man’s hands and race to the building. But perhaps Concussion’s power wasn’t at its strongest. Perhaps the boost offered by the Master’s drug had started to fade. Instead of collapsing the building all at once, Concussion’s concussive blast merely shook it on its foundations.
Ty stared as huge cracks appeared in the building’s façade, and he hoped against hope that the building would stand. Perhaps those within it would have the chance to escape.
But Concussion wasn’t done. As Ty looked on in increasing horror, the man swung his hands wide again, and brought them together a second time.
Such was the impact that it seemed to reach all the way into the communications room. The image on the screens shook as if in an earthquake, and it took Ty a moment before he realized the camera Dinah had accessed had become unstable.
The main entrance of the Concubine Club couldn’t stand the impact. Pieces of concrete crashed to the ground, splitting against the pavement. And still, the monster on the screen wasn’t done.
Twice more, the man brought his hands together. Both times, the shockwave brought down more masonry, shaking the building to its core. Then once more, and the Concubine Club was done. Just like Ty’s apartment, the building came down.
Dinah hadn’t turned on any sound for the screens. Perhaps that was for the best. Even so, Ty imagined not just the horrible sound of the building collapsing, but also the screams from those trapped within.
He found that he was breathing in short gasps and that his stomach had formed a tight knot of shock mixed with an awful feeling he couldn’t name. Despair. Rage. Something combining aspects of each.
He found himself staring at the screen full of hate for the man who even now stood there with a shit-eating grin on his face. Concussion, Ty decided, was truly malicious, and Ty would do everything he could to jam his grin down his throat.
At the same time, he was vaguely aware of Dinah talking, arguing almost with Tempest and Lilith.
“This takes precedence,” she said. “Concussion is active. He has just collapsed another building. Time is crucial.”
Then, all at once, Lilith was there, appearing between Ty and Dinah with an audible pop and odor of ozone.
“We have just the one more to go…” the demon woman said, perhaps continuing the discussion with Dinah. Only her words dried up as she stared at the screen. “Another one?” she asked, but didn’t seem to need an answer. Instead, she looked at Ty. “Do you have what you need?” she asked.
Ty tried to get his brain to function. He had his crawlers, his healing nanites, and an EMP grenade as well. On top of that, he had his shield and would quite enjoy blasting the crap out of Concussion with his shield cannons.
It would be enough. He nodded. “Take me there,” he said.
Without another word, Lilith reached for him and held him close.
◆◆◆
 
Not even the cold of teleportation could compare with the roiling emotions Ty felt. It wasn’t enough for the Master to attack Ty’s apartment and put his friend’s life in danger. He had to attack Ty’s workplace as well. Sure, Ty had hated nearly every moment he’d spent under the thumb of Angie the Hutt. But that didn’t mean he wished anything bad to happen to those he’d worked with.
Even the club itself. It might have reeked of old vomit and piss and hummed to a beat Ty could barely abide, but for a lot of people, it was a place of fun and entertainment.
For anyone to bring it to its knees was an insult to the people of New Lincoln.
So when Lilith blinked Ty back into existence in the air over the ruins, he could quickly forget his abhorrence of being teleported.
Instead, he focused on his deep-seated loathing of the man who had done all the damage.
The man whom Ty could see even then admiring the results of his work.
“Drop me in front of him,” Ty grated. He knew that Lilith could easily handle Concussion all by herself, but Ty wanted his own crack at the man. Even before Lilith started to settle, he’d started to reach for the grenade at his belt.
But what Lilith said next caught Ty by surprise. “Will you be okay here on your own?” the demon woman asked.
Ty looked at her. Still in Lilith’s grip, he’d been staring about, assessing the situation on the ground, and hadn’t really been paying her much attention. But now he had no choice.
“Huh?” he said.
Lilith read Ty’s confusion correctly. “There’s one more survivor at your apartment. Tempest is on her way here. You know me. I’m not much of a fighter. Not really. But I can’t let that survivor suffer if I can help it.”
Still hovering in the air above the ruin, Lilith seemed to plead with Ty to understand. “There will be similar work to do here,” she said. “And I’ll be back for that as soon as I can. I’m just hoping the fight will be done by the time I return.”
All at once, much of Ty’s loathing and rage faded away. He understood Lilith completely. He knew she would fight if she must—she’d demonstrated her ability to do so in the past—but it wasn’t something she particularly enjoyed. Helping those in need, however, was different. That was her focus, and it showed just how good a person she truly was.
It also forced Ty to re-evaluate his own priorities.
He couldn’t help himself. Despite the carnage below, he let out a brief laugh. “You said Tempest is on her way?” he asked. The demon woman nodded. “I’ll be fine. Just lower me to the ground, and you can go. Save the last person.”
In his mind, he knew there was no other option. Even if the last survivor wasn’t Brad, they would be important to someone. To postpone their rescue in favor of battling a villain might not make sense given how many other lives the villain might place in danger, but it was still the right thing to do.
With apparent relief, Lilith drifted down to the ground, and Ty reached instead not for the EMP grenade, but for his pokeball full of crawlers instead. As soon as they touched the pavement, Lilith reached up and kissed Ty on the lips.
“Call me if you need me,” she said. “And I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
With that, she disappeared once again, leaving Ty all by himself with the ruined Concubine Club on one side and Concussion in front of him.
“You!” the villain said. Perhaps he’d recognized Ty from their previous encounter. More likely, it was his mode of arrival that attracted the man’s attention.
Either way, Ty ignored him for long enough to flip the pokeball onto the ruins and activate the crawlers within. He tried not to think about the people caught in the collapse. Not even Angie the Hutt deserved to have piles of concrete land on top of her.
Then Ty activated his shield, noting with a detached sort of interest that it worked just fine even with the projector discs having been absorbed into his flesh. Only then did he reach for his EMP grenade and turn his attention to the man with the clap.




10: Concussion

Ty stared at Concussion across a distance of perhaps forty feet. Other than the two of them, the immediate area was strangely quiet. The man’s efforts had chased away most of the passers-by, and as yet none had returned to try to aid those caught in the rubble.
As for the destruction the man had wrought, the immediate collapse was finished. Ty could hear some of the victims moan, and he heard someone call out in the dust for help, but the sounds of sundering concrete, metal and wood had faded to occasional rock falls and small noises.
In a way, it felt to Ty like an old-fashioned stand-off, with two combatants facing each other in a western town, awaiting a signal before pulling their guns and doing their best to kill one another.
Except that Ty saw no reason to wait. He wasn’t a gunfighter. This wasn’t the Old West. And this wasn’t a duel.
Instead, it was about a loathsome villain who’d brought the roof down on Ty’s friends and workmates, and might well have murdered his best friend as well.
All that mattered was that Concussion had to be stopped.
With deliberate intent, Ty pulled the pin on his EMP grenade, and threw it as hard as he could at the man with oversized arms. He intended to charge in as soon as the grenade went off and hammer at the man with his fists. Then, when Lilith was done with her last rescue, he would get her to take Concussion back to the mansion. Maybe they would have to restrain him somehow until another cryo chamber turned up. Or maybe Dinah could simply sedate him. Either way, it was Ty’s intention to get him off the streets once and for all, and then to turn his attention to this newest pile of rubble.
Unfortunately, it didn’t work out that way. Concussion had seen Ty’s EMP grenades before. The loathsome man had lost his first device when Ty had used one the last time.
Perhaps the Master had told him not to let Ty do the same thing again, or perhaps it was his own choice. Either way, Concussion proved more than a match for the grenade.
Before Ty’s best weapon had reached even halfway to its intended target, the man aimed one of his concussive claps and let rip.
The shock wave caused by the man’s power knocked the grenade off target, to explode harmlessly in the air away from anything it could damage.
Ty swore out loud. Even though he was safe in his shield, he caught the edge of the man’s power. It felt like exactly what it was. A shock wave going right through him.
The vile man uttered a laugh, and Ty charged toward him.
As fast as thought, Concussion brought his hands together into an almighty clap, and Ty understood what it was like to feel the full force of the man’s power.
Ty’s shield had been designed to mimic Tempest’s strength. It made him durable, and he’d tweaked it to give him an element of the blonde superhero’s strength. In addition, it came with its own weapon, an unleashing of energy that was akin to the most powerful blaster.
With his shield, Ty could have survived inside the Concubine Club as the ceiling collapsed onto him. He could survive a fall from any height, and blaster fire meant little to him. Ty had also withstood the full force of a punch from Tempest herself, although that had indeed knocked him on his ass.
The only thing Ty’s shield had proved ineffectual against was the ability to heat the air around him, and Lilith’s unified field control.
It also proved to be proof against Concussion’s shockwave.
Almost.
While the blast didn’t exactly hurt Ty, it was powerful. Powerful enough to tear through the concrete foundations of an apartment building. One of Rubio’s minions, a man Ty thought of as Massive, might have withstood the force of Concussion’s power. Massive had the power to increase his personal density to an astonishing degree. He had cracked concrete simply by walking upon it.
Ty was far less dense. Concussion’s shockwave picked him up and tossed him back backward like a tumbleweed in the wind.
Ty skidded and bounced across the pavement, his shield protecting him from any actual damage, until he came to a rest. He was rattled but unhurt, and immediately sought to scramble to his feet.
But Concussion’s power gave him an advantage. If Ty had been facing him in one of Brad’s games, the man’s attack would have shown a number of stats. Power was one, but another would have been the time it took before he could use it again.
That time turned out to be almost instantly.
Before Ty could get to his feet, Concussion clapped again. And again. And once more, each shockwave hitting Ty bang on target, shunting him backwards and giving him no chance at all to recover. From one moment to the next, Ty was on his back, bounced sideways, then facing into the dirt, and then he was upside down against a wall. Even then, Concussion wasn’t done. He clapped again, and Ty and the wall collapsed around him, half burying him in rubble.
Ty cursed out loud. He didn’t want a second building to collapse, so in between one clap and the next, he launched himself with superhuman effort in a different direction. With a sense of relief, Ty saw that the building he’d been almost forced through was still standing, albeit a little worse for wear.
He continued to curse. He wanted one clear shot at the man with his blasters. Perhaps he had the power to withstand it, but perhaps he did not.
Yet it didn’t seem like Ty would get the chance. Concussion was cagey. He followed Ty at a steady stalk, keeping him in range but never approaching close enough for Ty’s own weapons to be brought to bear even if he had a moment to do so.
It was infuriating. It was like one of those fighting games where a six-year-old opponent had found the perfect combination of buttons to create an un-defendable kick, and they just smashed those buttons repeatedly until they won the fight.
Nor was that the worst of it. The loathsome man seemed to have no qualms about tearing the city apart to keep Ty off balance. Again and again, the man clapped his hands, and Ty could do nothing but swear.
In a way, it was a stalemate. Ty understood that while Concussion could rattle him, he couldn’t really get through his shield. And while Ty could withstand the man’s ongoing punishment, the repeated shockwave prevented him from returning the attack.
Yet he didn’t give up. All he needed was one slip, one pause, and that would be enough. As each shockwave left him, Ty did what he could to regain his feet, to skitter to one side, to do whatever it took to buy himself some time.
All he needed was a second or two, and that would suffice. Ty just hoped the damage to the city would be minimal in the meantime.
Again and again, Concussion used his powers, sending Ty tumbling and collapsing structures around him.
And then, all of a sudden, everything changed.
Lilith had mentioned Tempest was already on her way. The distance between Ty’s broken apartment and his place of work was no more than a few miles. And Tempest could travel at supersonic speed.
It happened very quickly. One moment, Ty was weathering an ongoing assault from Concussion’s sequence of shockwaves, and the next, a new player had entered the game. Tempest approached from somewhere behind Ty and flew toward the man at full speed.
Her timing was perfect. Concussion was able to release his shockwaves at a speed of one every second. But Tempest was fast enough to get to him without any risk to herself.
The fight was over.
The blonde superhero stood over the prone, groaning form of Concussion, looking every bit the embodiment of power. To Ty, she was magnificent. As beautiful as any Hollywood star, as powerful as a locomotive, able to leap at least moderate sized buildings in a single bound. Like a threat made real, she exuding vitality and strength all at once.
“You leave my boyfriend alone!” she shouted down at the man, and Ty almost burst out laughing.
Yet Tempest’s anger was real. Her fists were bunched at her sides, and Ty was sure that if Concussion had been able to make any move at all, it would have been the wrong one.
With a sense of relief combined with pride for Tempest and a touch of humiliation for himself, Ty finally managed to pick himself up off the ground.
In his mind, the battle was done. Now Lilith could return whenever she wished and deliver this villain to Dinah. Then they could get to work on the ruins of the Concubine Club, and save any who needed to be saved.
He was completely taken by surprise when Bain stepped out from a side street, looking as vast and powerful as ever before.




11: Bain 2.0

“Ha!” the monstrous villain sneered. “A tag team matchup!”
At the man’s words, Ty’s blood boiled in his veins. When last they’d confronted Bain, it had seemed decisive. Ty had hoped it would be the last they saw of him, but now he was back, larger than life.
In the past, Ty’s life had never been about fighting. Sure, he’d taken a few martial arts classes when he was young, and in recent weeks he’d put them to more use than he ever expected. But when it came down to it, he still lacked the basic instincts of a born fighter.
Instead of assessing the situation, deciding on a course of action and immediately acting upon it, Ty gaped at the monstrous man who had just stepped out of the shadows.
Bain. The bane of Ty’s existence. A monstrous villain second only to the Master himself in terms of the enmity he had created. It was Bain who’d murdered Zach in the alley, Bain who had fought Tempest in Ty’s apartment, Bain who had abducted Dinah, and Bain who’d kept Lilith prisoner.
Everywhere Ty turned, it seemed that Bain was there. The charade that led to the Master testing his AZT-407 drug had been orchestrated by Bain. Even the attack at Scare Kingdom had included Bain at its core.
Time and time again, the monstrous villain turned up at exactly the wrong time and done his best to cause Ty and the women he loved serious bodily harm.
When last they’d met, Lilith had taken her rage out on the man, and inadvertently removed part of his arm along with the device he had worn. The device Ty wore now.
Ty had expected the man to be out of action for some time, but as well as being impossibly strong and durable, the monstrous man also seemed to recover from injuries irritatingly quickly. Not that he’d regrown his missing limb. Whatever powers of recuperation he possessed didn’t extend that far. But he showed no sign of weakness or pain as he stalked forward.
In fact, he seemed bigger, stronger, and more powerful than ever. Nearly eight feet tall before, now he seemed closer to ten, a true giant with muscles that made Ty think of beach balls jammed into a sock.
In the past, Ty had compared the man’s physique favorably with that of the Rock. Now, he could have been the model used when designing the Hulk.
Ty didn’t need to be told that he was another who’d dosed himself with AZT-407.
Nor was that the worst of it. Always before, Bain had worn his device on his left wrist. Now, he wore one on his right, and there was something grafted onto his left.
Ty wasn’t sure what it was. A tool or weapon of some kind, he had no doubt. In these days of cyber technology, anything was possible, and Ty feared the worst. He knew in his soul that it would be something devastating. Something that would enable the monstrous man to take out both him and Tempest without breaking a sweat.
Before, Tempest had been Bain’s match, and then some. With Ty’s upgraded shield cannons and the strength and durability afforded by his technology, Ty himself had fought against the man and come out on top. Even Lilith, who liked to avoid conflict if she could, had bested this monster one-on-one.
But now, it was like they were facing Bain 2.0. A bigger, stronger, angrier version of the earlier villain, and it was all Ty could do not to panic at the very sight of him.
The monstrous man planted his feet and did something to activate the cyber device on his arm. Ty could hear the motor inside start to warm up, and feared what it could be.
Still, Ty hesitated. He cast a glance at Tempest, wondering what they should do, and knew at once that the blonde superhero intended to act.
It all happened very quickly. Tempest didn’t need a big run up to reach her best speed. She simply crouched low like a sprinter, then launched herself at Bain with her fists out in front of her, as if she intended to punch straight through his chest.
As for Bain, he saw the blonde woman coming, and shifted his weight to meet her. Until then, the cybernetic prosthesis looked like no more than a metallic point, as if his arm was made of metal and been sharpened with an oversized pencil sharpener. Now, that point split in two to release a roiling, unsteady column of orange energy. That column seemed to twist and shift about like a candle flame in a breeze, but that didn’t minimize how dangerous it was.
Ty recognized the weapon. It was an industrial plasma blade, designed for carving through thick sheets of steel.
“Tempest!” Ty shouted. But it was too late. The blonde superhero had crossed the distance between them as Bain’s weapon was revealed. Whether she couldn’t pull out in time or if she simply chose not to, Ty never knew.
All he knew was that Bain swung his new weapon down at just the wrong moment.
“Got you, you irritating blonde bitch!” Bain said as Tempest let out a scream of agony and fell to the ground.
The sight of Tempest hitting the ground was enough to break Ty out of his paralysis. No longer did he fret over what he should do. He just reacted out of hate mixed with fear for Tempest’s safety.
Ty let out an inarticulate cry of fury and launched himself toward the monstrous villain, using his shield’s ability to skim along the ground faster than he could have run.
The image of Bain’s plasma blade swinging down was burnt into Ty’s brain. He wanted to go to the woman he loved and check on the damage, but knew in his soul that would have to wait. His first priority was Bain.
Even now, the monstrous man laughed as he raised his weapon. Perhaps he intended to use it against Tempest again, or perhaps he wanted to meet Ty’s charge with it. Either way, Ty didn’t give him that chance.
He came to a halt half a dozen paces away from the man and unleashed the full fire and fury of his shield cannons at once, directing every last ounce of power he had at the man who had struck down his love.
The blast was incandescent. As bright as a thousand suns condensed into a solid stream of power that burned and sizzled through the air. Ty’s shout of fury and rage was joined by the song of power produced by his shield, and he threw everything he had into his efforts.
He wanted to burn the monstrous villain into dust. Wanted to blast him into his constituent atoms. Wanted to open a hole in reality, throw the man through and seal it up behind him.
It was like the Kamehameha wave to end all Kamehameha waves, and it should have fried Bain to his bones even if his flesh was made of solid titanium. Such was Ty’s fury at what Bain had done that he called on his power for nearly a minute, only stopping when he feared he might burn out his projector discs with his efforts.
He stood in the street with the ruins of the Concubine Club to one side, and breathed deeply as he let his power fade.
In front of him, Bain still stood. The massive man had raised his arm to shield himself from Ty’s fury. Nevertheless, much of Ty’s power had got through. Bain’s skin on his hand and face, as well as large parts of his torso, were burned raw. None of his clothing from his waist up remained, and wisps of smoke curled up from what was left of the man’s hair.
Yet Bain still stood. His durability had always been impressive, but now it defied belief. Somehow, he’d managed to hold his plasma blade away from Ty’s blast.
Astonishingly, the monstrous man lowered his hand and weapon and managed to leer. He should have been no more than a barbecued corpse, but he was very much alive.
“Is that the best you can do?” the monstrous man demanded.




12: Ty’s Secondary Skill

Ty stared at Bain in complete disbelief. The blast he’d fired literally was the best he could do. And yet, Bain shrugged it off as if it was inconsequential. It was like fighting Steam again, and yet, different as well. Steam could go insubstantial, and Ty’s best efforts couldn’t hurt him. At least Bain gave him something to aim at.
Ty snarled in anger. His only option was to get closer to the monstrous villain and let loose again. He did so, approaching to within no more than a couple of strides, and let loose a blast just as powerful as the last. He glimpsed the monster raising his arms to protect his face once again, and reasoned that he wouldn’t be able to us his plasma blade while he was focused on defense.
With that reasoning giving him confidence, Ty stepped forward, doing his best to concentrate his power at a single point on the man’s chest.
Ty was doing his level best to punch a hole straight through Bain’s sternum. At the same time, he wondered how he could gain even more power. Would a few extra power converters do the trick? Would he need to reinforce his projector discs as well?
Either way, it was a question for the future. Right now, he had one goal in mind, and that was ripping the monster’s heart out of his chest. With his teeth clenched, Ty put everything he had into his effort. He intended to keep going until he ran out of power or Bain collapsed at his feet.
But he’d forgotten about Concussion.
Tempest’s attack had been devastating to the clap-happy villain. Yet the man was a long way from dead. In the time Ty had taken to launch his attack against Bain, Concussion had worked his way up to his knees.
With a broad, malicious grin splitting his face, Concussion brought his hands together in a sudden, convulsive movement.
The unbalanced villain had aimed his shockwave directly at Ty. Once again, it wasn’t enough to actually hurt him, but it blew him backward, away from his target. The concentrated beam of power Ty had been aiming at Bain briefly lit up the sky before Ty let it go. He tumbled about before coming to a rest face down on the ground.
The impact seemed to catch Ty at just the wrong angle, and even though his shield protected him from the dirt, he flinched at just the wrong moment.
It was enough to rattle his brains in his skull. He was stunned, and for a few critical seconds, he could do nothing but lie face down on the ground.
If he’d been fighting for only himself, he might have just lain there to gather his strength. But he was fighting for Tempest as well, and for all of the people who’d been inside the Concubine Club when Concussion brought it down.
With a grunt of effort, Ty forced himself up to his knees.
He was disoriented. He didn’t realize he was facing the wrong way until he heard a scuff of movement behind him. As fast as he could, he spun around to find Bain looming over him.
The monstrous man was grinning in triumph. He gave a grunt of effort and brought his plasma blade down, aiming for Ty’s head.
Ty had no time to lurch to the side or otherwise get out of the way. All he could do was bring his arms up to catch the monster’s arm, beneath the glowing orange energy blade itself.
Without his shield, Ty wouldn’t have had the strength to hold the monster back. As it was, it felt like being struck with a sledgehammer. Yet his shield held. Bain’s expression turned from triumph to anger and he tried to force his arm down with all of his considerable might.
Ty gritted his teeth and held on.
“You little fucker!” the monster said. He balled his free hand into a fist and hammered Ty in the face.
The force of the blow was considerable even through Ty’s shield. It was all he could do to hold the monster’s blade back and glare at the villain as he wound up for another blow.
But holding the monster back wasn’t the best Ty could do. He didn’t need his hands to fire his shield cannons. He could do it with no more than a thought.
He did so, unleashing with all of his strength yet again.
Perhaps, at this range, it might have done some good. But Bain hit him again and again, and Ty couldn’t maintain his concentration. His power faltered, and Bain hit him again.
“I’ve had more than enough of you and your band of women!” the scorched villain said. “When I get through that shield of yours, I’m going to crush your head into pulp!”
As he spoke, Bain kept smashing at him again and again. Ty tried to keep hold of his anger and rage over what the man had done to Tempest, but he was starting to get rattled. He knew that sooner or later he would release his grip on the man’s arm, and that would be it. He had no clue if his shield would be proof against the plasma blade, but even if it was, it might not be enough.
Plasma blades operated at several thousand degrees. Ty could feel the heat of it against his face even now, and knew that it would be enough to cook him in his shield.
As soon as Ty lost his grip, he would be done for.
Again and again, Bain smashed at him with his remaining fist. Ty tried once more to use his shield cannons, but the monstrous villain wasn’t giving him time to think. There was nothing more he could do.
Except…
Ty’s shield wasn’t the only weapon he possessed. He also had a new skill.
That skill seemed to operate best when Ty was under the influence of the AZT-407 drug. It had been some hours since he’d taken his last dose, and the effects had started to fade. But there was still enough in his system that Ty thought it worth the risk.
Between one hammer blow and the next, Ty deactivated his shield.
Instead of hammering him again, Bain took a moment to gloat. “Ha!” he exclaimed.
But Ty hadn’t given up. With his hands on the base of the plasma blade, Ty willed his skill into action.
Technological assimilation.
It was surprisingly quick. One moment, the plasma blade was bonded to Bain’s stump, and the next it was not. Ty had partially absorbed it.
Before his eyes, the plasma blade flickered and died, and Ty kept his power active until the weapon was completely gone, absorbed in its entirety. Where it went, exactly, Ty didn’t know. Were its constituent atoms now somewhere within his arm? Spread out throughout his system?
It didn’t really matter. All that mattered was that the blade was no longer an issue.
“What the hell?” Bain said, a look of pure astonishment on his face. Then, with a roar of frustration, the huge man shook Ty loose from his damaged arm and swung his fist once more like a club.
Ty only just managed to activate his shield before the monster hit him again.
This time, he didn’t have to struggle. Didn’t have to hold on. He let himself collapse away from the man and knew that while he might not be able to win this fight, he also wasn’t going to lose.
Ty’s best efforts couldn’t hurt Bain, but Bain didn’t have the strength to get through Ty’s shield. Without the plasma blade on Bain’s arm, it was a stalemate.
And that was a victory of sorts.
Ty staggered back to his knees. He wanted to unleash his power again, perhaps at Bain just to irritate the huge man, but perhaps at Concussion instead. Ty might not be able to win either, but that didn’t mean he was done. He was a long way from the person he’d been before gaining his device. Despite Bain’s monstrous strength and Concussion’s power, Ty Wilcox didn’t plan to give up.
He gritted his teeth and forced himself to stand straight. He was going to hurt the villains as much as he physically could, and keep hurting them until they were done.
But before he could focus on unleashing his power, the air was split by a wailing cry that could have been that of a banshee.




13: Tempest

The banshee wail was a cry of primordial rage let loose by a normally gentle soul. Ty recognized it at once, having heard it before. Lilith was the nicest person he knew, but she was also incredibly powerful.
Universal field control. Effectively, she could do anything she put her mind to. And what she put her mind to at that moment made Concussion’s shockwave seem inconsequential.
All around Ty and Bain, the world started to shake.
The monstrous man’s expression turned into one of shock. He looked around with a flinch, like a rabbit searching for danger, and Ty saw the man’s eyes go wide as he spotted the demon woman floating in the air.
Despite the punishment he had received at the man’s fist, Ty experienced a moment of relish. Bain might not have been scared of him or even Tempest, but he had a history with Lilith. He knew what the demon woman could do. And he knew she had a reason to do it.
The pavement started to crack under the force of Lilith’s power. It was enough to cause Bain to stumble. He wrenched himself back upright and let out a primitive noise that sounded like a growl mixed with a curse. Then, as pieces of masonry started to tear themselves away from the buildings on either side, Bain favored Ty with a baleful glare.
“This isn’t over, you little shit!” he spat. “Next time we meet, it’ll be the last!”
Ty wanted to pound the man’s head with a brick, or perhaps a manhole cover. He wanted to shove one of his projector discs into the man’s mouth and let rip. Instead, he just held onto the unsteady ground as Bain turned and staggered away through the increasing gales of Lilith’s unfettered rage.
The demon woman still hovered in the air like a being of power. Her face was a mask of pure fury, and it was apparent to Ty that she wasn’t yet done. If she had the control, no doubt she would have flung large chunks of masonry at Bain and smashed him like he was a bug.
If it had been Ty, he would have done all he could to rip Bain apart. Perhaps he would have teleported in close and torn his other arm off, or maybe his head.
But Lilith wasn’t so vicious. Or perhaps she simply wanted both Bain and Concussion to leave.
Perhaps she wasn’t hardened enough to want to kill them.
Either way, she glided after the man, flinging her fury at him with surges of power that hit him with force.
It was all Bain could do to stay out of her reach.
Ty waited until the shaking in his immediate area had stopped. Putting Lilith, Bain, and even Concussion out of his mind, he forced himself to his feet and tottered unsteadily back toward Tempest.
The blows he’d taken had affected his balance, or maybe it was the remnants of Lilith’s ongoing quake. Either way, he stumbled, landing on his knees. He took a moment to look for Concussion, but the maniacal clapper was nowhere to be seen. Perhaps he had used the distraction of Bain and Lilith to make good his escape.
Ty didn’t really care either way. To him, there was only one thing that mattered.
“Tempest,” he breathed, and stumbled the rest of the way to the fallen hero’s side.
As soon as he reached her, Ty’s breath caught in his throat.
“Tempest!” he said again. He’d known she was injured from the moment Bain swung his plasma blade, but hadn’t been able to tell how severely. All he knew was that he’d never heard her screaming in pain before, and only once had he seen her take any damage at all. That was when she’d been clobbered by Massive hard enough to knock her unconscious.
Beyond that, Ty had thought of her as largely invulnerable.
But a plasma blade could cut through solid titanium.
Bain’s had cut through Tempest as well.
“Tempest!” Ty shouted, his heart filled with horror and grief. Tempest wasn’t dead, not at that moment, but she was wounded more horribly than Ty could believe. She lay on her back with a rictus of agony twisting her face, her jaw clenched as she breathed in short gasps. Her body was shaking in shock and her right hand was clenching and unclenching into a fist as she stared up into the sky.
Her left hand was missing. As was her entire arm, shoulder, and a good chunk of her torso. Bain’s plasma blade had cut her from where her neck joined her shoulder and carved away the flesh and bone from that point to her hip.
It had partially cauterized the wound as it went, but Ty could still see more of her internal organs than he ever wanted to see.
“Tempest, hold on!” he blurted, and fumbled for the pokeball at his waist. As quickly as he could, he released his healing nanites, and watched them flow into the blonde superhero’s wound.
Yet even as they disappeared into her flesh, he knew they wouldn’t be enough. They’d been designed to repair damaged tissue. Not to rebuild it. If the other part of Tempest’s flesh that had been sliced away had been nearby, then maybe the nanites could have knit her back together. But the blonde woman’s arm and part of her torso were nowhere to be seen.
Bain hadn’t carved them away so much as he had obliterated them with the impossible heat of his plasma weapon.
In the dark recesses of Ty’s brain, he knew that pressure was supposed to be applied to a wound. But this wound was so big, so major that he didn’t know what to do. All he knew was that Tempest had stopped staring into space, and was looking at him instead.
“Ty,” she managed, sounding impossibly weak. “Hold my hand,” she said.
Ty did as she asked without hesitation. He turned off his shield and grasped her hand in his own, trying not to think about how cool it was to touch, and how little strength there seemed to be there.
“Just hold on,” he said. “We’ll fix you, make you better again.”
He couldn’t begin to understand the agony Tempest must have been feeling. Every nerve ending she possessed must have been burning. Yet she was the strongest person he’d ever known. She managed a smile.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m not going to make it.”
The stark truth of her statement was enough to break him. Ty had never been much of a crier. But now, all at once, his eyes were flooded with tears. He shook his head.
“No,” he said, refusing to listen. “No. You’ll be fine.”
Tempest seemed to relax at his words, as if some of her pain had gone away. The strength in her hand, what little there was, faded even more, and Ty gripped it more tightly.
“I’m sorry,” Tempest said again. “I wish we had more time.” The blonde woman took one more breath, then let it out. “You are beautiful,” she said to him. “I wish I had told you how much I…”
But she didn’t complete her sentence. Instead, the light in her eyes slowly faded, and Ty knew what had happened.
“No!” he said. “No! Tempest, no!” He gripped her hand even tighter, but felt no return pressure at all. “Tempest! You can’t leave us! Not so soon!”
He wanted to shake her, to wake her back up, but was afraid of the damage he might do. He didn’t want to accept that she was gone.
Instead, he raised his head to the heavens. “Lilith!” he shouted. “Lilith! Come back! Tempest needs you!”
Whether the demon woman heard him, or if she had would have returned at that time regardless, it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that she returned, popping into existence above them within moments of Ty’s call.
Ty didn’t hesitate. “Take her to the mansion! The med bay. Do it now!”
Lilith’s look of horror as she saw Tempest’s wound matched Ty’s own. Yet she was up to the task.
“Let me have her,” she demanded, and even though he didn’t want to let go of Tempest’s hand, Ty did so. In one, fluid movement, Lilith reached down and picked Tempest’s damaged form up off the ground, and with her familiar pop and hint of ozone, she teleported out of existence, leaving Ty all alone.




14: Promises

Ty stared at the spot where Tempest had lain. If Bain or Concussion had returned at that moment, they could have tickled his nose with a feather and he would have been oblivious. He wasn’t even aware that he’d sat down on a slab of pavement, or that he was surrounded by ruin.
A dim, dark part of his mind knew that the remains of the Concubine Club were nearby. People he’d known for years could be buried alive, waiting for rescue. Others, perhaps Badger, Martin, or even Angie the Hutt, could be dead, their brains squashed by collapsing concrete.
Yet none of that carried the same weight as what had just happened.
Tempest had died as he held her hand. Just like Jason in the rubble of the last building Concussion had collapsed, and most likely like Ty’s friend Brad as well.
Ty had been aware of the dangers of being a superhero when he agreed to be part of the team. Already, he’d suffered injuries, and had fought for his life on many occasions. But in his way, he’d accepted the danger.
He knew that his life was at risk, but he’d never even thought that Tempest could be in danger as well.
In Ty’s mind, the blonde superhero was the strongest of them all. Powerful, durable, she possessed all of the strengths of the comic book heroes and none of their weaknesses. His only hint that she could be vulnerable had come in the foundry where she had fought against Massive. Other than that, Ty had always thought of her as indestructible.
And now, he’d watched as her life faded.
It was unbelievable. He didn’t want it to be real. He wanted Tempest to continue to live, and not because of her strength and indomitable power.
Ty wanted her to live because he loved her.
Tempest had saved Ty’s life the day he had put on his device. She was the first superhero he’d ever met, if he didn’t count his brief exposure to Zach. She had invited him into her home, and shown him what he needed to know.
And she had welcomed him as a lover as well.
Unbidden, images of the blonde superhero standing naked on the rock in the middle of the lake came to his mind. It was the first time they’d made love, and in his mind, it had been perfect.
As he stared into it at the spot where Tempest had fallen, he acknowledged to himself that they had been together for only a short time. But that time had been the greatest in Ty’s entire existence. Beyond the lovemaking, he felt a connection with Tempest that was rivaled only by the one he felt for Dinah and Lilith. Yet even among the women he loved, it was Tempest who held a special place.
She was the first. The strongest.
The best.
And now, she was probably gone.
Although, even then, Ty clung to hope. As he sat and gazed into the abyss, Ty knew that Lilith and Dinah would be doing all that they could. Adrenaline and a defibrillator to restart her heart if it had stopped. The medical robot would be engaged in procedures Ty couldn’t begin to imagine, and Dinah wouldn’t accept any failure at all.
Between them, it would be okay. Tempest would live. And that was all that mattered.
What they would do about the awful damage done to her was secondary. A problem to be solved only once Tempest was stable.
Ty drew a deep, shuddering breath. He thought of Tempest as she had been just a few minutes ago. Exuding power as she stood tall over the crumpled form of Concussion. At that moment, she had seemed indestructible. A match for the villain who’d been causing Ty so much trouble without even breaking a sweat.
If she’d worn the cape, it would have been fluttering about her shoulders like that of One Punch Man as he ended a fight.
Then, moments later, Bain had cut her down. And Ty had been unable to return the favor.
Ty felt the bile build up in the back of his throat. He was angry, furious even, at Bain and Concussion, but also at himself as well. Despite all he’d managed to do, it seemed that the villains they fought were more than his match. For a while, he’d been Bain’s equal, but not that of Steam, Massive, or even Concussion. And now, with the advent of AZT-407, he was falling behind.
And the cost of that had been high.
Perhaps if he hadn’t spent so much time trying to work out how to fly, he would have been able to develop a more effective weapon. Something that could stop Bain, Concussion, and whoever else crawled out from the Master’s sewer.
As Ty sat there on the pavement, feeling helpless and knowing that Tempest’s life was in the balance, he made himself a promise. Whatever happened, he would do his utmost to ensure that when he next faced Bain, the outcome would be different.
He was still thinking about what he could do to address the balance of power when Lilith popped back into existence before him.
Ignoring the look of wide-eyed shock mixed with horror on the demon woman’s face, Ty lurched to his feet.
“How is she?” he demanded. “Is she alive?”
But Lilith shook her head, whether answering his question or denying it altogether, Ty didn’t know.
“Dinah needs you,” she blurted, and she launched herself at him.
There was nothing gentle about the way she collided with him, but Ty didn’t mind. He simply crushed her against him as hard as he could, and gritted his teeth in preparation for the cold he knew to be coming.
An instant later, they emerged in the med bay. As she’d done before, Lilith held onto Ty for a moment to make sure he had his footing, and in that time Ty took everything in.
Tempest was there, as expected, on the surgical table. Her top half had been stripped to enable sensors to be placed on her skin, and the medical robot was hovering above her.
Ty could tell at a glance that she hadn’t responded to anything Gregory or Dinah had tried. Her eyes were still open, still unfocused, and there was a slackness to her expression that Ty didn’t like. The screen on the wall seemed a hideous confirmation, with most of the lines showing so little sign of movement. Heartbeat, respiration, both of them were flatlined.
Only one of the lines on the monitor showed any deviation at all.
Ty wasn’t well-versed enough in what the lines meant to understand, and could only hope it meant there was still a chance. But all of that meant nothing when compared to what Ty saw in Dinah.
The deerkin, normally so calm and at ease even under pressure, was anything but. Tears were running freely down her cheeks and her expression was one of ultimate anguish. In her hands, she held the paddles of a defibrillator, and instead of the orderly arrangement of storage drawers with everything stacked neatly away behind her, it looked as if a typhoon had gone through the room, tossing bandages and tools in every direction, with many of them ending up on the floor.
Before Ty could say a word, the deerkin hurled herself at him. At first, he feared she blamed him for what had happened to Tempest, but his interpretation was entirely incorrect.
“You can save her!” she yelled. “Hurry!”
Ty didn’t know what to think. What could he do that Dinah and the medical robot couldn’t? Yet, at the same time, he hoped the deerkin was right. Her primary skill was that of information control. What did she know that Ty didn’t?
“How?” he managed.
“Your skill! It’s the only one that can help her!”
Ty didn’t understand. “What do you want me to do?” he asked.
“I don’t know!” Dinah cried, her voice almost a howl of pain and grief. “I don’t know!” she repeated. “It’s not my skill! Think of something! Quickly! Or it’ll be too late!”
Ty racked his brains, but was coming up empty. In the end, it was Lilith who voiced the only possible solution.
“Put her in a cryo chamber,” she said. “It will buy Ty time to figure it out.”
Ty nodded. It was the only solution that made sense. But Dinah was distraught. “We don’t have any free!”
This time, it was Ty who saw the obvious solution. “We have to choose. Spit Bitch and Sparkles don’t need to be held in stasis. They’re just there so they can’t do any more damage.”
It was enough. Both Spit Bitch and Sparkles had been moved to one of the empty apartments in the building below Tempest and Dinah’s mansion. In the seconds that followed, Lilith once more grabbed hold of Tempest and blinked out of existence. Dinah and Ty didn’t need to discuss it. They simply ran to the elevator and hurried as fast as they could to meet up with Lilith at the cryo chambers.
By the time they arrived, Lilith had already worked Spit Bitch out of her chamber and installed Tempest in her place. Already, Spit Bitch was showing signs of struggling back to consciousness, but neither Ty nor Dinah gave her a second glance. All that mattered was Tempest.
Dinah brought up the cryo chamber’s controls, and quickly pressed a sequence of buttons. Then, slowly, the deerkin started to relax.
Still looking at Tempest through the glass window, the deerkin breathed deep. Then she turned to Ty and Lilith.
“She’s in stasis,” she said. “Ty, whatever you have to do to get her back, do it.” As she spoke, her voice broke, and Ty could see the tears well up in her eyes. Yet he understood what Dinah was saying. And he agreed.
Whatever it took, he would bring Tempest back.
“I will,” he said, even though he had no idea how to begin.
Only after Ty had spoken did Dinah turn her attention to Spit Bitch on the floor.
“Lilith, if you could transport this woman to the med bay, that would be good. We’ll keep her sedated and restrained until we can get another cryo chamber delivered.”




15: Minimal Brain Activity

Ty had asked Lilith to teleport the cryo chamber with Tempest inside up to the Architect’s workshop. She had done so, but only after moving Spit Bitch to the med bay as Dinah suggested. That awful woman was now restrained and sedated. Dinah had hooked an alert to the monitoring devices that would let her know if Spit Bitch started to wake up.
Because the woman had been in stasis, if she happened to wake, she would still be in the throes of device withdrawal, but might be able to use some of her power. And that, on top of everything else that had happened, wasn’t something any of them wanted to face.
Despite the relatively trivial nature of dealing with the woman, it was only when Spit Bitch had been thoroughly tended to that Ty and the others could focus on Tempest.
Now they stood in the workshop, looking at the blonde superhero through the glass of her cryo chamber.
Dinah’s distress was still apparent in her expression. She looked like she might burst into agonized tears at any moment. Yet she was more in control of herself than she’d been before securing Tempest in the chamber.
Lilith didn’t seem to know how to react. She alternated between covering her mouth as if afraid to speak, and reaching for Dinah to offer her support. The deerkin accepted the demon woman’s expressions of comfort, but never took her gaze away from the chamber.
As for Ty, he felt a bubbling horror that threatened to overwhelm him. The cryo chamber hid all of Tempest except for her face, but the image of that terrible injury was scorched into Ty’s brain. He could see it even now, the cauterized wound that stretched from the crook of her neck to the top of her hip, exposing lung, part of her heart, diaphragm, pancreas and more. It was an image he would likely never forget, and he wished with every fiber of his being that he’d never seen.
For the moment, it was all he could do to stare at Tempest with the others and hope that somehow he could do as Dinah asked.
As if she had been reading his mind, Dinah spoke.
“What are you going to do?” she asked. The deerkin left no room in her tone for any hint of backing out. Nor did he have any intention of doing so.
He just didn’t know what to do.
“I don’t know,” he said. On no more than a whim, he brought up his character sheet. As expected, most of the buff granted him by the AZT-407 had worn off, leaving a single extra point on his primary skill and nothing else. “I guess, to start with, a dose of Upgrade might help. Maybe then I’ll know better what to do.”
He half expected Dinah to argue. She knew better than anyone how potentially dangerous the drug could be, especially given that he’d used it recently more than once. What another dose might do to his own system, even with the aid of Sarah’s serum and Dinah’s restorative concoction, Ty didn’t want to guess.
Yet the deerkin simply nodded and turned to Lilith.
The demon woman understood. Without a word, she blinked out of existence.
For a moment, the two of them, Dinah and Ty, stood in silence. Then Dinah asked a question.
“Do you think you can do it?” she asked, her voice cracking and uncertain.
Ty swallowed. “If she was a machine, I would just go in and repair her. It would be simple. But she is not a machine. Maybe her body is, sort of. Maybe I can do something to rebuild her muscles and bones, and everything else besides. But her mind?” He hesitated, not knowing what to say. “What did the lines on the monitor mean?” he asked her.
It was the deerkin’s turn to hesitate. “Minimal brain activity,” she murmured quietly, as if unwilling to say the words out loud.
Minimal brain activity. The words alone felt like a hand of ice clutching his heart. They sounded too much like ‘brain dead,’ and that wasn’t something Ty was willing to face.
Roughly, he forced himself to continue, to follow his thought through to the end. “What does that mean? Does it mean it’s too late? Even if I manage to repair her body, will she still be gone?”
As he said the last, Ty heard his own voice start to shake. And Dinah heard it. It was as if she understood for the first time that Ty was as impacted by Tempest’s fate as she was. All of a sudden, some of the anguish she expressed faded, to be replaced with compassion. She reached for him and held him tight, and it was all Ty could do to return her embrace.
They were still locked together when Lilith popped back into existence.
“I got it,” she said.
The demon woman offered the inhaler over, and Ty accepted it with a sense of determination.
By unspoken agreement, the three of them headed to the medical bay. They all knew the drug was dangerous, and the danger was compounded by Ty having already taken a dose that morning. Yet by then, they’d already worked out a pattern to minimize the risk. The only thing different this time was that Spit Bitch still occupied the surgical table.
Ty was all for heaving the woman off onto the floor, but Dinah was more pragmatic. She pulled up the chair she often used in the med bay and gestured for Ty to sit.
“Gregory can keep an eye on you here just as easily as he could if you were on the table,” she said.
As if in response to the deerkin’s words, the house robot in question whirred about on its mechanical bendable arm and positioned itself next to the chair.
It was as if the medical robot knew the routine. Strangely, its actions gave Ty a sense of comfort, and he happily sat.
Once again, Dinah injected him with a solution that contained Sarah’s serum and the general restorative she had used before. Then, with Gregory standing by, Ty drew a deep breath to steel himself.
Both Dinah and Lilith watched him with sober, determined expressions, and Ty tried to ignore the red rims around their eyes, evidence of their mutual grief.
Then, for the second time that day, Ty broke the seal on the one-shot inhaler and introduced another dose of AZT-407 into his system.




16: AZT-407 Trance

Once again, Ty’s mind was abuzz. It was like he was flying even though his feet were firmly on the ground, and if it weren’t for the seriousness of the task at hand, he would have been thoroughly enjoying himself.
He was back in the workshop, working under the full benefit of the AZT-407 buff, and making good progress. At his side was Dinah, and just like he had done once before, he was using her skill of information control like a conductor at an orchestra, asking pertinent questions as he continued his work.
For inspiration, he needed to look only at the cryo chamber next to the workbench. Tempest stood within it, her unseeing eyes staring out through the glass as if imploring him to do his best.
Lilith had joined them for a short time, but her skills were less useful to Ty, and she had felt out of place. After a quick discussion, the three of them agreed that she could be of more value to those who were buried in the rubble of the Concubine Club.
As the demon woman blinked out of existence to try to save the lives of Ty’s old workmates and their customers, Ty couldn’t help but feel guilty. With Tempest in the cryo chamber, he could effectively do this work at any time. He could have joined Lilith in the rescue mission looking for Badger, Martin, and the rest. Logically, he should have done so.
But emotionally was a whole other matter.
He had no option other than try to save Tempest’s life. It wouldn’t have mattered if the whole of New Lincoln was burning to the ground, or if Gremlin had decided to sprout wings and fly about the room. Ty’s entire focus would still have been on the blonde superhero.
It didn’t even matter to him that she was already technically dead.
And Dinah was much the same. Ty had never seen her like this. Always before, she had maintained her self-control. Even when she had been kidnapped by Bain and his men, she had emerged largely unruffled.
Not even Zach’s death had hit her this hard.
So instead of accompanying Lilith on her rescue mission, Ty transferred control of his crawlers to her device before she left. Then he and Dinah had got to work.
But they weren’t alone. Gremlin had wandered in as they began. The cat had never been much of a fan of Tempest, preferring Dinah’s company over that of anyone else. Including Ty, even though the cat was technically his. But the sight of the blonde superhero in the cryo chamber seemed to upset her. She spent considerable time inspecting as much of the chamber as she could, while looking back toward Dinah and Ty and meowing to express her concern.
Dinah immediately swooped on the creature, scooping her up in her arms.
“It’s okay,” she said, in a reassuring tone. “Tempest will be okay,” and Ty understood she was trying to reassure herself as much as the cat.
Gremlin bore the attention for only the few moments before placing her foot on Dinah’s breast and trying to push her away. Dinah got the message, made a noise of disappointment, and lowered the cat back to the floor before the black monster could wriggle out of her grasp.
Yet the furball stayed in the workshop as Ty and Dinah worked. In the past, her favorite spot had been on the workbench, despite whatever holographic display Ty was working on. But this time, she chose instead to curl up at Tempest’s feet and purr as if offering the woman her best wishes.
Ty watched the furry monster with a mixture of sadness and gratitude. Gremlin hadn’t always been the easiest cat to live with. She was willful and could be demanding, and always acted not as a pet, but as her own independent self. With Ty, her displays of affection had been typically rare.
But for all that, or perhaps because of it, when she did display some sort of affection, it seemed to mean so much more.
“Perhaps her presence might help,” Dinah said, expressing Ty’s thoughts.
He nodded, then continued with what he was doing.
Minimal brain activity.
Tempest’s body was secondary. It was her mind that mattered the most. Her soul, the bit that made Tempest who she was. It was that which Ty had sensed leaving her as he’d held her hand outside the ruins of the Concubine Club. It was that which he’d feared lost forever when Dinah’s adrenaline and shocks had failed to bring her back to life in the medical bay.
It was that which Ty hoped wasn’t gone forever.
If he could somehow save that part, he could work on the rest at his leisure. And as soon as he’d taken the AZT-407, he thought he could see a way he could do that. It all depended on the neural link he’d developed to aid communication with the Architect.
Effectively, he had a map. A way of looking inside a person’s mind in a way that a handful of lines on a monitor could never do. And, in a way, he had far more than that.
He had the beginnings of a framework that might be able to support consciousness outside of a human brain. It hadn’t been his intention to develop that framework when he’d put his neural link together, but the AZT-407 allowed him to see quite clearly how it could be adapted to the purpose.
Instead of providing an insight into Tempest’s mind, he could build a cradle for her consciousness.
To do so, he needed something that could do more than just communicate with an existing mind. He needed something with structure and storage, and a complex labyrinth of interconnections far beyond anything Ty had ever conceived before.
His neural link was just the first step. It would give insight into what he needed to do, like a roadmap might show all the streets of New Lincoln.
But then he needed to build those streets as well. It was complex and fiendishly fiddly, and even with the help of the AZT-407, Ty was unsure if he could do it. But he wouldn’t give up. Doing so might be akin to giving up on Tempest herself, and that was something he would never do.
When he was done, he ought to have something that could keep Tempest alive even if her body was lost completely.
As he’d done several times before, he worked in a trance and did what he needed to do.
◆◆◆
 
The cradle of consciousness Ty created was a thing of beauty. Effectively, it was little more than a computer, but so incredibly advanced that it made everything else seem like a toy.
Ty had hooked it up to the Stark imager as he had done with the neuro link before it, so they could get a visual representation of what was happening. With Dinah’s help, he’d created a processor that could duplicate all the various, complex functions of a human mind.
Effectively, he had built all the hardware as well as creating all the necessary programming for an artificial brain, and on any other day, that achievement alone would have been the cause for unfettered celebration.
In the small part of Ty’s mind, he knew he had just changed the world forever. In the course of half a day of pure, unadulterated, AZT-407 enhanced creativity, artificial intelligence had gone from an unattainable theoretical possibility to no more than the turning of a key away.
What that might mean for New Lincoln or humanity as a whole, Ty couldn’t begin to predict.
But that wasn’t his intention. From his perspective, he didn’t care about that particular achievement. It was inconsequential, no more than a side effect of reaching for his true goal.
All he cared about was giving Tempest’s consciousness a home outside of her body.
With his heart pounding in his chest and the first hint of hope he’d felt since realizing the extent of Tempest’s injuries, Ty imported everything he could gain from Tempest to his cradle.
Memories, hopes, dreams, everything that made up who Tempest was, he accessed everything he could find and ported it over. When it was done, with images of Doctor Frankenstein raising his monster into an electrical storm to harvest the lightning, Ty then reversed the neural link so that it accessed not Tempest directly, but the consciousness he had created in his artificial cradle.
Both he and Dinah watched as the three-dimensional image of Tempest’s mind coalesced above the workbench.
“It’s working,” Ty said, and knew that he wasn’t the only one aching with anticipation. Without consciously deciding to do so, he reached for Dinah’s hand and grasped it in his own. The deerkin responded by squeezing him tight, but didn’t break her gaze from the image that formed.
But where the Architect’s mind had tumbled with color and coruscating images right from the start, Tempest’s remained subdued and dark. There was something there, Ty could see it, and knew that his process had worked. But instead of colorful images and vibrant movement, with Tempest there was no more than shadows and dimness.
Ty stared in disbelief for some seconds.
“What’s happening?” Dinah asked, her voice filled with concern. “Didn’t it work?” she asked.
“I don’t know,” Ty replied, but even as he spoke, a bubble of truth raised its ugly head in his mind.
He did know what had happened. It was as clear as the image over the workbench. And it was horrible to contemplate.
Minimal brain activity, Ty thought again, thinking back to the monitoring device in the med bay.
With a sinking feeling deep in his chest, he admitted to himself what he had done.
He felt himself sag as the hope faded away.
“It’s working as it should,” he admitted. “But all I’ve managed to do is copy Tempest as she is now. She’s all there, the same as before, but we haven’t managed to wake her up.”
All at once, Ty knew that his work had been for nothing. It was no more than a monument to his unwillingness to accept the truth, and part of him had known it right from the start.
Tempest was gone. The spark of life that had burned so brightly at the start of the day had been blown out by Bain’s single, vile act. And there was nothing Ty could do to bring her back.
All of the emotions Ty had been denying since returning to the mansion came flooding back. He wanted to rage at Bain, to howl in fury at what the man had done. But he was exhausted as well. He’d gone the whole day without food, and had worked hard since dawn. He had nothing left for anger.
What he did have was grief, and he let it all out at once in a single, unfettered sob.
He had failed. His best efforts had come to naught. All they had left of Tempest was an empty shell in a cryo chamber.
Ty found himself weeping uncontrollably. Then Dinah swept him into a full embrace and held him tight.
“It’s okay,” she said, stroking his hair. “It’s okay. You’ve done your best, and maybe for today, that’s enough. She’ll still be here tomorrow, and the next day. We’ll think of a way to wake her. Just give it some time.”




17: Grief and Waffles

Ty and Dinah made their way from the workshop back up to the kitchen. Night had descended some time before, but neither of them felt like going to bed quite just yet. Instead, Dinah made another spiced chai latte, and was in the process of whipping up a new batch of waffles.
Ty’s innards felt like they were tied up in knots. After his failure, he didn’t feel like eating much at all. But he made no protest. He knew what the deerkin was doing. To some degree, it was what he’d been doing as well when building his cradle for Tempest’s consciousness.
She was exercising her skill. Engaging in an activity she enjoyed, for the sole purpose of trying to make herself feel better. And despite everything that had happened, as soon as the rich, delicious aroma of cooking waffles teased his senses, Ty felt his mouth starting to water.
Dinah had just plucked the first batch from the iron and set them on a plate when Lilith popped into existence just inside the main entrance.
Even with Tempest caught in that awful place between life and death in the cryo chamber on the floor below, Ty couldn’t help but smile at the demon woman’s appearance.
She approached them with an uncertain expression, and to Ty, she seemed a vision of loveliness that was completely at odds with how he was feeling.
“Smells delicious,” the demon woman said.
Even Dinah managed to smile as the demon woman approached. “I added cinnamon to the recipe,” she said. “Just for a change.”
Lilith hesitated at Dinah’s palpable grief.
“I’m not intruding?” she asked. “It’s just with everything that happened … I didn’t want to be alone.”
Immediately, Dinah stopped what she was doing and lowered her bowl of batter. She left the sanctuary of the kitchen and went to Lilith, kissing her on the lips and giving her a quick hug.
“Don’t be silly,” she said. “You are always welcome. You are one of us.”
It was what the demon woman needed to hear. She nodded, accepting Dinah’s words, but the deerkin wasn’t done. She held Lilith slightly apart and breathed deeply.
“Do you know you have a lovely scent?” the deerkin asked. “Warm and earthy, like a forest.”
Lilith blushed in response.
Dinah managed a genuine smile. “Oh, you are a treasure. Come on, sit yourself down next to Ty, and you can tell us how the rest of your day went.”
The demon woman did as Dinah suggested, and the deerkin returned to her batter. But before she said anything else, Lilith asked the only question that mattered.
“How is Tempest?” she said, glancing at Ty. “The work you were doing. How did it go?”
Ty didn’t want to answer. Didn’t want to admit his defeat. Yet, as Dinah had said, Lilith was one of them. She was family. So he told her what they’d done.
“We managed to create a duplicate of Tempest’s mind. But we couldn’t wake it up.”
At this, the demon woman’s eyes filled with tears. “Dammit,” she said. “I told myself I wasn’t going to cry.”
She looked away, dabbing the corners of her eyes with her fingers, and Dinah spoke into the momentary silence.
“We haven’t given up,” she said. “If anyone can figure out a way to bring her back, Ty can. It’s just a matter of time.” She said it with a sort of forced determination, then followed it up with another smile. “Would you like a spiced chai latte made of my own recipe?” she asked.
The demon woman accepted Dinah’s offer of a drink, then spoke of how her day had gone. Ty’s crawlers had again worked their magic, and, with the help of a surprising number of others, first responders and random people who were just on the scene, Lilith had managed to save many people.
Ty wanted to ask of their identity, wanted to know if his friends had survived, but held his tongue. Lilith wouldn’t know one survivor from another. Except maybe Badger, whose size and facial tattoos would make him memorable. But he’d lost so much that day that he couldn’t face the knowledge of anything more. At some point, he would ask Dinah to pull up a list of the survivors, but just at that moment, he simply let Lilith talk.
Toward the end of the day, after Lilith had saved as many of the survivors as she could, a trio of New Lincoln’s finest had approached her. At first, Lilith had thought nothing of it, but then realized their stance wasn’t friendly. Two of them had already drawn their blasters, and the third looked ready to join them.
“What did they want?” Dinah asked, her tone hard and suspicious.
“I don’t know,” Lilith said. “I teleported out of there,” she said. “But my best guess is it was something to do with the art museum where we took down Spit Bitch.”
Dinah nodded her approval. “Probably for the best,” the deerkin said. “My contacts with the police—let’s just say they’re not being as cooperative as usual. There’s something going on with them, but I don’t know what it is.”
Lilith nodded, then continued with her story. “After that, I just went home for a while. Made sure my dad was okay, that he had enough to eat and do. I wasn’t sure about coming here tonight. I didn’t know if … maybe you wanted to be alone. It was my father who convinced me. He just asked where I felt I should be. So I had a shower and changed out of my dusty clothes, and here I am.”
At this, Dinah judged the second batch of the waffles done to perfection, and flipped them onto the plate next to the first. She again gave Lilith her approval.
“Your father is a wise man,” she said.
Ty wondered briefly what might be happening with the police, but didn’t have the energy to worry about it just then. There were too many other things on his mind.
Dinah presented him and Lilith with the plate of waffles.
“Well? What are you waiting for? Dig in.”
After they had eaten, they headed to Dinah’s room to bed. For the first time since he had known her, Dinah deliberately turned off all of her devices, and Ty understood why. Today had been a difficult day. None of them wanted to be woken early by the news of any other traumatic event. If Concussion, Bain, or anyone else for that matter, wanted to cause any trouble, then Dinah didn’t want to hear about it until she was good and ready.
They climbed into bed and simply held onto each other, and Ty went to sleep to the sound of one or other of the women quietly weeping.
◆◆◆
 
Ty’s dreams were filled with images of Tempest. Where his subconscious might have defined Dinah by her knowing smile and magic in the kitchen or surrounded by the screen in her communication room, and Lilith by her shy blush and occasional bouts of superhuman rage, his thoughts about Tempest showed how highly he regarded her.
Sure, his subconscious conjured images of the blonde woman naked. Turning a slow pirouette with her hands raised in the air so he could admire every last inch of her as she had done several times early in their relationship. Making love in the air as they flew high above the clouds over New Lincoln. Even locked in Lilith’s embrace as the two women floated above the bed, with Lilith’s tail questing for Tempest’s most intimate place.
But as well as those precious, sensual images, there were also those that spoke to the heart of the superhero’s power.
In the dead of the night, Ty dreamed of Tempest using her special attack, piledriving Bain into the earth from a vast height at supersonic speed. He dreamed of her supporting his desire to show off for Badger outside of the Concubine Club, and rising into the air with him, Ty, held in her arms.
And he dreamed of her carrying the weight of the pendulum ride that the Master had tried to destroy, saving the lives of fifty innocent people as she lowered them gently to the ground.
As well, sprinkled within these memories of Tempest’s beauty and power were a smattering of those that caught her at her most human, fragile and flawed.
In Ty’s mind’s eye, he saw her dressed in one of Dinah’s flimsy robes, looking distraught as she held the feeble form of her father in her arms. He remembered her look of rage as she pounded Spit Bitch with a metal club, determined to kill her in misplaced retaliation for her father’s treatment. And he remembered Tempest as she lay on the ground, an expression of shock on her face as she gripped Ty’s hands in her own, the left side of her torso no longer there.
To Ty, all these images and more seemed to make up Tempest’s life. Yet even in his dream, he knew she was more than that as well. The blonde superhero had memories Ty wasn’t part of, had hopes and dreams as well.
And now all those hopes and dreams were no more. Perhaps stopped altogether. But perhaps just placed on hold within the confines of the cryo chamber within which she was suspended.
It wasn’t an easy night for Ty. As well as his dreams, there was a part of him that remained conscious of Lilith and Dinah. He knew they were struggling in their sleep as well, tossing and turning in response to their own dreams and nightmares.
Yet even as they each kept each other from a full, restorative sleep, Ty wouldn’t have changed their sleeping arrangement for the world. Returning to his own apartment was no longer an option, but he could easily have sought out somewhere else to sleep. Zach’s bedroom, perhaps. One of the sofas in the cozy den. Another of the mansion’s many bedrooms, several of which remained unused.
But he didn’t. Despite the lack of full repose, there was comfort to be had sandwiched between Lilith and Dinah’s naked bodies.
Ty simply drifted, both asleep and partially awake at the same time, and counted the hours until dawn, knowing that at least they wouldn’t be woken before they were ready.
Except, in the last, he was wrong.




18: Unexpected Visitor

It wasn’t long after dawn when Ty’s fractured sleep was broken not by an alarm, but by a woman’s voice.
“Good morning sleepyheads! Ooh, Dinah, you have company! You should have said!”
Before the speaker had finished, Ty, Dinah and Lilith were all struggling to wake, trying to figure out what was going on. Ty sensed Lilith’s confusion, and the demon woman’s first instinct was to try to hide beneath the covers.
Ty’s instinct was more combative. Before he knew more than that there was somebody in Dinah’s room who shouldn’t be there, he’d worked his way into a partial sitting position.
“Who the hell–?” he began, only for Dinah to place a restraining hand on his arm.
“It’s okay,” the deerkin said with an audible sigh. “I know her. She’s one of us.”
A million questions bubbled through Ty’s brain. ‘One of us.’ Dinah had used exactly that phrase to describe Lilith the night before. At the time, it had been very clear Dinah meant more than just someone who wore the Architect’s device. Her tone had implied a sense of belonging. Of family.
Yet, when she spoke the same words in regard to the newcomer, Ty was equally sure the inclusion was less complete.
At the same time, he couldn’t help but wonder at the woman’s presence. Had he or one of the others inadvertently deactivated the mansion’s shield?
And why was she there? If this newcomer was ‘one of us,’ then Dinah had probably contacted her to discuss the issues they were facing in New Lincoln. But the deerkin had said she hadn’t yet asked for help.
Or had Ty missed something?
“One of us?” the newcomer repeated, stressing the last word. Her gaze lingered on Ty and Lilith for a moment, one eyebrow raised high. “Dinah, you’ve been holding out on us,” she said, her tone filled with lascivious interest. “Who are these delightful people with whom you’re sharing your bed?”
As Ty reigned in his initial response, he took the time to study the newcomer.
She was tall, taller than Tempest, Dinah or Lilith, and slimmer as well, although none of the woman in Ty’s life could have been described as overweight. It was just that this newcomer was built more according to the standards of a catwalk model than an athlete. Although perhaps, Ty thought randomly, that was untrue. He thought maybe pole vaulters might share a similar physique.
With dark hair, an artificial, dark pigmentation to her skin, and eyes to match, the woman looking at them all with obvious lust was exotic. She would have been striking in any crowd, even without the modification to her ears that made them look like those of an elf.
Even her clothes made her stand out. Where Dinah, Tempest and Lilith all wore dark, one-piece costumes of various design, the newcomer had gone in a different direction. She wore a gold halter top, exposing her midriff, and separate trousers.
Ty didn’t want to admit it out of loyalty to Dinah, Lilith, and Tempest, but this woman, to his perception, was equally beautiful. At the same time, there was something about her expression that he didn’t immediately like.
And her voice. It should have been a warm contralto, but there was a hint of harshness to it that Ty felt found irritating.
Maybe it was just that she had jolted him out of his dreams of Tempest. Or it could have been something more basic than that. This woman’s sudden appearance and apparent brashness was at odds with the despondency he felt about what had happened to the woman he loved.
“Vixen, this is Ty and Lilith. The most recent additions to our team here in New Lincoln. Ty has a gift for technology, and Lilith…” Dinah hesitated for just an instant, as if unsure how best to describe the demon woman’s power. “She’s a teleporter, among other things.”
Dinah turned to Ty and Lilith, who still stared at the newcomer with suspicion from her place in the blankets.
“This is Vixen,” the deerkin said. “She was one of the earliest of us. Her skill allows her to borrow the powers of others, for a short time. She and Delve look after the city of Gensburg.”
The dark elf nodded her beautiful head, but still hadn’t taken her eyes away from Ty or Lilith.
“Teleportation and technology, huh?” she said, and Ty couldn’t help but get a sense of covetousness. “I wouldn’t mind trying those skills for a while.” The statement seemed to irritate Dinah a little, but before the deerkin said anything about it, Vixen continued. “I guess you’re responsible for the shield around here?” she asked Ty directly. “I had to phase to get through it.”
Ty didn’t know what the woman meant exactly, but nodded nevertheless.
“Oh,” and Dinah explained. “Delve’s skill enables her to phase between different dimensions. When Vixen borrows that skill, she can do it as well. It makes them an effective team.”
“We’re like ghosts,” Vixen supplied. “Well, poltergeists, really. We can move through walls and eavesdrop on any conversation without being noticed. And if we need to take down the bad guys directly, we can do it from complete safety.”
As she spoke, she beamed at each of them, as if proud of what she and her partner could do. Then she changed the topic of conversation completely. She licked her lips with obvious hunger as she studied them all.
“So, it’s been a while since I’ve been with anyone other than Delve—” she began.
“Maybe now isn’t the best time for that,” Dinah interrupted, her tone completely neutral.
Vixen looked curiously at Dinah. “I would have thought with all of you still in bed–” she started, but Dinah interrupted.
“No,” the deerkin said flatly. “This isn’t the time.”
Ty wondered what had happened in the past for Vixen to even suggest what he thought she was suggesting. The newcomer’s expression grew puzzled, but she didn’t dwell on it. Instead, she gave a small smirk and changed the topic of conversation again.
“Oh, well. Maybe later. In the meantime, do you think I could power up a bit? Is Tempest around? Or even Zach, maybe?”
At this, all of the grief and sadness of the day before came crashing back. Ty felt Dinah’s and Lilith’s response as if it was his own. For a moment, none of them said anything, and Vixen’s expression faded.
“Dinah?” she said. “What’s going on?”
The deerkin breathed a sigh filled with sadness and gave the woman a nod. Without any modesty at all, she threw back the covers and stood, giving Vixen a full view of her beautiful self. The newcomer responded with an instant grin of appreciation, but the deerkin just ignored Vixen’s response and climbed into one of her robes, sashing it around her waist.
“We have a few things to talk about,” Dinah said to the newcomer. “Come with me.”
With that, Dinah led the dark elf from the room. Vixen hesitated, her expression a mix of uncertainty and burgeoning worry, and followed her out. A few moments later, Ty and Lilith both clearly heard the woman’s undeniable wail of anguish.
Ty felt the cold hand of grief caressing his heart. Vixen’s verbal response to the news of Tempest and Zach matched the sound produced by his own soul at what had happened. He remained as he was, lying in Dinah’s bed with Lilith beside him, and listened until Vixen’s wail died away.
Then Lilith moved toward him, propped herself up on an elbow and placed a hand on his chest.
“How are you feeling this morning?” she asked.
Ty looked into the demon woman’s large, green-tinted eyes. “I’m okay,” he lied. “You?”
The demon woman nodded. “Same,” she said. Then she bit her lip and blushed. “I wouldn’t mind feeling a little better, though.” She blushed even more as she played with the skin on his chest. “If it’s not … wrong, somehow. You know?”
Ty understood. He reached for the demon woman and kissed her on the lips. “I don’t think it’s wrong. And I don’t think Tempest would think so either. She seduced me the day after Zach died. It seems to be how we’re wired now.”
At this, Lilith managed a grin. “Not that I’m complaining,” she said. “It seems better. Healthier, in a way.” She blushed again. “Or maybe I’m just trying to rationalize it.”
Ty smiled back, and that was all the invitation the demon woman needed. She climbed on top of him, straddling his hips, and returned his kiss.
They made love slowly at first, gently, without much of the passion of previous sessions. Yet, Ty was more than happy with that. He let Lilith do most of the work, riding on top of him, with his hands resting on her hips.
Soon, Ty managed to forget about Tempest for a while and just enjoyed being with Lilith, the feel of her skin against his as she slowly ramped up her pace. He wondered briefly what Dinah might think, of whether or not the newcomer would guess what he and Lilith were up to. But then he forgot about that as well as he moved beneath the demon woman, gripping her ever more tightly, vaguely aware she was flapping her wings in time with their movements.
Then it seemed that flapping her wings wasn’t enough. She ground against him with building passion, her fingernails creasing the skin of his shoulders, her breathing sharper and her eyes clenched tightly shut. Ty held on and thrust as hard as he could, and Lilith let out a gasp of pleasure, then a long, follow-up moan as she shuddered against him.




19: Attitude

When they were done, Lilith lay on top with Ty still inside her, each of them lost in their own thoughts as they recovered.
After a time, into the silence, Lilith asked the same question Ty had asked himself a million times already.
“Do you really think you can bring her back?” she said.
“I don’t know,” Ty replied. “I hope so.”
Ty and Lilith shared a quick shower, climbed into their clothes, and made their way downstairs accompanied by Gremlin. Showing no concern for her own safety at all, the cat ran down half way, then sat down in front of them, lifting a paw to clean herself. As soon as Ty and Lilith passed her by, Gremlin charged down the rest of the stairs.
When the cat saw Vixen sitting in Tempest’s usual place at the breakfast bar, however, she paused and actually growled out loud. Perhaps she saw something in the newcomer she didn’t like. Whether she did or not, she abruptly turned around and sauntered off as if she’d always intended to head toward the conservatory rather than the kitchen.
As Ty and Lilith approached, Vixen glanced their way. The newcomer’s eyes were rimmed with red, but she’d reined in her grief over Tempest and Zach. She gave a surly sniff and said to Dinah, “Here come the lovebirds now.” Then she did a double take, as if noticing something for the first time. “Ooh, I like your wings,” she said to Lilith.
Lilith gave Vixen a narrow look, ignored the compliment completely, and seated herself at the breakfast bar as far away from her as she could, leaving Ty the seat in the middle.
As for Ty, Vixen’s ‘lovebirds’ comment rubbed Ty the wrong way. It was as if she was judging Ty’s and Lilith’s behavior, and from Ty’s point of view, she didn’t have the right.
“Just in time,” Dinah said from next to the stove. She was dishing up a mixture of eggs, bacon, sausages and beans, with side orders of thick, buttered toast. There was even a roasted tomato in the mix, and to Ty’s senses, the smell was delicious. In moments, the deerkin had deposited a full plate in front of each of them, and furnished them all with cutlery to suit.
“Dig in,” the deerkin said. “Even if you don’t want to.”
Ty’s objection died in his throat. Instead, he did as the deerkin suggested and picked up his fork.
This was a different form of cooking from what he was used to from Dinah. Most of the food the deerkin produced wouldn’t have been out of place in a Michelin star restaurant, but this was more the type of thing he might expect from a short order cook in a diner.
And yet, as he chewed his first mouthful, he couldn’t help but be amazed at what she had been able to accomplish with the flavors.
The eggs were perfect. She’d seasoned the beans to elevate them far beyond what he expected, and even the toast carried a hint of cinnamon, and offered a delightful light crunch with each bite.
While the meal was more subdued than if Tempest had been there to enjoy it with them, all four of them made sounds of appreciation as they ate.
But it wasn’t long before Vixen found the space between mouthfuls to speak.
“Okay,” she said. “So, Dinah has told me about Zach, and Tempest. It’s sad. I get that. But I need to know more. Tempest was the strongest of us. What the hell has been happening in your city to lead to this?”
She turned and looked both Ty and Lilith up and down. “How come, after all these years, there are suddenly two new device wearers?” She turned an annoyed gaze toward Dinah. “For an expert in information, it’s like you’ve gone out of your way to keep important bits of news to yourself.”
Ty bridled at the accusation. He frowned and opened his mouth to speak, but Dinah seemed to accept Vixen’s words without rancor. She waved him off.
“I didn’t want anyone to worry unnecessarily,” she said. “Remember, I monitor not just what’s going on here in New Lincoln, but all of what’s going on in your cities as well. I can see what you’re dealing with on a day-to-day basis. And besides, it isn’t as if I was going to keep you all in the dark forever. I mean, why are you here, if it isn’t in response to my earlier message?”
The dark elf chewed Dinah’s words over. When she spoke again, her tone was less confrontational.
“Just tell me what happened,” she said. “What are you dealing with? And, while I’m at it, where did you find this beautiful man and gorgeous woman?” At this, Vixen’s lips quirked into a smile. “You could have at least told us about them. Or did you think we’d get jealous?”
It was an obvious attempt to lighten the mood, and it worked. As they finished their breakfast, Dinah told her story, effectively starting with the fight between Bain and Zach in the alley which resulted in Ty gaining his device. Ty added what details he could, and Lilith chimed in as well when they reached her part of the story.
They spoke briefly, but did their best to cover the main points, including what had happened to Tempest and Ty’s efforts to save her.
By the end of the meal, Vixen understood the lay of the land.
“So, it’s mostly this Master and his men you’re up against. And this Rubio guy as well,” she said. She frowned as if thinking about it. “He’s doing his best to change things, and wants to pull everything apart. But why doesn’t he just source a big bomb and blow it all up? Why is he going to the trouble of manufacturing these devices and that drug? I don’t get it.”
It was a question Ty had wondered about several times in the past, but hadn’t yet put it into words. But Dinah just smiled.
“That would be my fault,” she said. “Of course, he’s as crazy as a bag full of rats, but remember, he had the Architect in his control.”
She might have gone on, but as soon as she mentioned the Architect, Vixen looked quickly about. “The Architect! You said he is alive. Where is he?”
Before any of them could answer, the dark elf shook her head. “Never mind,” she said. “You can tell me later. Carry on.”
“Well, as I was saying, the Master had access to the Architect’s knowledge and background. He knows better than anyone what my skill is all about. If anyone tried to blow up the city like that, it would set off nearly every alert I have in place. And we would stop him. Tempest–” she cut herself off, and ended with a shrug. “We would stop him,” she finished.
“So, really, he has no choice,” Vixen said. “The Master has to figure out a way to achieve the ruin he desires in some way you can’t predict. Hence his fascination with superpowered people.”
Ty said nothing, but understood more clearly than ever that Vixen was right. From the Master’s perspective, those with superpowers were weapons. Bain, Concussion, Sparkles and Spit Bitch were the most obvious examples. And Lilith—if the Master still had her under his control, if he’d understood what she was able to do … Ty didn’t want to think about what that would mean.
With both the devices and the AZT-407 at his command, the man was hoping to find a living bomb. Someone like Concussion, but stronger. Or maybe just hundreds of people like Concussion.
How would he, Dinah, and Lilith combat something like that?
“Yes,” Dinah agreed.
Vixen stared at each of them in turn. It was as if she was trying to wake them up. Trying to judge them based on what she had heard.
“And what are you doing about it?” she demanded, her tone full of accusations.




20: Plan Of Attack

It was Lilith who responded first. “What do you mean?” the demon woman asked.
Vixen transferred her gaze to Lilith, and Ty could sense the tension between them. Yet, perhaps Vixen couldn’t. She seemed vaguely puzzled at the flatness in Lilith’s expression.
“Just what I said. This Master seems to be having it all his own way. You’ve got Concussion out there destroying buildings, and this Bain guy is still out there as well. And you’ve got all these potentially powered people recovering from that drug, and who knows what will happen with them. What are you doing to find the Master and his henchmen? What are you doing to combat the potential threat of the those enhanced by this drug?”
Neither Ty, Dinah, nor Lilith could come up with a response. In Ty’s mind, they were already doing all they could. Yet Vixen was right, in a way. They’d put all their proactive activities on hold once Tempest had been injured. Even Lilith had spent her time just cleaning up Concussion’s latest mess.
At the thought, Ty couldn’t help but feel guilty. He still hadn’t even checked if his friends from the Concubine Club still lived.
“We’ve been busy,” Dinah said.
Ty knew that if he’d said the words, they would have come across as resentful. But Dinah was made of sterner stuff than that. And, in truth, they had been busy. Trying to keep Tempest alive.
Yet, even as he played the justification over in his mind, Ty knew it wasn’t strictly correct. Tempest was in stasis. She could remain as she was for as long as the power in her chamber allowed, with only the injuries inherent to extended periods of cryo-sleep to show for it.
Vixen didn’t back down. She held Dinah’s eye for long moments. Then, “What would Tempest think of the progress you’ve made?”
Ty couldn’t help it. He cursed under his breath. At the same time Lilith let out a gasp of outrage, and even Dinah favored the dark elf with a glare.
“How dare you–?” she began.
But Vixen wasn’t finished.
“Look, I know you were close.” She glanced at Ty and Lilith as well, including them in her statement. “I don’t know how I would react if something bad happened to Delve. But this is Tempest! The superhero. The one who will keep fighting no matter what’s happening!”
She looked around again, but Dinah’s reaction remained. Instead of focusing on her, Vixen turned to Ty.
“Look,” she said again. “You told me about the efforts you’ve gone through to bring Tempest back. If you were able to ask her directly, what would Tempest ask you to do?”
Ty didn’t like what he was hearing, yet he knew the dark elf was right. But he didn’t want to say it out loud.
Lilith said it for him. Of them all, she was the most empathic. She knew better than anyone, except maybe Dinah, what Tempest would have thought.
“She would want us to get on with the job,” Lilith said. She drew a deep breath. “She would want us to go after Bain and Concussion.” Then the demon woman looked away. “She would want us to use what we’ve got to find them and make sure they can’t hurt anyone else. All of us. Including me,” she finished.
Ty understood what the demon woman meant. In terms of sheer power, Lilith’s potential was unmatched. Yet she didn’t have that power under complete control, not yet, and didn’t like the idea of hurting people at the best of times.
He knew she was admitting that she could do more.
“Exactly!” Vixen said, pouncing on the demon woman’s words. Then she softened her approach, just a little. Too late to avoid Ty’s resentment, and perhaps that of the others. But at least she gave it a go. “So, what are our options? How can we find this Master? How can we find his henchmen?”
“If we knew that, don’t you think we would have done it already?” Ty asked.
Vixen just stared at him. He realized then that her eyes were violet in color. At that moment, he would have preferred her to be less beautiful than she was. It would have made it easier for him to dislike her.
She didn’t say anything, and in the end, Dinah offered a sigh. “Lilith can sense device wearers,” she said. “Working together, we should be able to find all of them.”
At this, Vixen broke into a smile that changed her face entirely. She seemed at once warmer and infinitely more appealing than she had even moments before. Yet her words, when she spoke, were still vaguely annoying to Ty.
“Perfect,” she said. “Why haven’t you already done so?”
“Because when we tried it last time, we ran into an ambush,” Ty said.
Vixen’s smile drained away. “Well, we’ll just have to make sure that doesn’t happen again, won’t we?”
Ty didn’t know what the human equivalent of hackles might be, but was sure that his were up. He didn’t like the way Vixen had just turned up out of the blue. He didn’t like how she seemed to dismiss Tempest’s trauma so easily, or how she seemed to want to tell them what to do. He didn’t even like the implication of a shared history with Dinah.
But despite all that, he understood she was right.
As much as he wanted to spend his days just trying to figure out how to bring Tempest back, there were more urgent things at hand. And perhaps Vixen was right about being more careful as well. He glanced at Dinah, who nodded.
“We don’t need to approach any of them until we’re sure who they are, what they are capable of, and whether or not it’s another trap.” She glanced at the demon woman. “Do we, Lilith?”
The beautiful succubus nodded. “I can find out who they are without them even knowing I’m there,” she confirmed.
That brought Vixen’s smile back, but it was a less open, less vibrant smile than before. “Excellent,” she said. Then she turned her attention to Ty. “Now, what about you?” she said. “With Dinah and Lilith doing what they do, do you have some technological magic that would let you solve the problem from a different direction?”
Ty just stared at her, drawing a blank. He couldn’t think of a single thing he could do to help find the Master, or any of his men. Not with his technology.
But there were other options as well.
He had modeled his shield after Tempest’s abilities.
“What would Tempest do?” he muttered to himself. Then he nodded. “There is something I can do,” he said. “There are AZT-407 dealers all over the city. They work, indirectly, for the Master. Maybe I can ask them for directions.”
At this, the dark elf’s broader smile returned. “Perfect!” she said again. “I’ll go with you.”




21: Predatory Instincts

Ty wasn’t entirely naïve. Working in the Concubine Club had brought him into contact with all sorts of people. He had watched awkward young men and women stumble about as they did their best to win over prospective partners. And he’d watched the predators, those who knew the rules of the game better than most, stalking their prey.
The look Vixen gave him as she invited herself along was as predatory as any he’d seen.
That he found the dark elf attractive was an undeniable fact. But that didn’t mean Ty appreciated Vixen’s intent in the least. Yet the newcomer didn’t give him the opportunity to protest.
“Right,” she said as she got to her feet. “We have a plan of attack. Is there anything stopping us from getting on with it?”
As much as Ty didn’t like being pushed into anything, he couldn’t think of a good reason to object. But Dinah had no intention of letting Vixen whisk Ty away quite so easily.
“First, I’d like to make sure Ty is up to the task. The AZT-407 is dangerous. Give me a moment to check him out in the med bay, and then, assuming he’s okay, he’s all yours.”
Despite the repeated doses he’d taken of the drug in such a short time, Ty still felt pretty good. The restorative combined with Sarah’s serum seemed to be doing its job. But he didn’t object as Dinah whisked him away from the breakfast bar. He sensed the deerkin wanted a moment to talk.
Dinah closed the med bay door behind them. Spit Bitch still lay on the surgical table, heavily sedated, with her arms and feet restrained.
“We’ve got to do something about her at some stage,” the deerkin murmured. Then she turned to her attention to Ty.
“How are you doing?” she asked.
There were layers in Dinah’s question. She was asking about the after-effects of the drug, but also about Tempest, and Vixen as well.
“I’m okay,” he responded. “And you?”
Dinah nodded, sadly. “I didn’t expect her to be here so soon. I just gave everyone a heads up. But she’s always danced to her own tune.”
It was Ty’s turn to nod, and then Dinah changed the subject. “Do you need anything? she asked. “Another restorative?”
In answer, Ty brought up his character sheet. The boost he’d experienced from the drug had faded to nothing, but as yet there was no sign of the associated debuff. The only difference from normal was that his secondary skill still displayed at level 1.
Apparently, it was now permanent.
He wondered then about the plasma blade he’d absorbed from Bain. He hadn’t really thought about it since it happened, but knew the weapon was somewhere within his system, no more than a thought away from reappearing.
Ty considered giving it that thought, and a shadow of the weapon appeared, growing out of his arm. Then he changed his mind, willing the weapon to go away again. It wasn’t the right time to investigate that at the moment.
“I’m okay,” he repeated. Then he fixed Dinah with a searching look. “Why did you want to talk to me?” he said.
Dinah nodded, acknowledging Ty’s understanding of her intent. “I just wanted to warn you. Be careful with Vixen. She’s not quite the same as us.”
Ty thought he knew what she meant, yet he might have asked for more details regardless. But before he could, Vixen herself opened the door and poked her head in.
“Are you guys doing okay in here?” she asked. Then she focused for a moment on Spit Bitch on the surgical table and offered a puzzled expression. “Interesting houseguests you have,” she said.
“This is one of the Master’s minions,” Dinah supplied. “We needed the cryo chamber for Tempest. As soon as we get another, we’ll put her in it.”
Then she spoke to Ty once again. “Are we all done?” she asked.
Ty nodded. “We’re good,” he said.
“All right, then,” Vixen replied. “Time to get going.”
◆◆◆
 
Ty rode through the New Lincoln streets on Dinah’s Ducati, wondering if he would ever enjoy flying with Tempest again.
The streets were crowded, and the drizzle was heavier than normal. Because of this, Ty had slowed to a crawl, and more often than not had a foot off the pedal to steady himself as he rode.
From his perspective, it was far from the most enjoyable ride he’d ever had, and it was made even worse by Vixen, who was seated behind him. Ty had never ridden with a passenger like that before. Not only did her additional weight impact his control, but instead of simply holding onto his waist, the dark elf had chosen to press herself firmly against his back, and wrapped her arms around him.
It was a more intimate embrace than Ty felt comfortable with, but she’d only taken that position when they were out on the road, giving Ty little chance to protest. Instead, he chose not to think about it. About Vixen, the traffic, the rain, or anything other than his immediate goal.
Which was to locate an AZT-407 dealer.
Ty had found a dealer fairly easily the first time he’d looked, and Lilith didn’t have any issues when he’d asked her to pick up a dose of the drug. But Tempest’s mansion was in a less seedy part of town, and Ty found himself having to ride for some distance before finding a more likely location.
They’d reached an area filled with low-end hotels, drugstores and liquor stores, together with the sort of bars Ty might not normally have entered and which even the locals might have thought of as rough. With broken bottles and garbage strewn over the pavement and many of the pedestrians looking furtive, Ty thought it a likely area.
As, apparently, did Vixen. The dark elf squeezed his arm to get his attention, and pointed toward an alleyway between two buildings, the ground floors of which were protected by steel bars.
Ty saw what she had seen. A man mostly hidden by a trench coat at the alley entrance, looking for all the world like a storeman keeping a wary eye on his patch.
If he’d had a neon sign flashing above his head saying “Dealer! Get your drugs here!” he could hardly have been more obvious. Ty acknowledged Vixen’s assistance with a nod, and pulled the Ducati onto the pavement. They dismounted and took off their helmets, then Ty made sure to set the bike’s security anti-theft system.
Vixen eyed Ty up and down, giving him a knowing smile that he didn’t much like.
“You ride well,” she said. “Confident without being aggressive, but always in control.” Then her smile turned into a leer. “I wonder what else you do well?” she said.
Ty ignored the woman’s implication while at the same time acknowledging to himself that if it weren’t for Dinah, Lilith, and Tempest, he wouldn’t have hesitated to rise to Vixen’s challenge. Even though much of what she said seemed to be just on the wrong side of center, there was something about her that he couldn’t deny. It was the same as with Tempest, Dinah, and Lilith, although different as well.
“How do you want to do this?” he asked her.
She raised a lascivious eyebrow. “Do what, exactly?” she asked.
“You know what I’m talking about,” he said, keeping his expression as flat as he could.
The dark elf offered a shrug. “Can’t blame a girl for trying,” she said. Then she answered his question. “How about we just go over and ask him nicely if he can help us? With your natural boyish charm and my—well, me,” she said gesturing to herself, “I think we can probably be fairly persuasive.”
It was good enough for Ty.
Together, they waited for a break in the traffic, then crossed the road to the dealer.




22: Threats And Lies

The dealer looked at Ty and Vixen with suspicion as they approached. A smaller man with skin tinted red and a crown of short, sharp horns around his head, Ty wouldn’t have been surprised if he kept a lightsaber hidden under his trench coat and answered to the name Darth.
“What you want?” the man said, his tone belligerent and full of distrust.
Ty couldn’t help but think him a poor salesman. Yet, with a product like AZT-407 and the possibilities contained within it, Ty figured little salesmanship was needed.
“Upgrade,” Ty answered.
The man looked like he’d swallowed something distasteful. He sneered and flared his nostrils in a way that made Ty want to hit him where he stood. He didn’t have time for this. To him, the dealer was nothing. All he cared about was finding the Master, and putting an end to the troubles they were having in New Lincoln.
Then maybe he could focus on bringing Tempest back.
“You got the cash?” the dealer demanded.
Ty nodded.
Still, it seemed nothing he did pleased the dealer at all. The man switched his gaze to Vixen, and while his expression of distaste remained, he couldn’t hide the lust in his eyes at the sight of her.
Perhaps it was that which tipped the scales in their favor. In any event, the dealer gave a sniff.
“Follow me,” he said, then ducked further into the alley.
Ty and Vixen did as the man said. But they didn’t go far. The alley was filled with bags of garbage sitting in puddles that might have been there for decades given New Lincoln’s penchant for ongoing rain. To Ty, it seemed like a good place to get mugged, murdered, or worse, and he had to fight the urge to activate his shield then and there. In his mind, there might have been more than a dozen corpses rotting in the depths of the alley.
Fortunately, the dealer didn’t seem to want to investigate the depths any more than Ty did. He stopped in the first of the shadows, just out of sight of the people passing by on the pavement outside.
The man still apparently didn’t like the way Ty looked.
“Cash first,” he said.
Ty figured it would be good to have a dose of the drug on hand for the future, so he dug out his wallet.
“How much?” he asked.
The man named a price nearly double what Ty had paid the last time. He hesitated, glancing at Vixen. But the dark elf seemed content to follow Ty’s lead.
Instead of taking the required credit from his wallet and handing it over, Ty shook his head. He put his wallet back in his pocket.
“Actually, I’ve changed my mind. I don’t want your drug after all. Instead, how about you tell us who you work for, and where we can find them?”
The dealer’s reaction was immediate. “Fucking narcs!” he said. “Knew you wasn’t right just looking at you!” At the same time, he dove into his coat pocket with a well-practiced flinch and brought out a blaster.
As fast as thought, Ty activated his shield and stepped in front of Vixen.
“Look out!” he shouted as the dealer started to fire.
Ty’s shield was proof against any blaster attack, but he needn’t have worried. At the same time as Ty moved, Vixen shifted between dimensions, becoming insubstantial. Ty could have ended the dealer’s life in a heartbeat, blasting away with his shield cannons until the man was nothing but an unpleasant memory, but then they would just have to go find another and play out the same scene again.
Instead, Ty wrapped his shield-enclosed hand around the dealer’s blaster and tore it out of the man’s grip.
Darth seemed to recognize the danger Ty posed. His eyes widened in fear and he uttered a yelp. He tried to turn and run, but like a ghost materializing out of nowhere, Vixen appeared in front of him.
From somewhere, she had acquired a short length of pipe that reminded Ty of the one Tempest had used to bludgeon Spit Bitch back at the art museum. With a quick, sharp movement, she hit the dealer on the side of the head, stunning him and dropping him where he stood.
Ty didn’t give him any chance to recover. He grabbed the man by the lapels and heaved him up against the wall.
The dealer knew he was beaten. He looked at Ty the way a cowardly man might look at the face of his doom and scrabbled his fingers against Ty’s wrists.
“Leave me alone, man! I ain’t got nothing you want! Let me go! I ain’t done nothing!”
“Tell me who you work for and where we can find them,” Ty said.
Despite the man’s obvious fear, he managed to shake his head. “Can’t do it, man. More than my life’s worth,” he said.
Ty didn’t have time to persuade him. He dragged the man away from the wall just a little, then slammed him back against it with jarring force.
“Ow,” the man said.
“Tell us who you work for,” Ty repeated.
But still, the man shook his head.
“Let me have a go,” Vixen said. “Hold him steady for a moment.”
Ty did as the dark elf said, wondering what she was going to do.
Vixen stood close enough to Ty that she was effectively leaning against him. She held up her hand and smiled at the man.
“Have you ever wondered what it might be like to feel your heart stop beating?” she asked. As the dealer looked on in horror, Vixen’s right hand became transparent. She moved it towards his chest, and then into him.
Ty couldn’t begin to know what that might have felt like, but from the dealer’s reaction, it couldn’t have been pleasant. The man looked at Vixen’s arm sticking out from his chest and freaked. He struggled against Ty’s grip even more and let out a series of panicked wails that grew increasingly louder.
Ty shook the man in an effort to focus his attention, but at the same time he could understand his reaction.
It wasn’t every day someone reached into your chest to tickle your heart.
Vixen withdrew her hand and smiled at the man. He clutched at his chest, puffing and panting as if he’d been for a run, his eyes wide with fright.
“I’ll give you about a minute,” Vixen said. “If we don’t have the answers we seek within that time, then I might just show you what else I can do.”
It was an undefined threat, but a good one. Darth’s eyes fixated on Vixen and grew wide with horror as he imagined what more she could do.
“What the fuck are you?” he said. “The both of you. What the fuck are you trying to do to me?”
“I’ve changed my mind,” Vixen said. “Thirty seconds.”
Part of the panic came back to the drug dealer’s eyes. Yet he shook his head.
“I don’t know,” he said. “I swear, I don’t know.”
Ty was still holding the man up against the wall. He wasn’t entirely comfortable with Vixen’s proximity, but didn’t want to draw attention to it.
“What do you mean, you don’t know?” he said.
The drug dealer’s gaze switched to him. “Man, you gotta get your bitch under control. You can’t let her do that to people. It ain’t right!”
“Ten seconds,” Vixen said.
Ty just grinned at the man. He saw the calculations in the drug dealer’s eyes, but he still shook his head.
“I told you, already! I can’t tell you. I don’t know who my boss is. None of us do!” There was just enough desperation in his voice that Ty believed him.
“What do you mean? How can you not know who your boss is? Where do you get the drugs from? Who do you give the money to?”
“Five seconds,” Vixen said. From Ty’s point of view, her count seemed a bit off. But he knew that wasn’t the point. The only thing that mattered was to get the drug dealer to tell them what he knew.
Darth seemed to deflate a little in Ty’s grasp. He looked around as if hoping to see someone who could help him, but there was no one in the alley apart from them. And maybe a few rats and other vermin further in.
“Okay, okay,” the man said. “I’ll tell you what I know. But it ain’t much.” He shook his head once again. “None of us know who the bosses are. We can’t contact them. It’s always one way. We get a message, see. A messenger will turn up and let us know where and when the pickup is going to be. I bring the money, and they bring the stash.” He tried to shrug even as Ty continued to press him against the wall.
“That’s all I know, man. You gotta believe me.”
Ty considered. To him, it wasn’t outside the realms of possibility for drug dealers to operate that way. But it didn’t make him happy. He shoved the man against the wall once again, just to rattle him a bit.
“How did you get the job?” he asked. “Who did you talk to? Where did you meet?”
Again, the dealer shook his head. “It ain’t like that, man,” he said. “I just knew a guy. That’s it. That’s all I know!”




23: Borrowed Skills

Ty kept the pressure on, but he didn’t quite know what to do next. Vixen, however, was sharper. Perhaps she had been in similar situations before.
“When is your next meet going to be?” she asked.
The man looked at her again, and Ty knew he was more afraid of her than he was of him.
“Don’t know,” the man whimpered.
Vixen wasn’t satisfied. “When was your last? How regularly do they happen?”
The man looked at her as if she was speaking a foreign language. It was like he didn’t understand why she’d asked what she did. So Ty shook him again.
“Answer her!” he said.
“Yesterday!” the man said. “I saw them yesterday. Don’t know when I’ll see them again. Maybe a couple of days?”
Again, Ty didn’t much like Darth’s answer, and by her expression, neither did Vixen. Yet, it didn’t seem likely they would get another answer no matter how hard they pressed the dealer. From Ty’s perspective, this first attempt to track the source of the AZT-407 drug back to the Master was a bust.
But Vixen wasn’t quite done. “Well, I guess that means you have plenty of stock on hand,” she said.
The dealer wasn’t entirely stupid. He understood exactly what Vixen intended, and once again shook his head.
“No,” he said. “No, you can’t.
Vixen smiled at the man, but it was far from the one she’d offered Ty earlier. This smile was glacial, almost. It didn’t touch her eyes in the least.
“Of course we can,” she said. “We can do anything we like.”
“No,” the dealer repeated. “You don’t know what they’ll do to me.”
But Vixen had had enough. “Nor do we care,” she snapped back at him. “Hand it over.”
Darth made a gibbering noise and gave Ty a pleading look.
“Please,” he said.
Ty didn’t know what Vixen’s plans might be, nor did he fully approve of just taking the dealer’s stash as if they were muggers or members from a rival gang. But Vixen had given him a surreptitious wink when Darth wasn’t looking, so he played along.
“All of it,” he said, doing his best to sound threatening.
Likely the man would have handed over his supply without any more motivation. But Vixen gave him another prod. Once more, she held up her hand and made it go insubstantial.
“You see the garbage all over this place?” Vixen said, indicating further down the alley. “How would you like me to leave a handful or two of that in your lungs?”
It was a hideous thought, and it was too much for Darth. He made a noise that was almost a sob and started to fumble about in his pockets.
Ty stepped back to give him some room, and within just a few moments, the man had pulled out a couple of handfuls of single use inhalers.
Vixen raised an eyebrow. “Don’t you have a bag or something?” she asked.
The man seemed to panic at this and started to shake his head. Then he changed his mind and reached into his inside jacket pocket, spilling inhalers as he did. He came away with a clear plastic bag within which was a squashed sandwich.
Vixen nodded her approval. “That’ll do. Empty it. Put the inhalers in there.”
Still the man hesitated again. “But this is my lunch,” he said.
“I don’t care if it’s the ashes of your favorite aunt. Do it.”
With some reluctance, Darth took out his sandwich and stuffed it into one of his pockets. Then he filled the bag with inhalers and handed it over.
“Thank you,” Vixen said. “Now that wasn’t so hard, was it? Now, your cash.” she said.
Darth was done arguing. He knew by then it would do him no good. With a heavy sigh, he pulled out his wallet and handed it over.
“Now the blaster,” Vixen said. “Pick it up, but do it slowly, and hand it to my friend here. And remember, you can’t hurt us with it. But if you try, remember what I said. Garbage. Lungs. I might even leave a nail or two lodged in your brain for good measure.”
As the man did as Vixen demanded, Ty got the sense that the dark elf was enjoying herself. He wasn’t completely sure he should be going along with her, but had to admit her actions had produced results, and wondered if this was what Dinah had meant about Vixen not being like them.
At the same time, she’d gone through the Architect’s original screening. Like Dinah, Tempest, and Zach. According to Tempest, the Architect had tested them for all sorts of criteria. Surely, if she was malicious at heart, the Architect would never have given her a device?
Then there was the attraction. Ty had a working theory that if their alignments were too different, there would be little attraction between them. And, even though Ty found Vixen’s manner a bit grating, he couldn’t deny that the attraction was there.
So he held his tongue and accepted the blaster.
“Thank you,” Vixen said again. “It was a pleasure doing business with you.”
With that, the dark elf turned to Ty.
“We’re done here,” she said. “Let’s go see if we can find someone with the information we need.”
Ty judged the dealer no longer a threat, and deactivated his shield. Together, Ty and Vixen left the man in the alley and headed back to the pavement.
◆◆◆
 
Ty wanted answers. As soon as they were out of earshot, he turned to the dark elf.
“What was that all about?” he asked.
Vixen favored him with a sly grin. “What, you mean to tell me you believed him?” she returned.
Ty stared at her. “You didn’t?”
Vixen snorted under her breath. “I take it you’re fairly new to this hero game?” she asked.
Ty frowned in annoyance. He was new. There was no doubt about that. Nor did he habitually hang out with drug dealers or random criminals before taking over Zach’s device. He understood life in the city of New Lincoln was probably more complex in some quarters than he realized.
But that didn’t mean he enjoyed Vixen holding that knowledge just out of his reach.
“What am I missing?” he demanded.
Vixen kept him on the hook for a few seconds more before finally relenting. “All of these drug gangs tend to operate much the same way. They’d like you to think there’s no traceable connection between the dealers and the levels above. But that’s more of an ideal than a reflection of reality. I’ve never yet come across one where it’s the literal truth.”
“So, you do think he was lying,” Ty said. He was thinking back to the interaction. “He was pretty convincing. At the same time, he didn’t seem to be that sharp. I wouldn’t have thought him capable of coming up with that sort of response.”
Vixen shook her head in a pitying fashion. “He didn’t come up with it. It’s a line many of them use, because sometimes it works. And, there’s often just enough truth in it to make it believable. Come on, I’ll prove it.”
Without waiting for Ty to respond, she grabbed his arm.
Instantly, it was like she had shoved him hard in the chest. Ty stumbled, suddenly unsure of his footing, and looked around at a world tinged suddenly in red.
“What the–?” he began, only to find his own voice sounded strange and distant. For some reason, he thought of the place between points of reality Lilith always went through when teleporting. But this wasn’t like that. It was like they were in an exact duplicate of New Lincoln, except … not.
Everything was exactly the same, just shifted a little on the visual spectrum. The cars still rolled along the road, and people still walked along the pavement, intent on their own business. Only the color of everything had changed.
“Don’t worry,” Vixen replied, her voice sounding like a special effect from a ghost film. It was like her voice took the long way to get to Ty. He watched her lips finish moving nearly half a second before the last part of her words reached his ears. “We’re just in another dimension.”
Ty brought his hand up in front of his face and stared at it. For some reason, he expected it to be transparent, but it was as solid as ever. Yet, perhaps to others, it wasn’t. A middle-aged woman with a small dog on a leash was walking straight at him as if he wasn’t there. Ty had to move quickly to get out of her way, and Vixen barked a laugh but didn’t let go of his arm.
“They can’t see me?” he asked. “Us?” he corrected.
Vixen shook her head. “No. To them, if they were looking, you and I would have seemed to vanish into thin air.” She was watching him closely, seemingly enjoying his reaction. “They can’t see us, or hear us, or even feel us.”
Ty stared at her.
“Go ahead,” she said. “Try to touch one of them.”
Tentatively, not quite trusting Vixen’s words, Ty did as she said, aiming to touch the shoulder of a man who was talking on a phone embedded in his hand.
But it was like he turned into a ghost. Ty’s hand went straight through the man as if he didn’t exist.
Vixen grinned at him. “We can walk through walls as if they aren’t there. Even that forcefield of yours. It’s as if the things we always thought of as solid don’t really exist.”
Ty couldn’t help it. He looked down at his feet. “Then why does the ground still feel solid?” he asked.
“Good question,” Vixen said. “And if you want to know the truth, we’re not really sure. Perhaps it’s because the world is consistent. It doesn’t change much over time. If you’re standing on top of the ground now, in two hundred years, you wouldn’t have moved. But people and buildings are more transient. They don’t change as much.” The dark elf gave a shrug. “Or maybe that has nothing to do with it. As I say, I don’t really know.”
Before Ty could really come up with more questions, Vixen changed the topic. “Now, how about we go back and see what our friend the drug dealer is doing?”




24: Hiding In A Different Dimension

Without letting go of Ty’s arm, she led him straight back into the alley. Darth was still in the shadows where they’d left him, but had taken the time to pull himself back together. He was no longer a wailing, gibbering mess, afraid of what Vixen and Ty might do to him. Instead, he was more like a boy who’d been called into the headmaster’s office and wasn’t sure what might happen next. He was nervous, perhaps even fearful, but was no longer afraid for his life.
And, despite having said he had no way to call his supplier, he’d dug a miniaturized communication device from somewhere and was steadying himself as he made a call.
“See?” Vixen said. Ty nodded, but didn’t otherwise respond. He just waited until the call connected.
“Hey, yeah, it’s me,” the man said. “Yeah, look, I’ve been robbed. Some punk kid and his girlfriend. Look, I tried, I really did, but they’ve got these powers, like, I don’t know. Scared the shit outta me. I shot him with my blaster, but it had no effect. And she…” He shuddered. “Look, they took my stuff. Yeah, all of it.”
Ty couldn’t hear what was being said on the other side, but Darth nodded into his communication device.
“Yeah, okay,” he said, and that was that.
He hung up the phone, tucked it away in one of his pockets, and leaned against the wall with a deep sigh.
“Now what?” Ty asked.
“Now, we wait.” Vixen responded. “If he goes anywhere, we follow him. But I would bet the supplier’s coming here.”
◆◆◆
 
Ty didn’t really want to have to follow the dealer somewhere else. What if he hopped in a car and headed to another part of the city? Would Ty and Vixen have to ride in the car with him, invisible, untouchable, but present nevertheless? Or would it be better to follow on Dinah’s Ducati and hope that they didn’t lose sight of him?
Fortunately, Darth didn’t seem interested in heading anywhere. He looked up and down the alley as if seeking inspiration, then sniffed, offered a grimace and an indecipherable mumble, then hunkered down against the wall with his hands jammed in his pockets.
Vixen grinned. “See?” she repeated. “He’s not going anywhere.”
Ty had to agree.
He looked around. “I guess, if he can’t see or hear us, we just wait here,” he said.
The dark elf nodded. “Yep. No need to find somewhere to hide. Might as well get comfortable. We can sit down right in front of him, and he’ll never know we’re there.”
It sounded good to Ty. They both sat against the opposite wall from the dealer, with Vixen still holding onto Ty’s arm.
Ty understood without being told that it was this contact that enabled Vixen to share her power with him. If she let go, likely he would reappear in front of Darth’s nose. As appealing as that might be as far as pure entertainment might go, it would likely mean all their efforts so far would be for naught.
At the same time, the ongoing contact felt more proprietary than Ty was comfortable with. Somehow, Vixen managed to convey a sense of ownership through her touch.
And not just through her touch, either. The way she’d ridden on the back of Dinah’s bike pressed against him. Her closeness during the scuffle with Darth. The dealer had even commented on it, referring to her as his girlfriend.
Ty couldn’t help but think that this was what Dinah had been trying to warn him about.
Vixen caught his expression of distrust as he followed these thoughts through to their conclusion. With a knowing grin that echoed Dinah’s own, but which lacked much of the warmth, she decided to challenge him.
“Something the matter?” she asked, at the same time as she shifted her weight to sit more closely to him than before.
Ty knew she was baiting him and refused to rise to it. “Nothing,” he said, but even that proved to be the wrong option.
Vixen snuggled even closer, resting her head on his shoulder. “Good,” she said. “I didn’t think so.”
Ty simmered for a moment, then decided to change the subject.
“You seem to understand this part of the world well,” he said.
Vixen nodded. “I used to be a cop before joining the Architect’s program. You know the old cliché. Tough kid, grew up on streets much like these. So, yeah. I reached a point where if I continue on the path I was on, I might not be here any more. So I joined the police.” She gave a small shrug. “Maybe if the force hadn’t been so filled with corruption, I might still be there now.”
Ty didn’t know what to say to that. Her background was very different from his own. Yet the dark elf didn’t seem to need a reply. She took his silence as an opportunity to sit back upright, giving herself space to look him up and down. Her gaze lingered here and there, as if she was measuring him against some unknown ideal.
Apparently, he measured up well enough. “Where did Dinah find you, anyway? I have to say, her taste hasn’t exactly suffered since…” She trailed off, grinning at some private thought. When she continued, it was like she’d changed her mind about what to say. “And that pink-haired creature, Lilith. I’ve never seen anything like her. She’s a work of art, isn’t she?”
Ty wasn’t entirely sure he liked the direction the conversation was taking. But with the dealer apparently settled in for a significant wait, he didn’t want to have to spend the time in silence. So he answered her in a way he thought might be safe.
Or tried to, anyway.
“We told you already,” he said. “Zach passed his device to me when he died. And Lilith–” he started, but Vixen shook her head.
“That isn’t what I meant,” she said. Then, for a moment, she grew sad. “Poor Zach,” she said. “I really liked him. Made Liberace look like a Mormon, but that was just part of his charm.” Then she shook herself away from her reminiscence. “I just mean that all of us, everyone the Architect gave a device to, we’re all pretty hot. But you two … wow. How long did Dinah take to get you into her bed?”
It wasn’t a question Ty wanted to answer, and Vixen seemed to sense it. She grinned broadly.
“You’re not a big believer in kissing and telling, huh?” she asked. She gave a small laugh. “If only you knew the things we all used to get up to before we went our separate ways.”
A younger version of Ty might have gaped at the dark elf and blurted out something like, “What things?” before he could help himself. But as well as enjoying the power and confidence granted him by the device on his wrist, for the past few weeks, Ty had enjoyed the bedtime company of the three most spectacular women alive.
His interest in what others got up to had largely diminished.
Yet there was something he wanted to ask.
“How long ago were you all together?”
Vixen looked at him with a curious expression. He thought she might choose not to answer, just to get back at him for not satisfying her own curiosity. But in the end, she did.
“We didn’t all leave at once. In fact, I don’t think there was a time when we were all in the mansion together. The Architect did things slowly. He handed out the devices one at a time. I was just lucky that when I was ready to leave, so was Delve. And she was the one, out of everyone, who I rubbed the wrong way the least.” She said with a touch of sadness, and Ty understood she was aware of the reaction she produced in others.
“Good thing, too, given how my power works,” Vixen added.
She lapsed into silence, but the silence was filled with expectation. Ty understood that she was waiting for him to ask a question, and so he obliged.
“How does your power work?” he asked.
The dark elf favored him with one of her genuine grins.
“Wouldn’t you like to know?” she said. Ty actually did want to know, but didn’t like the way the woman had effectively set a trap, and didn’t seem to want to offer him the answer. To Ty, it was a frustrating and somewhat discordant way to hold a conversation. He was starting to revisit his intention to talk, and wondered how offended she might be if he sat there and ignored her.
Fortunately, he didn’t have to risk it either way. It was sooner than he had expected, but they were no longer alone in the alley with Darth. A group of men had entered, and the dealer was struggling to his feet.
“Showtime,” said Vixen.




25: Boss Man

Darth wasn’t the only one to scramble to his feet. Ty and Vixen did as well, a little awkwardly as the dark elf still gripped Ty’s arm. A single glance at the newcomers was all it took for Ty to know they were the ones he and Vixen had been waiting for.
There were four of them. Three large, solid looking men built like Badger from the Concubine Club. The body modification craze that had taken New Lincoln by storm gave people the opportunity to sculpt whatever physique they desired. It wasn’t uncommon for men in particular to have their genetics altered so they could more easily put on muscle. But they still had to put in the work for it to really show.
The three bodyguards were no more than insects compared with Bain. But they’d had the modifications, and they’d done the work. Each of them would have filled a doorway with ease, and if it weren’t for his shield, Ty would have found them intimidating.
The fourth newcomer was smaller, far less intimidating, and obviously in charge. This man was slim, dark skinned, and sported a mohawk as well as a series of spikes grafted into his cheekbones. The man’s ears were subtly pointed, and Ty wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that he also possessed a devil’s tail hidden in his pants.
This was the dealer’s supplier. His area manager, perhaps. And he’d come with an entourage. Ty didn’t know if it was usual for the man to travel like that, but from Darth’s uncertain expression, he thought it unlikely.
The boss man sauntered into the alley as if he owned the place and stopped far enough away from the dealer to imply he didn’t want to get that close to him. He eyed Darth up and down with an expression that said he despised him completely. The dealer started to say something, but the boss man cut him off.
“Did I ask you to speak?” the boss man demanded.
All at once, Ty understood that this wouldn’t be an enjoyable meeting for the dealer. Darth seemed to figure that out for himself at the same time. He shrank down in his trench coat as if he could somehow get away and shook his head.
“No, sir,” he stammered.
The boss man said nothing for a moment. He just stared at the dealer, who grew noticeably more uncomfortable under his glare.
“This is the guy we were waiting for,” Ty said to Vixen. It felt strange to talk so openly from so close to the man, while at the same time knowing they couldn’t be seen. It was surreal, as if they were watching something via hologram or on a screen. In a way, Ty understood that it could be addictive. “Should we drop back into the real world and say hi?” he asked.
But Vixen shook her head. “I want to see what happens.”
Ty wasn’t convinced that was necessary, but didn’t argue. He said nothing, and the boss man finished his inspection.
“Where is it?” he demanded.
There was no doubt that the man was talking about the dealer’s stash. “I don’t know, man. They took it!”
The boss man made a subtle movement as if he was about to step forward, and the dealer flinched as if he’d been struck.
“Well, what do you know? You stand before me with no stash and no cash to speak of. You say everything you had has been stolen. Your greatest fear is probably whether or not I believe you. But here’s the thing. I don’t care. From my point of view, you owe me for the Upgrade you were handling. Is it my problem if you don’t have the cash?”
The dealer had looked panicked and frightened when Ty and Vixen had threatened him. Now he looked terrified, as if he knew his very life hung in the balance.
He looked away, not meeting the boss man’s eyes. “I don’t got it,” he muttered, just loud enough for Ty to hear.
“What was that?” the boss man responded, his voice like the crack of a whip.
“I don’t got it,” the man repeated, looking and sounding miserable. “I’m sorry, man, but I don’t got it. They took it.” He looked like he was about to burst into tears. “I’m sorry. Tell me what I need to do to make it up to you.”
Again, the boss man said nothing for a moment, just let the dealer stew in his own fear.
“Look, I’ll do anything! Tell me what I gotta do to make this right!”
Ty couldn’t help but wonder what the dealer was afraid of. What tortures did the boss man regularly dish out to those who displeased him?
Finally, the boss man broke into a broad grin, showing teeth capped with gold and sharpened to points.
“Look at you,” he said. “It’s like you’ll piss yourself if you don’t watch it. Pathetic. If we didn’t need so many warm bodies out on the street, I’d take the value of the Upgrade we supplied from your flesh, selling your mods to those who can’t afford to go through a legitimate provider.”
As far as threats went, it was a doozy. Ty had heard of a black market for modified genetics, and knew that the victims weren’t expected to survive the treatment. The dealer had obviously heard the same rumors. He shook his head in denial.
“No. Please, I’m begging you.”
The boss man continued as if the dealer hadn’t spoken. “But as we do need so many warm bodies, you are in luck. Here’s what I’m going to do. I’m going to replace the Upgrade you lost, and give you the opportunity to prove yourself. If you can sell it for twice the credit of the last batch, we’ll call it even. How does that sound?”
All at once, the dealer stopped his whimpering. He stared at the boss man with something akin to surprise mixed with relief. It was as if he couldn’t believe his luck. But the boss man hadn’t finished. He was still grinning, looking like an alligator with his sights set on his favorite prey.
“But I’m going to leave you with something to remember this by. Something to remind you not to let your supply ever be ‘stolen’ again. Something for you to think about, and remember that it could have been far, far worse.”
The dealer’s expression of panic returned. Before the boss man said another word, he shook his head in denial.
The boss man’s expression became one of pure relish. “Do you know what I’m going to do?” he asked, his tone almost gentle.
Just like that, the dealer’s whimpering returned. He started to back away, but the boss man signaled his guards. As one, the two of them reached for the dealer and grabbed him by the arms.
The boss man’s expression became ravenous. “I’m going to take two of your fingers from your right hand.”
“No!” the dealer said. “No! Please, don’t do this!”
The boss man held out his hand to the third bodyguard, but said nothing. As if this was something they’d done many times in the past, that third bodyguard at the boss’s side reached into his jacket and pulled out a pair of shears. The boss man clicked the shears open and closed a couple of times, then approached the dealer, who was starting to wail as he struggled against the impossible strength of the bodyguards who held him.
Ty turned to Vixen. “Have you seen enough?” he asked.
The dark elf favored him with a sardonic expression. “Are you going to spoil the fun?” she said, and Ty couldn’t figure out if she was joking or not.
Instead of answering directly, he stepped forward, away from her grip, and activated his shield at the same time.
Everything happened at once. The dealer and one of the guards saw Ty immediately. The guard cursed out loud at Ty’s surprising appearance, but the dealer recognized him right away.
“It’s him!” he said. “He’s the one who stole my stash!”
Ty could have used the blaster they had taken from the dealer. Close up, they could be lethal, but when used at a distance there was a good chance the target would survive. Especially if they wore body armor, as these bodyguards very likely did. But he’d given that weapon to Vixen, preferring to use the canons built into his shield.
At full strength, he could obliterate a normal person completely. He could punch a hole through solid rock, or melt steel into a ball of bubbling liquid. But at a lower setting, his efforts would be much like a blaster from a distance. Painful, likely to cause a concussion or broken bone or two, but not really fatal.
Ty had never been fond of needless killing. Even with his soul still tormented by what had happened with Tempest, he still lacked that level of brutality. So he dialed his power down and let loose, aiming for the dealer and the two guards holding him still.
They had no time to react. From their point of view, one moment, they were alone in the alley, doing whatever they wished to the dealer, and the next Ty appeared from nowhere and let loose.
The force of the blast was enough to punch them into the wall. They each made voluntary noises of pain mixed with surprise, and all three of them collapsed to the ground.
The boss man’s one remaining guard was quick to react. He stepped in front of the boss man at the same time as he reached for his weapon.
But he was already too late.
Vixen had also emerged from where she and Ty had hidden, and she wasn’t afraid to use the blaster Ty had given her. A single shot, and the third guard was down, groaning on the alley floor as the familiar tang of ozone filled the air.
As soon as the guard fell, Vixen swung her weapon around to the boss man, who had dropped the shears and was fumbling about under his jacket.
“Don’t try it,” Vixen said, her normally grating voice filled with threats.
The boss man’s face lost its crocodilian grin. He glared at Ty and Vixen with an expression of hate. Yet he wasn’t scared, and didn’t for an instant seem the type to grovel.
Instead, he set his jaw, took his hands out from under his jacket.
“Who are you and what do you want?” he said with a snarl.




26: Threats And Lies Round Two

Ty was ready to let loose with the power of his shield at the first sign of trouble. He knew instinctively that the boss man was a much tougher target than the dealer had been. At the same time, he was determined to get the answers he sought.
“Ideally, I’d like you to tell us who the Master is and where we might find him. But I’m guessing you’re not high enough in the hierarchy to know that sort of thing. Instead, how about you tell us where we can find your immediate boss?”
The ghost of the boss man’s crocodile grin returned. “I don’t know who my boss is. I never see him—”
“We’ve heard that line of garbage before,” Vixen said, nodding toward the dealer slumped on the ground. “We didn’t believe a word of it then, either.”
The boss man glared at Vixen, his eyes hard and narrow, like slivers of obsidian set into his skull. For a moment, he just stared at her, then he seemed to relax. It was as if he had accepted his fate and was fine with it.
“Maybe you have,” he snarled. “And maybe you counted on your mark being dumb enough to contact me. Well, guess what? I’m not that dumb. I ain’t gonna tell you shit.” So saying, the boss man folded his arms across his chest and stood as if daring Vixen and Ty to respond. “What are you going to do about it?” he added.
Ty feared the man might be right. If he was determined, how would they get the answers they needed? They hadn’t even managed to get the dealer to talk.
All at once, Ty found he was angry. More than angry. He was furious. After everything that had happened, he wasn’t going to be put off by a minor bad guy who thought he was too tough to talk.
Moving as fast as his shield would allow, Ty launched himself at the man and hurled him into the wall near where he and Vixen had been hiding. But Ty didn’t let the man go. Instead, he jammed his elbow in the man’s throat and snarled at him from mere inches away.
“Here’s the thing,” Ty said, and even he was surprised at the level of threat in his voice. “I’ve had just about enough of you people. It’s because of you and people like you that this world is as bad as it is. I’m going to find the Master if it’s the last thing I do, and I’m going to rip his spine out through his chest. Maybe then he will stop infecting New Lincoln with his personal brand of spite. Maybe then he will stop hurting my friends!”
At first, as Ty spoke, the boss man appeared to be intimidated. But as Ty’s speech continued, he started to grin, and as Ty finished, the man actually barked a laugh.
“Stop hurting your friends?” the boss man sneered. “Boy, you have a lot to learn about making threats. I’ve done worse than that for no more than a look I didn’t like.” The boss man gave a shrug. “Maybe one day you’ll get there. Maybe one day you’ll be someone to fear. But that day isn’t today.”
Ty’s fury warred with his frustration. A part of him knew the boss man was right. Perhaps he should have been more forthright in his actions.
Out of frustration and annoyance, Ty smashed his free fist into the wall beside the boss man’s head. Chunks of brick went flying, and the boss man flinched away, but he was still laughing even as Ty’s fist came away, leaving a large hole where it had been.
Ty gave a growl and hurled the man onto the ground. He would have flung himself after, and likely began pounding the man with his fists. In his mind, all he saw was Tempest, her left side gone because of Bain’s efforts. He had a fleeting thought of conjuring the plasma blade the monstrous villain had used, and seeing how this boss man responded to the same type of treatment. But he hadn’t yet worked out how to connect the plasma blade to his power converters.
His fists would have to be enough.
Yet before he could turn his thoughts into actions, Vixen was standing between him and his target. She raised her hand to stop him, and her expression was firm.
“There’s no need,” she said. “I can get him to talk.”
Ty stood rooted in place, his rage building up like a storm. Yet he knew Vixen was right. Pounding the boss man into a body pulp might make Ty feel better for the moment, but it wouldn’t get them any closer to the Master.
With a supreme act of will, Ty reined himself in.
“How?” he asked.
Vixen gave him a cold smile. “Like this,” she said.
With that, she reached down to the man on the ground and pushed against his chest. Ty noted that she’d put the blaster away, and was touching the man with her bare hands.
Ty’s first thought was that she was reaching into his chest as she had done with the dealer, but that wasn’t the case. Instead, she’d made the man insubstantial, and was pushing him into the ground.
To begin with, the boss man didn’t seem to know what was happening. Then he did, and he started to scream. He flailed about in a panic, then with more focus. He tried to punch Vixen, tried to shove her away from him, but nothing worked.
The boss man’s flailing arms connected with nothing solid, and very soon he was almost entirely buried. Only his face and hands stuck out of the ground.
He kept wailing, kept struggling. Ty didn’t understand completely. When Vixen had taken him to the other dimension, it hadn’t been like this at all. Was she doing something different?
“Hush, now,” the dark elf said sweetly to the man in the ground. “You’re starting to be annoying. If I take my hands away from you, that’s it. You will merge with the ground, and I doubt very much if you would survive more than a few seconds.”
Just like that, the man stopped his thrashing about and clenched his jaw shut. Despite himself, Ty was impressed. To be able to rein himself in from that state would have taken an enormous force of will.
“That’s better,” Vixen said, just as sweetly. “Now, you’re probably wondering what exactly it is I’m doing to you. Well, I’ll tell you. I have the ability to step between different dimensions. Different versions of this same earth we all live in. If I step in all the way, it’s like I disappear from this one entirely. But I don’t have to step in all the way. I can step partly over, in which case I can seem transparent in this world, and in the other.”
The way she spoke, it sounded to Ty as if she had said it all before. As if she had practiced it, like a speech. And all at once, Ty understood that she had done exactly that. In her own city, if she needed information and her target was reluctant, this was what she did.
He had to admit, it seemed to be effective.
“That’s what I’m doing with you. You are now only partly in this world, and you are partly in the next. Funny thing, but in this state, you literally can move through walls. But it feels decidedly odd while you’re doing it.” Vixen smiled broadly at the man, and Ty knew it was one of her rare, genuine smiles. “It can feel a lot worse if I want it to.”
At this, she didn’t appear to do anything, but the boss man’s eyes started to bulge and he looked like he wanted to scream.
“Uh-uh,” Vixen admonished. “One more sound out of you, and you’re stuck there forever.” The boss man choked on his scream and held it in. “Now. Are you going to answer our questions?” Vixen asked.
◆◆◆
 
As it turned out, the boss man wasn’t able to supply the name of his superior, and this time both Ty and Vixen believed him. But he was able to give the address of the factory his organization operated out of.
“That’s where he will be. I don’t know his name, but you’ll know him when you see him,” the man said.
“Thank you,” Vixen said sweetly.
“Now, please, get me out of here!” the boss man said, his voice close to a whimper.
As Vixen drew him back out of the alley floor, Ty wondered what they were going to do with him. They couldn’t risk the boss man making contact with the rest of his organization, nor did Ty have the callousness or brutality required to simply kill him.
But Vixen solved that problem as well. As soon as the boss man started to breathe a sigh of relief at no longer being embedded in the ground, she grabbed the front of his jacket and plunged as much of the fabric as she could into the ground, trapping his arms. It took less than a second, and when she moved her hands away, Ty could see she had effectively caught him in place. He had no leverage, and could do little more than kick out with his feet.
“Hey!” the man started as Vixen stood back up.
“Would you prefer I buried your head instead?” Vixen asked him, and his struggles subsided. “And, just so you know, if it turns out you aren’t telling the truth, we’ll be back.”
With that, the dark elf looked around and nodded her head in satisfaction.
“Job done, I think,” she said. “How about we check these others for weapons and communication devices, and I’ll secure them in the same way. And then we can see whether this kind soul was telling us the truth.”
In less than a minute, they were done. Ty took a moment to break the blasters he’d gathered apart, and destroyed every communication option he could find, including a couple of embedded phones worn by the guards. Then, he and Vixen returned to Dinah’s bike, and Ty used the GPS to figure out where they were heading.
Within a few minutes, he and Vixen were back on the road, weaving through traffic again.




27: A Familiar Face

Once again, Vixen pressed herself against Ty’s back in a way that he wasn’t comfortable with as they made their way through the ongoing drizzle.
As distances went in New Lincoln, the factory the boss man had directed them to wasn’t that far. In a city that stretched for hundreds of miles in virtually any direction, a journey of less than forty minutes when the traffic flowed easily was akin to a spectacular dose of good fortune.
Yet that was the case this time. And it made a good deal of sense. The Master’s drug distribution network would have a series of hubs throughout the city. The alley where they’d ambushed the boss man had to be close to one of them.
Whether the boss man’s superior would actually be there or not, only time would tell.
Without much surprise, Ty found the factory in the middle of an industrial zone. It looked not so much like a factory, but an ordinary warehouse. It was surrounded by similar buildings, some built to a truly massive scale, there to supply all sorts of goods throughout the city of New Lincoln.
As he pulled Dinah’s Ducati to the side of the road, Ty thought his life had become little more than a sequence of warehouse visits. Bain and his men had held Dinah hostage in one. Ty and Tempest had been ambushed in another down at the docks. And while the confrontation with Steam and Massive had occurred in a foundry, in Ty’s mind, it was a similar construction, even though it was probably just the size of the space that made it seem so.
Ty’s visits to most of those other warehouses had resulted in carnage. But this time, he thought, it should be much simpler.
Once again, Vixen and Ty climbed from Dinah’s bike, locked their helmets in place, and set the anti theft system.
“So,” Ty said. “Same as before? You use your power to hide us from everyone until we find the person in charge. Then we get them to point us to the next in the chain.”
As Ty spoke, he was acutely aware that if it weren’t for Vixen, he would have been lost. He might find her attitude grating, but there was no denying she was more streetwise than him, and more generally capable when it came to this sort of work.
If it wasn’t for her, Ty would have had no choice other than to keep busting dealers and trying to shake the information from them in his ineffective way.
He found himself deferring to Vixen in terms of planning in the same way that he had deferred to Tempest. When it came down to it, he was still very new at this game. He’d been wearing his device for less than a month all up.
Vixen had far more experience than he did.
“Sounds good to me,” Vixen said. “Except…” She trailed off, her brow creasing with uncertainty. Without explaining why, she touched the device on her wrist, bringing up the holographic display of her character sheet.
Ty hadn’t asked, but he had been curious about her skills and attributes, and couldn’t help taking a look.
General
Name: Vixen Gray
Modifications: Dark Elf
Unique Skill: Skill Duplication
Acquired Secondary Skill: Dimensional Phasing
Alignment: Neutral Good
Baseline
Strength: 4
Durability: 3
Healing: 3
Stamina: 4
Agility: 4
Intelligence: 6
Wisdom: 3
Skill: N/A
Secondary Skill: N/A
Post enhancement
Strength: 6
Durability: 6
Healing: 6
Stamina: 7
Agility: 6
Intelligence: 7
Wisdom: 4
Skill: 3
Acquired Secondary Skill: 2
Surprisingly, her character sheet showed an attribute that had to be specific for her. Acquired Secondary Skill. Ty couldn’t imagine how the device could have generated that automatically. Perhaps the Architect had programmed it in directly.
“Hmm,” Vixen said. “It’s as I thought. When I borrow someone’s skill, it doesn’t last forever. It seems that despite how long I’ve been hanging out with Delve, that hasn’t changed. That number used to be a four. Looks like it’s already starting to fade.”
Ty studied her. The last thing he wanted was for her power to run out while they were insubstantial.
“Can you still do it?” he asked.
The dark elf nodded. “Don’t worry,” she said. “I’m not going to leave you stuck in another dimension. From the looks of things this morning, I don’t think Dinah or your friend Lilith would forgive me if I did.”
Vixen again grabbed hold of Ty’s arm, and moments later the world around them seemed to change hue once more. Confident that no one would be able to see or hear them, they wandered into the warehouse as if they had every right to do so.
◆◆◆
 
They entered through the main door, phasing through the steel and wood as if it didn’t exist. Inside, there was a small reception room where a couple of workers sat at their desks, completely oblivious to Ty and Vixen as they wandered through. It was when they phased through the partition door at the back of the reception area that Ty saw for himself that this was indeed the production factory, and not the warehouse it had appeared to be.
It was bigger than it seemed from outside. Ty and Vixen had entered on what had appeared to be the ground floor, but he and the dark elf were looking down on the main work area.
Two, maybe three stories below, dozens of men and women went about their daily business, working among vast vats filled with chemicals, a manufacturing track that looked to be putting together one-shot inhalers, and a storage area filled with unknown items on shelving units that reached nearly all the way to Ty and Vixen’s viewing platform. Each of these three areas were separated from each other by dividing walls, but all of them were open to view from above.
Ty hadn’t consciously decided to do so, but he’d stopped just to take in the site.
“This is it, then,” Vixen said. “The source of the drug.”
Ty nodded. “Looks like it,” he said. He wondered if he should take the opportunity to do a Concussion and tear the building down. At the very least, that should halt production for a week or two. But in the end, he decided against it. They’d confirmed only that this was the production plant for something. He needed further proof to be sure it was for the AZT-407.
And besides, destroying the factory wasn’t their immediate goal. Nor would it lead them to the Master. Maybe later, Ty said to himself. Once he had what they’d come there to get.
With a sigh, he turned to Vixen. “Where should we start?” he asked, even though Vixen was as new to this building as he was.
She gave a small shrug. She looked around. “The offices up here?” she said.
“Okay,” Ty agreed. They had to start somewhere.
Together, still firmly within the other dimension rather than in the real world, they made their way along the lookout platform, which seemed to double as a hallway, looking into each room as they passed.
It turned out that there were only two rooms other than the reception area at this level of the building. Perhaps there would be a control room and a testing lab somewhere below, but on the upper level, aside from the reception area, there was just a large meeting room with a single office down the far end.
The meeting room was empty, and Ty was starting to wonder what the boss man had meant when he suggested Ty would know his boss when he saw him.
Then, as soon as Ty and Vixen entered the office, he understood.
Ty froze in place. There were three people in front of them, two men and a woman. But Ty’s attention was focused solely on one of the men.
“What’s wrong,” Vixen said.
“I know him,” Ty said. The man wasn’t overly tall, and had a flat, hard-looking face with undersized features, and enormous, powerful-looking shoulders. Yet for all that, he still had the same stamp to him that was common to most in his extended family.
“It’s Massive,” Ty breathed.
“Massive?” Vixen asked, obviously confused.
“A superpowered villain. When Tempest and I last fought him, he was able to knock Tempest out. He’s incredibly strong and seems to be able to alter his density.”
“He knocked Tempest out?”
“Yeah. But that’s not the worst of it. He doesn’t work for the Master. He works for Rubio.”
Vixen didn’t get the implications. “So, what’s he doing here?”
“I don’t know. He shouldn’t be. The Master and Rubio don’t get along.”
At that moment, Massive was growling at the other two people in the room, his voice like the grinding of stone against stone. Apparently, there was a delay with a key ingredient for the next batch of the drug, and Massive wasn’t happy.
“Well, I guess we’re going to have to ask him,” Vixen said. With that, she let go of Ty’s arm.
Several things happened all at once. From Massive’s perspective, Ty and Vixen would have just materialized inside his office. It was startling, and not just for the blocky man. His two employees turned toward them in shock, but it was Massive who recovered the fastest.
“You!” he said, recognizing Ty just as Ty had recognized him.
Massive had been sitting at his desk, but no longer. With a single convulsive move, he stood, shunting the desk out of the way in the process. Ty could almost sense the man gaining weight and density, and wondered what Vixen had in mind.
The dark elf wasted no time. She moved toward the superpowered man with a sense of purpose and determination, and Ty thought she was going to use the same trick on him as she had on the boss man in the alley.
In preparation, Ty activated his shield and got ready to unleash everything he had at the villain. He knew from experience that, like Bain, Massive was proof against Ty’s weaponry, and he feared for an instant that he would be proof against Vixen as well.
The walls of the structure were not made of bedrock. They weren’t even made of concrete. From what Ty could see, there was nothing for Vixen to embed the man into that he couldn’t simply flex his muscles and become un-embedded in an instant.
He wasn’t the only one to be taken off guard when, instead, Vixen wrapped her arms around Massive’s thick neck and kissed him hard on the lips.




28: A Massive Skirmish

For an instant, everyone in the office froze in place. Even Massive, whose expression said quite clearly that he couldn’t believe what was happening.
Before Ty could even begin to comprehend what Vixen was doing, she broke off the kiss and turned her head toward Ty.
“You’re right,” she said. “He can change his density. And now, so can I.”
With that, she shifted her weight in a way that Ty almost recognized from his old martial arts training, and all at once, Massive flew through the air over her head before crashing head-first into the floor.
Ty heard the ominous sounds of floorboards groaning in protest, and he knew the building wasn’t up to the punishment. He yelled at the two employees to stay back, and that was all he could do before the floor gave way.
Massive and Vixen were too heavy, too much for the floor to take. They fell through, creating a hole that reminded Ty of the one in the wall of his apartment. But that wasn’t all. There were at least two more floors beneath this one, and Massive and Vixen fell through them all.
Ty had managed to stay away from the damage, as had Massive’s employees. But now, he cursed under his breath. Without even looking, he stepped out over the hole, trusting his shield to catch him.
It did so. He came to rest on the ground floor with the huge vats of chemicals in front of him. Workers were running away as fast as they could, and Vixen and Massive were pounding away at each other.
It was frightening and impressive at the same time. Ty couldn’t help but be astonished by the strength of the dark elf’s blows, any one of which might have felled him despite his shield. Yet, along with that strength came a durability second to none. Not even Bain would have been proof against the punishment the combatants dished out to each other, but neither Massive nor Vixen seemed to suffer from the blows in the least.
It was a battle of titans, and Ty feared it would end in disaster. From Vixen’s expression, she wanted to rip Massive’s head clean off his shoulders, and Massive, more impassive, appeared to want to return the favor.
Ty feared not only for Vixen’s safety, but for that of everyone in the building. It was only a matter of time before one or other of them, or maybe both, careened into one of the vats, spilling chemicals in every direction.
It was a super villain origin story waiting to happen. Ty could only assume the chemicals were precursors to the AZT-407 drug. Maybe Obelix could fall into a cauldron of magic potion and have it have a permanent effect, but Ty didn’t know what might happen if one of these workers were to find themselves swimming in AZT-407.
Then again, what would happen if he, Ty, ended up swimming in it?
He didn’t want to know. As quick as he could, he closed the distance between himself and the combatants and, before he could tell himself it was a dumb idea, jumped on Massive’s back.
Ty wrapped his forearm around Massive’s thick neck and growled into his ear. “You’ve seen what my shield cannons can do. Do you think you can survive them from this close?” he said. Massive continued to struggle for half a second, and Ty tightened his grip. “Don’t test me!” he grated.
Perhaps surprisingly, Massive subsided. But Ty didn’t move.
“That’s better,” he said, and Vixen cautiously stepped away.
Ty stared daggers at the dark elf. He wasn’t impressed with what the woman had done. In his view, she should have at least consulted with him. It was reckless, and could have put them all in danger. And besides, all she’d really needed to do was take him to the other dimension and leave him there, and they would have been done.
He decided he would talk to her about it later. And maybe bring Dinah into the conversation as well. He had a strong belief that the deerkin would be equally vexed.
“How is it that you’re here?” Ty demanded. “Tell me who the Master is, and where I can find him!”
Instead of answering, Massive started to shake. It took Ty a moment to realize the man was laughing. Ty tightened his grip as much as he could around the man’s throat, but he wasn’t even sure if Massive could feel him. He wanted to let off a blast from his cannons just to make a point.
“Tell me!” he said.
The man continued to laugh for a moment, then started to speak. “What I am doing here is between me and Rubio. Ask him, if you like. As for the Master, I don’t know. Nor would I tell you if I did.”
With that, the massive man convulsed at the waist much as Vixen had done, but with far less sophistication. Yet he did it well enough that it was Ty’s turn to go sailing through the air. Ty’s shield caught him and lowered him gently to the ground, and in moments he was back on his feet beside Vixen.
Massive stared them down from maybe a dozen feet away. Ty could see the man calculating the odds, his eyes flicking from his own to Vixen, then back again. Then, all at once, it seemed he made up his mind. He gave a grunt that might have been a laugh, turned away from them, and ran off at high speed through the production factory.
It was another unexpected move, and Ty couldn’t help it. He looked at Vixen in confusion.
The woman returned his look and asked the salient question. “Do we go after him?”
Ty thought about it, but in the end shook his head.
“What do we do if we catch him? He’s invulnerable to anything we can throw at him. And if we did manage to bring him down, then what? We have no more cryo chambers. Where would we put him?”
Ty considered for a moment more, and uttered a sigh as he looked around the factory. “In any event, Dinah needs to know about this. I think we’re done here,” he said. “Except…”
This was indeed the factory behind the AZT-407. Massive’s presence confirmed it.
Out of a sense of pure revenge, Ty called out into the building. “You have fifteen seconds to get out of here, and then I’m bringing the place down!”
He counted out loud to the sound of people scrambling for the exits, then, with Vixen smiling her approval beside him, unleashed everything he had.
It was wild, crazy, and spectacular all at once, and Ty couldn’t help but feel a massive amount of satisfaction as he turned the Master’s factory into a melted, useless ruin the like of which even Concussion couldn’t have replicated.




29: Urbane And Dangerous

All throughout the trip back to the mansion, one question played over and over in Ty’s mind: how was it that Massive was in charge of the Master’s AZT-407 distribution?
Dinah had said very clearly that the Master had engaged a smaller, more specialized organization to do the job. Massive worked for Rubio. He shouldn’t have been anywhere near it.
By the time Ty parked the Ducati back in the basement garage and made his way up to the mansion itself, he’d figured out only two options. The first was that Massive didn’t work for Rubio at all. He could have been a spy for the Master, or he might have simply decided to go out on his own.
But that didn’t seem very likely. The man carried the same genetic stamp on his features that Rubio did, although they were expressed in a shorter, broader way with Massive.
Also, Rubio had trusted him to wear one of his devices. While the Master could create as many of the devices as he wanted, Rubio only had those he’d been able to steal. He wouldn’t give them to anyone he couldn’t trust absolutely.
The second option was more worrying. Had Rubio somehow managed to take the smaller, more specialized organization over? If so, had he done so with the Master’s knowledge?
Or had he managed to keep his activities hidden?
As Ty and Vixen headed to the stairs in anticipation of finding the deerkin and the demon woman somewhere above, Ty realized there was a third possibility. Had the Master somehow managed to take over Rubio’s crime empire, and installed the man’s people wherever he saw fit?
It was another disturbing thought, but again, it didn’t really ring true. From what Ty knew of the Master, he liked to work through mercenaries, and by throwing money at different service providers he could control. Taking over an entire criminal organization didn’t seem to be his style.
And if he’d wanted to contract Rubio’s people, why had he bothered with the other organization at all?
Nor did that possibility account for the enmity between the Master and Rubio. When last the two had crossed paths, it had turned into an out-and-out battle.
“Dinah! Lilith!” Ty bellowed. “Where are you?”
“Up here,” came Dinah’s response. “In my communication room!”
Ty and Vixen hurried up the stairs to join the deerkin and Lilith. Gremlin was there as well, cradled in Dinah’s arms, but as soon as she saw Vixen, she jumped down and scampered of into the hall.
“Fine,” Dinah said to the retreating animal. “Leave me, then.” Then she looked up to Ty and Vixen. “What have you found out?”
Ty didn’t answer at first. He was distracted by the images on the screen. Sections of New Lincoln were displayed all around, mostly from above, and his eyes were immediately drawn to two red dots, each of them with labels attached.
“What are they?” he asked. He was hoping Dinah would tell him they’d found Concussion, or perhaps even Bain.
The deerkin read his mind. “It isn’t them,” she said, shaking her head. “Just a couple of Rubio’s men. This is near the docks where you and Tempest were ambushed last time.”
When Dinah spoke, there was usually music in her words. Her accent helped create that music, but it was also due to the life she managed to infuse them with. But now, as she answered Ty’s question, her words were flat and comparatively empty.
Ty was disappointed to hear her answer. He would have liked to fling an EMP grenade or two at the villains, or maybe even use the plasma blade on them. But that would have to wait.
“Your turn,” the deerkin said. “What have you found out?”
“The drug dealers report to Massive,” Ty said.
Dinah and Lilith both reacted with different degrees of surprise. The deerkin demanded more information, and Ty and Vixen told their story, doing their best to be both concise and informative at once.
Dinah and Lilith both listened, and when they were done, the deerkin looked at the dark elf.
“You have Massive’s power?” she asked, seeking confirmation.
Vixen nodded. Instead of replying verbally, she just brought up her character sheet again.
General
Name: Vixen Gray
Modifications: Dark Elf
Unique Skill: Skill Duplication
Acquired Secondary Skill: Density Adjustment
Alignment: Neutral Good
Baseline
Strength: 4
Durability: 3
Healing: 3
Stamina: 4
Agility: 4
Intelligence: 6
Wisdom: 3
Skill: N/A
Secondary Skill: N/A
Post enhancement
Strength: 6
Durability: 6
Healing: 6
Stamina: 7
Agility: 6
Intelligence: 7
Wisdom: 4
Skill: 3
Acquired Secondary Skill: 3
Ty saw at a glance that she did indeed have Massive’s skill, but the rest of the stats puzzled him. Shouldn’t they have been very different from what they’d been the last time Ty had seen them? Surely, Massive’s stats should have shown an enormous durability buff, enough to match even Bain.
Ty frowned, puzzled, then said to Vixen, “What happens if you alter your density?” he asked.
She did so. Right away, Ty saw the difference. As Vixen increased her density, the buff afforded to each of her attributes increased as well. And not just by a little. Her strength and durability gained numbers Ty had never seen before, and there were other increases as well:
Post enhancement
Strength: 6 (+22)
Durability: 6 (+22)
Healing: 6 (+2)
Stamina: 7 (+6)
Agility: 6
Intelligence: 7
Wisdom: 4
Skill: 3
Acquired Secondary Skill: 3
Not even Tempest’s numbers matched those.
“Wow,” said Ty. Then, “Are you at your max?” Ty asked, but Vixen shook her head.
“I don’t know if the floorboards can take it,” she said.
Despite himself, Ty was impressed. It seemed he was right. Massive was more durable than anyone. And that meant, as long as she held onto Massive’s power, so was Vixen.
Vixen dismissed her character sheet, and Ty addressed Dinah again.
“So, now what?” he asked.
Dinah considered. “Now, we give Rubio a call and see if we can find out what’s up.”
◆◆◆
 
Given Dinah’s primary skill, it took her only moments to bring up the crime lord’s contact details. Within seconds, they could all hear the phone ringing.
Ty had just enough time to start wondering if Rubio would bother to answer when the crime lord’s large, bearded face filled the main screen.
“Who is this? How did you get this—ah! Dinah Lore! And Ty Wilcox, if I remember correctly. I might have known. But who are those others with you? Beautiful ladies, the both of them. I’m guessing the one with wings is Lilith. I’m not sure I know the last of your party?”
As before, the crime lord came across as urbane and in complete control, and Ty found himself wanting to punch him in the mouth. Rubio had been the author of more than his fair share of trouble as far as Ty and the others were concerned. That he’d been comparatively quiet over the past few days had been, Ty thought, a blessing.
Except, perhaps it hadn’t been such a blessing after all. More likely, Rubio had simply given himself time to enact some nefarious plan of his own.
“Rubio, this is Vixen, a friend of ours from out of town. Vixen, Rubio Vecoli, lord of one of New Lincoln’s most powerful crime families, and a continual thorn in our side.”
At this, Rubio laughed out loud. But it didn’t distract him from his usual courtesy.
“Vixen, I am very pleased to meet you,” he said. Then he turned his attention back to Dinah. “And where is my dear Tempest?” he asked.
Something about his expression suggested to Ty that the man knew perfectly well where Tempest was. The set of his lips suggested gloating, and he seemed altogether too satisfied as he asked his question.
Apparently, Dinah saw it as well. “Tempest is indisposed,” she said flatly. “She won’t be joining us for the moment.”
The crime lord chuckled under his breath. “Indisposed?” he said. “I hope nothing serious has occurred? I’ve always enjoyed Tempest’s company.”
Ty glared at the screen but did his best to clamp his mouth shut. He knew from past experience that despite his appearance of culture and civilization, Rubio was not to be taken lightly. He had a quick temper and tended to react strongly to any hint of disrespect.
They were looking for information, and Ty didn’t want any ill-considered remark of his to get in the way.
Dinah smiled back at the man even though it must have been an effort to do so.
“Nothing serious,” she lied blithely. “She’ll be back out patrolling your various business enterprises before you know it.”
The large man on the screen continued to chuckle. “Good. Good. Very glad to hear it. The world would be a lesser place if Tempest, for whatever reason, had to step down from her role.”
Despite himself, Ty felt his fists clenched at his sides, and he was sure that Dinah at least wanted to respond in some way that was less than polite. But before she could do so, before any of them could interject, the dangerous, urbane man on the screen continued.
“Now, how about you tell me why you have interrupted my day?” he said.




30: Verbal Sparring

Ty couldn’t help it. He was already tired of the man’s games. “We want you to tell us who the Master is and where we can find him,” he blurted.
Rubio switched his attention to Ty from Dinah. He shook his dark head, and Ty couldn’t miss the sparkle of enjoyment in the man’s eyes. “Ty, Ty, Ty,” Rubio said. “Always so quick to anger. So quick to open your mouth and let the world spill out of it. When will you learn that conversations like these are to be savored? That there is a flow and balance to them, if you but have the talent to listen.”
The crime lord paused for a moment, as if chewing over his words. “For people like me, there is much enjoyment to be had in engaging the likes of your friends Tempest and Dinah. It is like a game of chess, with objectives to be met and strategies in place to achieve them. And then there’s you coming along and upsetting the board.”
Ty glared at the man on the screen. Rubio was right. In this sort of game, Ty was effectively unarmed. But then, he didn’t see why he should play by Rubio’s rules when doing so would only give the crime lord the advantage.
“You’re working for him,” Ty stated. “We’re going to tear him apart. If we have to go through you to do so, then so be it.”
At this, Rubio’s face darkened noticeably. Although, Ty thought, perhaps the reaction wasn’t due to Ty’s threat, but at the implication that Rubio was subservient to anyone.
“You think I work for the Master?” Rubio said, his voice holding a full measure of disdain at the idea. “I don’t work for anyone!” he said. “What in the world would make you think such a thing?”
Ty smiled. “You might not have heard,” he said. “We ran into a friend of yours earlier on. Big chap, although not particularly tall. Seems to have the ability to alter his density. We call him Massive, although I can think of another name or two for him that would also work.”
All at once, the sophisticated, urbane Rubio was back. He seemed to sit back a little, and a smile danced on his lips.
“Massive, you say? Yes, that is a good name for him. Although, I call him George. He’s a cousin of some sort, although I don’t really know exactly how he’s related to me. But, yes, he did mention that he’d spoken with you, and your new friend there, this morning.”
It was an acknowledgement that he knew of the altercation, but no more than that.
Ty didn’t know exactly what to say next, so Dinah stepped in. “Your cousin—George—was supervising the plant in a distribution center for a drug known to be manufactured by the Master. Given this, can you see how we might reach the conclusion that you are working together?”
Ty marveled at the way Dinah chose her words. She was a lot more careful than he was, conveying her meaning with precision and yet doing her best to avoid Rubio’s triggers.
The crime boss seemed to appreciate it as well. “My dear Dinah, aren’t you a delight?” Then he nodded. “Yes, I can indeed see how you might reach that conclusion. But the question you have to ask yourself is this: does the Master know he is working with me? Or not? And another question: do you think someone with a skill listed as Tactical Intuition would just sit back and watch a competitor make himself too powerful to contend with?”
To Ty, it sounded like an admission, and Dinah seemed to see it that way as well.
“So, you are infiltrating his organization?”
Again, the crime lord didn’t answer directly. “It would be a good tactic against a superior opponent, would it not?”
Dinah nodded. “It would indeed. But wouldn’t it also be a good tactic to ally yourself with those who wish to put an end to the Master once and for all?”
At this, Rubio burst out laughing again. Ty understood that he really did enjoy the verbal byplay of conversations like these. As for Ty, not so much. He just wanted to get to the point.
But this time, he held his tongue. If Rubio was going to say anything useful, the time was now.
“It would indeed. However, I regret to say that the Master keeps himself insulated from all. If I knew who he was, he would already be part of history. I am sorry, my dear, for I would dearly love it if you lovelies and Ty were to end the Master’s disruptions to my city. But alas, I cannot help you.”
Ty was disappointed. He wondered if the crime boss might be lying, but figured it was probably true. If he was going to infiltrate the Master’s organization as he had, then he probably would have murdered the man in an instant as well.
“That all said,” Rubio continued. “I am kept informed of some parts of the Master’s thinking. His plans have only just begun. The next phase will be starting shortly, and if I were you, I would pay attention to the news nets. He will soon make his intentions known more widely.”
Ty had no clue what Rubio was talking about, and his whole way of speaking annoyed him.
“Can’t you just tell us what you’re on about?” he said, letting his frustration show clearly.
Rubio’s expression hardened a little. “Ty Wilcox, you are young yet. In time, you will learn that there is more to life than just reaching your goals. As you get older, the journey itself becomes increasingly important.”
He didn’t wait for Ty to respond, but instead broadened his gaze to include Lilith, and Vixen as well as Dinah.
“As for me, I do apologize, but I have to bring this call to an end. I have things to attend, and if I do not, my entire empire will crumble around me. Ty, Dinah, Lilith, and Vixen, it has been a true pleasure. Until next time,” he said, and the screen went blank.
◆◆◆
 
Ty stared at the empty screen for some moments. To him, Rubio’s pronouncements had an ominous feel. The Master was an agent of chaos who wanted nothing short of global destruction. He was cunning, dedicated, and willing to tend the seeds of long-term plans to get what he wanted.
He also had a flair for the dramatic. Concussion was the prime example of this, but Bain, Sparkles, and Spit Bitch all did their part. Whatever the shadowy villain planned next, Ty couldn’t know, but the uncertainty alone was enough to fill him with dread.
Nor was he the only one to feel that way.
“Well,” Vixen said into the silence. “He’s a piece of work, isn’t he? And you let him acquire one of the Architect’s devices?” The way she said it was a mix between an accusation and simply expressing her incredulity.
Once again, it was like she was deliberately needling them. Ty bit down on a retort, and even Lilith looked askance at the dark elf. But Dinah took a moment to speak up in their defense.
“It wasn’t exactly our preferred outcome,” she said. “The Master was behind that, as he appears to have been behind so many other things. If only we’d known he had the Architect in his grip from the start, we might have been able to prevent all of this.” Vixen offered a sniff in response, but said nothing.
From Dinah’s expression, she didn’t much like Vixen’s attitude, but instead of saying anything more, she turned to Lilith.
“I’ll set up an alert to capture the Master’s next message. In the meantime, we’ve still got work to do. Shall we continue?”
The demon woman nodded, and Dinah gestured at the screen, bringing up the images of the city once again.
There wasn’t much Ty could do to help, so he asked Dinah to let him know when the Master’s message turned up, and left them to it.




31: The Master’s Next Move

There wasn’t much point in resuming his and Vixen’s quest for information in the real world. They’d followed the trail from the drug dealer as far as it would go, and ended up with nothing useful. So, without any immediate call on his time, Ty headed down to the Architect’s workshop, intending to work on one of his many projects.
To his surprise, Vixen chose to come with him. But instead of asking if she could, she simply left the communications room when he did, muttering under her breath.
When Ty hesitated outside in the hall, Vixen gave him one of her genuine smiles. “It’s been a while since I was last here in the mansion,” she said. “And while I’ve seen the results of your skill in your glowing blue energy shield, I still haven’t seen it in action. So, what do you say? We’ll let those two carry on with their work, and you can show me what you can do.”
As she said the last, she could have twisted her face into a predatory leer and made her intentions obvious. But perhaps Ty’s ongoing habit of ignoring of her advances, whether they were serious or not, was having an impact. Vixen reined herself in enough to keep the words neutral, with only a slight quirk of her lips to indicate she knew she could have done more.
Ty took a moment to study her. From the moment they’d met, she’d seemed brash and demanding. She’d run roughshod over his, Dinah’s, and Lilith’s grief for Tempest, and had said the wrong thing—or the right thing with the wrong attitude—almost consistently since.
It would have been easy for him to dislike her completely. But she had also proved to be capable, and more than willing to help them solve their problems. As well, there was something about her that suggested a vulnerability hidden behind the brashness.
She hadn’t left his side since the morning. Perhaps that was due to the devices they wore, flaming any attraction into something far stronger. But Ty suspected there was something else going on at the same time.
Dinah was typically a warm, welcoming person. Yet, with Vixen, she was more distant. And Lilith’s response to the dark elf was clear. The demon woman didn’t know what to make of her.
At the same time, Vixen was sharp. She clearly knew when the dealer had been lying to them, when Ty hadn’t known at all. She had to be aware that her sudden appearance at the mansion was not universally appreciated.
Perhaps she wanted to hang out with Ty to avoid feeling isolated and alone.
“Sure,” he said. “Although I’m not sure yet what I’m going to do.”
His acceptance, however, was more than enough. Vixen gave a sharp nod and fell into step as they made their way to the stairs.
However, once they entered the workshop itself, the dark elf’s attitude changed yet again.
Ty had forgotten that Tempest still rested in the cryo chamber in the workshop. Or, perhaps not forgotten, exactly. He knew very well that Tempest was there. It was a fundamental understanding he had, like the fact that he loved Dinah, Lilith, and Tempest herself. He didn’t need to think about it every moment of the day.
So, while Ty accepted Tempest’s cryo chamber with a casual reverence that bordered on acceptance, Vixen hesitated.
“Is that…?” she began, and Ty nodded.
All at once, Vixen changed. She drew a deep breath only to let it out once again. If Ty had been able to see feelings, he would have seen sadness coming off her in waves.
Tentatively, as if unsure she was allowed, Vixen approached the cryo chamber and looked in through the window.
“Oh, Tempest,” she murmured. At the same time, she reached out a hand as if to touch the blonde superhero’s face, but the cryo chamber was in the way. She held her hand where it was for just a moment, then dropped it to her side.
For some seconds, she just stood there, not even moving when Ty stepped up beside her. Once again, Ty felt a sense of relief that Tempest’s horrible injury wasn’t easily visible. Tempest wasn’t the tallest woman in the world, and the cryo chamber’s clear window was only so big.
“Do you think you can help her?” Vixen asked quietly.
Ty shook his head. “I don’t know. I hope so.”
“But you haven’t given up?”
Ty thought about it. Just at that moment, he didn’t know of anything more he could do. But that didn’t mean he wouldn’t think of something in future.
“No. As long as she’s in stasis and I have a copy of her consciousness, there’s still hope. I haven’t given up.”
“Good,” Vixen breathed. She repeated her gesture, this time resting her hand on the chamber. “Hang in there, Tempest.”
Ty once again studied the dark elf. “You knew her well?” he asked.
Vixen nodded. “We all knew each other. But Tempest—she was special. If it weren’t for Dinah, I think Tempest and I would have paired up.” She gave another small shrug. “Hard to say, though. These things never turn out as you imagine they might.” Then, surprisingly, she broke into a grin. “Although I have to admit, it was always fun when I borrowed her power. Such strength! And she could fly! Although, I wasn’t ever the best with that. Afraid of heights, can you believe it?”
It felt like it had been a long time since Ty had been able to offer a genuine smile. He did at this, and wondered what it would have been like in the mansion, with a whole bunch of superpowered people just getting to grips with their powers.
The dark elf returned Ty’s considering look.
“Don’t give up on her,” she said. “She is the best of us, and I want to be able to tell her that in person again.”
Ty nodded, but before he could think of how else to respond, the device, still sunk into his flesh, gave an alert.
Ty willed his device to return, ignoring Vixen’s curious expression, and answered the call. It was Dinah.
“The Master?” Ty said, anticipating why she’d called.
The holographic image of Dinah nodded her beautiful head. “Yes. You’d better come back up here,” she said.
◆◆◆
 
All four of them were back in Dinah’s communications room. Ty’s heart was beating too fast in his chest. For some reason, he felt a greater sense of anxiety about this message than he expected. Or perhaps it was Rubio’s ominous buildup that led to his increased sense of worry.
Whatever the reason, Dinah and Lilith’s expressions did nothing to calm him down.
“You’ve seen it already?” Ty asked.
Dinah shook her head. “Only fragments. Still images from the message.”
Ty felt a sense of foreboding. There was something the deerkin wasn’t telling him. “And?” he asked.
“You’d best see it yourself,” she replied.
There was a wariness to her voice that Ty didn’t like. With some impatience, he nodded and gestured at the screen.
Dinah looked at the others, seeking a consensus. “Is everyone ready for this?” she asked. And for Vixen’s benefit, she added, “The Master’s messages can be … well, insane, for lack of a better word. They can be painful to look at.”
Vixen simply nodded. “Show it,” she said.
Without further hesitation, Dinah did so.
The Master’s past messages had indeed been insane. They were harsh and grating. Fingernails on blackboards couldn’t compete. They were like the rending of metal, and the sounds accompanying them could give Ty an instant headache.
He was expecting more of the same, and girded himself in preparation.
But this time, when the Master started to speak, it was like nothing Ty or the others had heard from him before.
The voice that came through Dinah’s speakers was calm and collected, with no hint of the madness of the man coming through. Instead, it sounded almost friendly.
“My friends,” the Master began, and Ty wasn’t even sure it was the same voice he’d heard before. “This message is for all those who have shown the courage to try something new. For all those who hope for a better life, and are willing to take steps to achieve it. You know who you are. You know what I’m talking about. Over the past few days, the streets of our city have been flooded with a better chance for the future. Upgrade, we called it, and the name is appropriate.”
All through the Master’s opening message, the screen on the wall remained blank.
“The drug was designed for one purpose, and one purpose only: to unlock the almost unlimited potential buried within us. Now, that may seem a lofty goal, but consider this. Our genetic code has long been the key to what we’ve been able to achieve, and also what limits us in our lives. But that is no longer as true as it once was. Already, many of you have taken advantage of the genetic splicers. No longer are we limited to our ordinary human appearance. Look around. Is that a cat girl beside you? A demon made flesh? Did the old man across the way always have a mobile tail?”
The Master paused for a moment, then continued.
“Already, we are a far cry from what our grandparents might have called normal. But that isn’t the limit to what we have become. For a price, we can be taller. Slimmer. More muscular. We can even give ourselves an additional digit, or prevent ourselves from ever going bald.”
Ty listened to the Master talk, and knew with certainty that his intended audience would have no idea of the malice driving his words.
“But even that is just the beginning. As you all know, Upgrade has been specifically designed to tap into that potential I mentioned before. No longer will it be necessary to visit the splicers to gain that extra few inches of height, to lose those few pounds around your middle, or to function at your physical best. A simple dose of the drug will get you started toward the physical perfection that is yours by right. But more than that, for some special few, Upgrade will do even more.
“The effects should already be starting for some of you. For the rest, it might take a little longer. But if you are one of the lucky ones, you will develop abilities beyond what is considered normal.
“Telekinesis. Telepathy. The ability to control fire with your mind. We don’t know what gifts you may develop. All we know is that some will be minor, but others will be truly spectacular.”
At this point, the screen on the wall finally started to clear. Ty found himself looking at someone. A young man dressed in what could have been the robes of a wizard, except that they seemed to be made of modern leather. Ty couldn’t make out the man’s face, because shafts of black lightning were flickering all around him, dancing this way and that and somehow sucking much of the light from wherever he was.
The black lightning wasn’t a threat to the man. He was controlling it, his hands raised and full of power, darkness clinging to them like a halo about the head of a saint.
On the man’s wrist, there was a device just like the one Ty and the others all wore.
“Some of you will gain real power,” the Master continued. “But there is a catch. That power is temporary, and at first, it will not be all it could be. If you develop the ability to turn rocks into powder, for example, then over time, that ability will fade.”
The Master paused again, perhaps for dramatic effect.
“Unless, that is, you come back to us. Show us what you can do. If you do that, then we will supply you with as much of the drug as you wish. And, if we like what you can do, if you are one of those with true power like that shown by the man on your screen, we will do even more. We will provide you with a device that will work with the drug, doubling or even tripling the effect. Then you will be a true power in New Lincoln, and everything you ever desired could be yours for the taking.”
As the Master spoke, Ty understood that his worst fears had come true. This was indeed the Master’s intent. He would flood New Lincoln with superpowered people, but he would choose which ones he wanted and let the others fade away.
In a very short time, New Lincoln would be overrun by the Master’s superpowered minions, with only Ty, Dinah, and, if he couldn’t resurrect Tempest, Lilith to stand against them. And maybe Vixen, if she chose to stay around.
But if Ty expected that to be the greatest shock in the message, he was sadly mistaken.
The Master continued.
“That is my offer to you, my friends. Power. The chance to actually get what you deserve for a change. The ability to live the life of a god rather than under the thumbs of the greedy megacorporations, the corrupt politicians, and all those who live well at the expense of the weak.
“And for those of you who do not develop any special ability, don’t despair. This is just the first stage. Where it is now, the Upgrade drug is only the beginning, and we are already working on the next generation.”
Again, the Master paused, and Ty and the others were left watching the man on the screen. The display continued as it had begun, and Ty had to admit it was spectacular, even though he didn’t quite understand what purpose he might be able to put it toward.
“And now my friends, I must bid you farewell. You know where to find my people. Present yourself to them, and with luck, you will be one of the chosen few.”
With that, the Master grew silent. As if taking his cue, the man on the screen let his black fire fade away, and just before the screen reverted to black, Ty recognized who it was.
“Brad,” he said out loud. “Oh my God, that was Brad!”




32: A Step Too Far

Ty didn’t know what to think. All by itself, the revelation of the Master’s next steps would have been shocking enough. But to have seen Brad, alive and wearing a device on his wrist almost defied belief. And displaying such power!
Ty had believed his best friend to be dead. He feared the gamer’s body was trapped under the rubble of their apartment building, either alone or with his girlfriend Sarah at his side. He’d known there was still a slim chance that Brad had survived the carnage. His name hadn’t shown up in the lists naming the dead. But in Ty’s mind, that was the same as not believing the sun would rise in the morning because it hadn’t yet happened.
In his own way, Ty had been grieving Brad’s loss as well as Tempest’s. It was astonishing to see him alive.
“Are you sure?” Lilith asked.
Ty nodded. “Play it again,” he said. “Just the last bit. Freeze the image on the screen.”
Dinah did as Ty asked, and there he was.
Brad. His red hair and pale, gamer’s complexion were unmistakable. If he’d been wearing his stained robe and fluffy slippers, Ty would have known him from the start. It was only the uncertainty caused by Brad’s use of power and his costume that had hidden who he was.
“It’s him,” Ty confirmed.
All at once, Dinah and Lilith started to talk, and even Vixen had something to say. Lilith expressed her delight that Brad still lived, Dinah wondered aloud what it could mean, and Vixen wanted more information. But Ty ignored one and all. In his mind, the only thing that mattered was that Brad was alive.
Maybe Ty should have left a message on his friend’s phone.
The devices they all wore included a communication function, but that didn’t mean Ty could simply give Brad a call that way. So Ty called his friend’s phone again, and when the call failed to connect, he left a message.
“Brad, hey, look. It’s me, Ty. Glad to see you’re still alive, man. You gave me quite a scare. When you get this, if you get it, give me a call. Let me know you’re okay.”
There was more Ty wanted to say. He wanted to ask what had happened, and how the hell he had become mixed up with the Master. But all of those questions could wait. All that mattered just then was that Brad was alive, and Ty wanted to find him.
Ty looked up to see the women in his life all staring at him.
“Can you find him?” he asked Dinah and Lilith.
The deerkin nodded. “We’ll do our best,” she said.
It was all Ty could ask. He drew a deep breath to steady himself and wondered what to do next. He couldn’t help Dinah and Lilith with their efforts, and would just be in their way if he stayed with them. With no direct course of action he could take to help, he was left with only one option.
“I’ll be down in the workshop,” he said.
◆◆◆
 
As she’d done before, Vixen came with him. Ty was ambivalent about her tagging along. He did feel the need for company, just to talk to someone mostly, but Vixen was far from his first choice. Ideally, he would have talked to Brad. Not only to find out what had happened and to offer his help, but also, if Ty was honest, just for the conversational value Brad offered.
Ty’s roommate had no filter as far as Ty was concerned. He would offer his opinion regardless of what Ty might think about it. And he had a quirky way of looking at things. More often than not, Brad’s insights would change how Ty saw a problem, or just how he looked at the world.
With Brad somehow mixed up with the Master and Tempest hovering somewhere between life and death, that sort of unexpected insight was just what Ty needed.
Barring Brad, Ty would have liked to talk to Dinah, but the deerkin was busy just then. Or Tempest herself. Or even the Architect, whom Ty had never met, but respected as a true luminary, a figure of legend whose understandings dwarfed Ty’s own.
But none of them was available to Ty. His only option for a conversational partner was Vixen, and while Ty thought he understood her a little better than he had at the start, there was still much about the dark elf that annoyed him.
Even so, he didn’t chase her away. When they reached the workshop, he hesitated. He looked at the cradle of consciousness he’d created next to the workbench and Tempest in the cryo-chamber, but didn’t really feel drawn to any particular project.
“Okay, so now we’re down here again,” Vixen said, her tone faintly acerbic, as if she disapproved. “What are you going to do while Dinah and Lilith are hunting for your friend?”
Ty glared at the dark elf. He understood that the woman’s words alone were largely neutral. It was the implied judgment her tone that made him wince.
He bit back a retort, and answered her as honestly as he could. “I don’t know. There’s a lot I could do, but none of it is particularly urgent. If it was, maybe I would take another dose of AZT-407, to give me a bit of a boost. As it is,” he shrugged. “I guess I’m just passing the time.” Then, because he didn’t appreciate her judgment and didn’t want to leave it unchallenged, he added, “Unless you have a better idea?”
Vixen studied him for a moment. “I don’t have any better ideas. I don’t know what you can do.” As she spoke, she gave him a sly smile. “But maybe there’s something I can do about that.”
So saying, the dark elf stepped toward Ty, and before he could react, pulled him close and kissed him firmly on the mouth.
Ty was so surprised that at first he just stood there. A part of him acknowledged that Vixen’s kiss was just the right combination of softness and firm. He felt his body start to react, then his conscious mind caught up.
He broke roughly away and stepped back.
“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he demanded.
As soon as the words were said, Vixen’s expression crumbled into confusion. “I thought—I thought I could help. I thought you wouldn’t mind. I mean, you’re already with Dinah and Lilith, so maybe things … I don’t know. I thought you were open to it. To me as well.”
Ty was angry. “You thought wrong!” he said harshly.
All at once, Vixen’s veneer of brashness disappeared, leaving a vulnerable, disappointed woman filled with regret.
“I think wrong a lot,” she said quietly. Then she sighed. “I’m sorry. I’ll get out of your way. Maybe I’ll go back to Gensburg before I cause any more trouble. But, just so you know, I was only trying to help.”
The dark elf, her shoulders slumped and head down, turned to head away, and Ty felt immediately guilty.
“No, wait,” he said. “Look, maybe I overreacted.”
Vixen hesitated. “Are you sure?” she asked.
Ty nodded. “Just don’t do that again,” he said. Then mustered a grin. “At least not until we all figure out how this all works,” he said.
That was enough to bring some life back to the dark elf’s expression.
“The story of my life,” she said. “Trying to figure all this shit out. Dinah does it so effortlessly. And Tempest as well. But I never seem to get it right.”
And that, from what Ty could see, might well have been the biggest part of her problem. He gestured to one of the stools next to the workbench and grabbed one for himself. Then he and Vixen had their first real conversation since she’d walked into his life.
“Why did you kiss me?” Ty asked.
“It’s how my power works,” she said. “Intimate contact of any kind seems to enable the transfer. I can borrow your power just by being near you, but it’s not as quick. Kissing seems to make it easier.” She colored a little, then continued. “There are other methods that work as well, but maybe we shouldn’t go into those at the moment.”
Ty hastily agreed, and Vixen continued.
“I think that’s been part of my problem. Dinah once said it. She said people couldn’t tell if my advances were out of genuine affection or just a desire to taste their skills.” She shrugged. “And, if I’m telling the truth, sometimes I don’t know either,” she added with regret. “And if I don’t know, how could anyone else?”
Ty was genuinely interested. He found this Vixen, this vulnerable, honest one infinitely more appealing than the sly, judgmental one she wore as a mask.
“What about with me?” he asked.
She colored again, but didn’t look away.
“Can’t you tell?” she asked. Then she let out another sigh. “Ty Wilcox, I don’t know if Dinah and the others have told you, but there is a distinct lack of men in our world. The Architect was one, but as Tempest’s father, he was largely off-limits. Then there was Zach. Everybody loved him, of course, but he had it worse than any of us. As for the rest of us, we kind of made do.”
She smiled again, an echo of her previous predatory efforts. “And now there’s you. Tall, beautiful, and capable. You have Dinah’s seal of approval, and Tempest’s as well, and that’s hard to get.” Once again, she gave a slight shrug.
“Maybe I should have asked first. It would only have been polite.” She smiled again. “But then, you were so distressed. About Tempest, and your friend. It was obvious you were looking for options. I figured if I shared your skill, I might be able to help.”
Ty had to admit it was a good thought.
“And?” he said.
Vixen genuine smile returned. “And how about you talk me through the main problem, and we’ll see?”




33: Possible Solution

Ty described in detail what he’d done to preserve Tempest’s mind. He showed Vixen the consciousness cradle he’d built, and brought up the neural link to show her the visual results of that work.
“So, yeah,” he said. “I’ve captured everything that makes up Tempest’s mind. Transferred her memories, her autonomic responses, everything. You’re effectively looking at an exact duplicate of everything Tempest is and was.”
Vixen nodded her understanding. “Including her lack of responsiveness,” she finished.
“Yeah. Everything is there, just as it is with Tempest herself. It’s just missing that spark of consciousness. The gestalt that binds it all together, making her a single, living being rather than a collection of parts.”
Vixen had listened to Ty’s explanation with interest, asking questions when she needed more information, and demonstrating a firm grasp of what he had done.
“I take it you don’t intend to open her consciousness up to a storm and hope for lightning to strike?”
Ty understood the reference. It was the same thing he’d thought of while putting his cradle together. And in truth, if that’s what it took, he wouldn’t have balked at the idea.
But he knew in his heart that lightning wasn’t the answer. What had worked in Mary Shelley’s age as science fiction would do no more than fry the circuits of Ty’s technology in real life.
“If it would help, I’d hire a guy named Igor to throw the switch,” Ty said.
Vixen’s genuine smile was back, but she said nothing else right away. Instead, she gave the problem due consideration.
As for Ty, he’d already reached his limits. He didn’t know where to turn next.
“What if …” Vixen began, but then seemed to change her mind. “Have you looked at other minds with this?” she asked, gesturing not at the cradle, but at the holographic image of Tempest’s mind.
Ty nodded. “The Architect,” he said. “And my own.”
“What if you compared your mind, the Architect’s, mine, everyone else you can find with Tempest’s? And look to see the difference. What if you were to then copy that difference across to the cradle. Wouldn’t that do the trick?”
Ty looked at her. He was astonished. It seemed such a simple, elegant solution, and he was stunned that he hadn’t thought of it himself.
But Vixen wasn’t finished. “If there’s some singular thing that’s consistent with all of us, then that shouldn’t alter her nature at all, right? If it’s just the spark we recreate?”
Ty didn’t know if she was right or not, but to him, it seemed logical. For the first time in what felt like forever, he felt genuine hope that they could do this.
The only question was whether he could do it in his normal state, rather than under the influence of the AZT-407 drug. Even with Vixen’s help.
Then again, why should he approach such a complex problem with one hand tied behind his back?
He smiled at Vixen. “Do you still have those Upgrade inhalers you got from the dealer?”
◆◆◆
 
Ty knew he shouldn’t consume so many of the AZT-407 inhalers so quickly. He knew the side effects could seriously damage his system. At the same time, he’d already decided that he would do anything if it meant bringing Tempest back.
Anything at all. Without limits.
He didn’t even hesitate. Nor did he run it by Dinah and Lilith. They were both engaged in hunting for Concussion, Bain, and now Brad as well, and Ty didn’t want to disturb them.
Besides, he’d seen Dinah mix up the restorative and Sarah’s serum enough times now that he could easily do it without her help. That said, taking the drug was still dangerous. He didn’t want to do it all by himself.
So he brought Vixen with him up to the med bay.
Ignoring Spit Bitch who still lay sedated on the surgical table, Ty prepared the serum and the restorative mixture. He filled Vixen in on what was going to happen, and seated himself on the chair at the end of the surgical table with an inhaler grasped in his hand.
He glanced at Vixen. “Are you ready?” he asked.
The dark elf looked a little worried. “Me?” she said. “It’s you who could black out, if what you’ve said is true.”
Ty nodded. “All right, then,” he said. He broke the seal on the inhaler and breathed deeply.
◆◆◆
 
A few minutes later, Ty’s brain was already starting to buzz. He thought about developing some sort of system that would introduce the AZT-407 to his system at need. With Sarah’s serum and the restorative combined with his own healing nanites, maybe he could indeed level up at will. It would be like having a cheat in the game, and it might just give him the advantage he needed.
Vixen was still looking at him. “Are you okay?” she asked. “Because, for a moment there…” she said, but didn’t finish her sentence.
Ty nodded. “I’m fine,” he said.
“Well then, I guess it’s my turn,” Vixen said.
The dark elf’s words took Ty completely by surprise. He stammered an objection, but Vixen wouldn’t hear it.
“No,” she said, shaking her head. “You don’t get to decide this for me. I’ve known Tempest for a lot longer than you have. When it comes to risking her life for others, she wouldn’t hesitate, so why should I?” Again, she offered her small shrug. “And besides, who was it who got the inhalers from the dealer?”
Ty wasn’t sure that was a valid argument, but he had one that might be.
“Won’t the drug just enhance your ability to borrow the powers of others?” he asked. “Sure, you borrowed my technological enhancement skill, but that might not be impacted at all.”
It was a good point, and Vixen knew it. But she wouldn’t be dissuaded. “Only one way to find out for sure,” she said.
Ty gave in, and they swapped positions. Ty fixed another batch of Sarah’s serum mixed with the restorative, and then they were ready.
Vixen drew a deep, steadying breath, and looked at Ty for support.
“You don’t have to do this,” he said.
It seemed to harden her resolve. “Neither did you,” she said. With that, she broke the seal of her inhaler just as Ty had done, and inhaled the drug.
It had the same effect on her as it had on Ty. Almost as soon as she’d taken it, her eyes went wide and started to bulge. She gripped the armrests of the seat and the veins on her neck stood out with effort. Her expression became one of shock mixed with pain, and she first grimaced, then let out a groan of agony that grew into such a crescendo that Ty looked at her in horror.
Was it like this when he took the drug? If so, then it explained Dinah’s look of concern when he did. He was completely sure he had a similar expression on his own face.
Ty couldn’t help but fear for her safety. He wondered if he should head upstairs and get Dinah’s help, but before he fully decided to do so, Vixen slumped in the chair, panted for breath for a moment, then looked at Ty.
“Well, that wasn’t so bad,” she said, obviously joking. She swallowed, then tried again. “Shall we get to it?”




34: Two Buffs Are Better Than One

A quick glance at Vixen’s character sheet showed that the AZT-407 drug had indeed worked to enhance her borrowed skill as well as her original one. But not as much as it did for Ty. Nevertheless, it was a significant buff, and neither of them was willing to waste it.
They made their way back to the workshop and got to work.
First, Ty used his neural interlink to map out his own consciousness. Then, with Vixen’s assistance, he replicated what he’d done for Tempest, recreating his own mind in its entirety in an electronic cradle of consciousness.
It was just as complex as the work required to duplicate Tempest, and even before they were done, Ty understood that he had effectively created a functioning AI, and that AI was himself. And not just his normal self either. It was his mind boosted by AZT-407. The best, most efficient version of himself that he had yet to attain.
The implications were staggering, and Ty promised that he would take the time to sit down and talk to himself at the earliest opportunity. But right then, all he cared about was Tempest.
That done, for the sake of completion, they took a scan of Vixen’s consciousness as well. With practice, the process became easier, although it was still fiendishly complex. In the end, it took them several hours to complete the work, and that only because the drug gave them both the ability to focus like never before.
Ty had regularly worked in a state of Zen in the past, but this was different. He had worked well with Dinah as his assistant, but Vixen was on another level entirely. With his own skill at her command, she could intuit much of what was desired, and he barely had to say anything out loud through the entire session.
It was like his mind and hers were melded together into one, and he couldn’t help but wonder if doing that was possible with the AIs they were making. But again, that sort of experimentation was for the future.
Right then, all he cared about was comparing their consciousnesses with that of Tempest, analyzing the three of them to determine where the spark of consciousness actually was, and replicating that spark within the consciousness that was Tempest.
Ty was dimly aware that someone famous had once said that if the human brain was simple enough to understand, humanity would lack the intelligence with which to do so.
For the entire history of mankind, that may have been true. But Ty didn’t need to understand it exactly. All he needed was to analyze the differences and then adjust Tempest’s consciousness to suit.
It was late afternoon by the time they were done. Ty looked at what they had wrought and stood back from the workbench.
They’d done it. They had achieved something that should have been impossible. They had grafted a piece from their own minds onto Tempest’s, in digital format.
And, at first, it seemed to work. There was a ripple of color that went through the visual representation of Tempest’s mind. But then, nothing.
Ty looked at the holographic image over the workshop with something akin to despair.
“It is possible to make no mistakes and still fail,” Ty said sadly, repeating an old quote he’d heard in his youth.
“Huh?” Vixen said.
“Nothing,” I replied. “I just thought this would work.”
“Me too,” Vixen said, sounding just as despondent as Ty felt. They both stood there, not wanting to give up, but for the moment they were out of options.
“Now what?” Vixen asked, and it was Ty’s turn to shrug. He was about to suggest they go up and see how Dinah and Lilith were doing when the need to do so vanished.
Ty’s device sounded an alert. It was Dinah.
“I guess we’ll find out what’s next in a moment,” Ty said. With that, he answered the call, and Dinah’s beautiful face appeared in holographic form above his wrist.
The deerkin didn’t give Ty the chance to speak. “We haven’t found Brad or Concussion,” she began without preamble. “But we have located Bain. What do you want to do?”




35: Preparing For Battle

Ty’s immediate answer to Dinah’s question was obvious. Of all the Master’s minions, it was Bain who would be the most likely to be able to answer their questions. It was Bain who had orchestrated Dinah’s abduction. And it was Bain who had carved Tempest almost in half.
Of all of the people in New Lincoln, Bain occupied a special place in Ty’s heart. He wanted to kill him. To rip the life from his chest. To break his neck and stomp his head into the ground.
Ty had never been a violent person before. Video games aside, he’d rarely been in a fight, preferring to run and hide rather than stay and be involved. Since donning the device and joining Tempest and Dinah as one of New Lincoln’s superheroes, he had directly contributed to more deaths than he wanted to think about.
But that was different. Those deaths had been largely unavoidable. Self defense, even. The people Ty had killed would have killed him, if they could have done so.
In such circumstances, Ty was willing to do whatever it took to stay alive, and keep those he loved alive too.
But with Bain, the man could be bound in chains, completely immobilized and defenseless, and still Ty would have jumped up and down on his head until his skull broke. And he would have done so with glee.
At the same time, he knew full well that Bain’s death wouldn’t help any of them.
“We have to take him alive,” he breathed.
Dinah studied Ty via the holographic image. “Can you do it?” she asked.
Ty knew what she meant. The last time he and Tempest had gone into battle against the huge man, Tempest had wound up missing much of her left side. Only Ty’s new skill and Lilith’s timely intervention had prevented him from meeting the same fate.
If Bain was still operating on the AZT-407 drug, did they have what it took to defeat him?
Ty thought about the plasma blade he’d absorbed, and the crawlers he’d made to help search through the ruins. The blade needed power, but ought to be useful as it was, and perhaps they could adapt the crawlers to help.
“If you can keep an eye on him for an hour, I’ll be ready. But we can’t face him in a crowded area. It would do too much damage to the surrounding buildings. We have to face him somewhere isolated.”
Lilith’s face appeared in the hologram beside Dinah’s. “I can take care of that,” she said.
Ty nodded. He knew what she meant. “And when we have him under control, then what? We don’t have any more cryo chambers. And even if we did, Bain is enormous. We’d have to chop him into pieces to get him to fit.”
Even though Ty wasn’t averse to the idea, it pretty much went against the idea of keeping him alive.
This time, it was Vixen who answered. “What if I use the fabricator to build a cryo chamber just for him?”
Lilith looked at the dark elf via the hologram. “You can do that?” she asked.
Vixen gave a small shrug. “I’ve borrowed Ty’s skill. I can do it.”
At this, Dinah pursed her lips, and Ty knew what the deerkin was thinking. Vixen gained the powers of others through intimate contact.
Yet the deerkin didn’t say anything about it. She just nodded. “Right. You have an hour. We won’t lose him in that time. Work quickly.”
With that, she ended the call, leaving Ty and Vixen to it.
◆◆◆
 
Ty didn’t know how the confrontation with Bain was going to go. It would be great if Lilith could simply grab the monstrous man’s device and teleport it away as she’d tried to do with his first one. But the huge man was vicious, and she had only been able to get close once she’d knocked the stuffing out of him first.
If she tried that before it was time, Bain would likely just sweep her aside.
Nor could they simply teleport the man to the med bay and get Dinah to sedate him. With his size and durability, there was no telling how much sedation they would need, and Ty didn’t want to think about how much damage he could do before they were done.
Their only option was to battle him to the point where he became more pliable. That could mean slamming him into something harder than his head enough times to do some good, or it might mean somehow ridding the man of the enhancements granted him via his device.
With that thought in mind, Ty fabricated a couple of EMP grenades, but Bain was familiar with them and knew enough to avoid them at all costs. So Ty also looked for other options.
First, he willed the plasma blade to reappear. Ignoring Vixen’s look of incredulity, he hooked the weapon up to his power converters and tested it briefly just to make sure it worked, before re-absorbing it into his flesh.
Then he got to work on his crawlers.
Originally designed to seek out survivors from Concussion’s demolition jobs, Ty was satisfied with their physical capabilities. It was their programming he wanted to change.
Ideally, Ty would have preferred to remove Bain’s device in one piece, but he had no time for that at the moment. He programmed his crawlers instead to seek out technology and turn it into dust.
Ty also made sure to program them to deactivate at his command. It wouldn’t do him any good if his own crawlers turned on him. Ty could absorb his tech and give the crawlers nothing to fixate on. But Lilith didn’t have that ability, and he didn’t want to risk his crawlers attacking her device by mistake.
Just because it wouldn’t hurt to do so, he also fabricated a couple of additional power converters to boost the effectiveness of his shield.
Then he was done. Ty clipped the grenades and crawlers to his belt, and his shield was, as usual, all set to go. With the plasma blade ready for use at a moment’s notice, he was as ready as he ever would be.
With a nod to Vixen, who was staying behind to fabricate an oversized cryo chamber, Ty once more made his way up the stairs to Lilith and Dinah.
◆◆◆
 
Ty didn’t have to ask Dinah if she still had eyes on Bain. He could see that she did for himself. The man filled up much of the screen on one wall of the communication room.
He was monstrous, a massive man with muscles on top of his muscles, and he was walking along a random pavement as if he didn’t have a care in the world. Which might have been accurate. Even in a city like New Lincoln, where the desperate and greedy prayed on the weak in broad daylight, Bain would never be a target.
Ty felt himself frown in anger at the mere sight of the man. Then he looked closer, and saw that Bain had replaced the plasma cutter on his arm with something different but equally dangerous.
“Is that a photon cannon?” Ty asked, almost incredulous. Photon cannons were typically too big and clumsy to be used as hand weapons, but that didn’t mean they were ineffective. The New Lincoln police often had them mounted on the roof of their tactical cars.
“I think so,” Dinah replied.
Ty wondered if his shield would stand up to a blast from such a weapon. It should, he thought, especially with the additional power converters boosting its strength. But there was only one way to know for sure.
He looked at Lilith. “Are you ready for this?” he asked.
The demon woman looked determined and strong. She nodded.
“Okay. Where are we going to take him?” Ty asked.
“We’ve been thinking about that,” Dinah said. “We need a large, empty space, where there’s a low chance of innocents getting in the way. So how does the abandoned lot where you fought him the first time sound?”
Again, Ty nodded. The place was ideal. He also liked that he and Bain had fought there before. The monstrous man had been soundly beaten, and only Lilith’s intervention had enabled him to escape.
Ty didn’t know if the man would be subject to lingering negative memories of the place, but from his perspective, it couldn’t hurt.
“Perfect.” He looked at Lilith again. “When you’re ready,” he said.
Lilith took her cue. She stepped close to Ty and wrapped him in her familiar embrace. Then she blinked them both out of Dinah’s communication room.




36: The Battleground

Perhaps Ty was getting used to being teleported. Or perhaps his determination and ongoing fury toward Bain acted to shield him somewhat from the aching cold of that place between two points through which they had to travel. Either way, Ty gritted his teeth against the frozen, infinite hell, willing himself to endure, and then he and Lilith were miles away, hovering over the abandoned lot that was their target.
From above, Ty could see the evidence of the previous battles. The vacant lot was scarred and broken, a wasteland with a deep crater in the middle where Tempest had pile driven Bain before.
With the monstrous man’s increase in power, Ty couldn’t help but wonder if the same technique would still work. Either way, he would have given anything to witness Tempest back in action.
Lilith lowered them to the ground, but held onto Ty for longer than necessary. She kissed him on the lips and smiled at his surprise.
“For luck,” she said. “And you look like you needed a reminder of what we’re fighting for.”
Ty couldn’t help but return the demon woman’s grin. He knew what they were fighting for. In his mind, it was about revenge, to pay Bain back for the things he had done.
But Lilith was also correct. There was a higher purpose as well, and it was good to be reminded of it.
They were fighting to make the city of New Lincoln a better place. A place where people could enjoy what life had to offer without having to worry about the villains in the world.
Simply because he wanted to, Ty kissed her back, but his was more than just a reminder. It was a promise for later as well, after this task was done. Then he drew back.
“Go and get him,” he said. “But be careful. You can’t let him get a hand on you. He’s too big, too strong. And he has that photon cannon as well.”
Lilith nodded. “I’ll come at him from behind. He’ll never see me.” Then her expression hardened. “You know, I could teleport just his head, and all of this would be over,” she said.
Ty was surprised that the demon woman would suggest such an option. It was, in many ways, counter to her nature. At the same time, Ty understood it. And it was tempting. Very tempting.
But he shook his head. “Bain isn’t our primary target. He’s the key to locating the Master. As much as I’d like to see him ripped into pieces, we need him alive.”
It was Lilith’s turn to nod. She stepped further away, giving herself room.
“It was a thought,” she said. “See you soon.”
With that, with her familiar pop and a hint of ozone, she blinked out of existence, leaving Ty to wait for her and Bain’s return.
◆◆◆
 
Ty didn’t have to wait very long. He didn’t see Lilith return with Bain, but he heard the end result. As expected, the demon woman had reappeared high above their chosen arena. The first Ty knew of her return was when the air became filled with the sound of Bain crying out in pure fury as he dropped like a stone toward the earth.
Lilith had used this technique before, and while not as effective as Tempest’s pile driving approach, it was better than most other options. Ty watched with some satisfaction as the plummeting man grew larger in the sky, then realized that Bain wasn’t just tumbling through the air. In his rage at what Lilith had done, the monstrous man was firing his photon cannon repeatedly, in every direction.
There was little control to the man’s aim, but even so, Ty quickly activated his shield as he watched the massive man crash into the ground.
It was like a bomb going off. Bain hit with an almighty crunch! and Ty would have sworn that he felt the ground shudder at the impact. At once, Ty grabbed his weapon of choice, one of the EMP grenade at his belt. He intended to use the brief moment while Bain was stunned to end the fight before it truly began.
But this time, the end result of Bain’s fall from high up in the sky was very different to the last.
The monstrous man was even more monstrous than he had been before. Juiced up on AZT-407, it wasn’t just his size that had been enhanced. It was his strength and durability as well. Instead of landing in a heap in a crater of his own making, Bain actually bounced.
Ty checked his throw, uncertain of his target, and that gave Bain all the time he needed. In midair, he twisted about like a cat, and when he touched down a second time, he was already on his feet.
He saw Ty right away, had maybe already seen him during his fall. Either way, it took him no time at all to focus his photon cannon and let rip.
“You little shit!” Bain bellowed over the repeated sounds of his cannon. “I’ve had about enough of you getting in my way! Let’s see if that shield of yours can stand up to this!”
Ty had little choice but to fling himself to the side, but he wasn’t quick enough. He caught a glancing blow from the photon cannon, and despite his shield, it was enough to spin him around. He realized that he’d already taken the pin out of the grenade, and for crucial seconds, he couldn’t even see his target. Out of sheer desperation, he lobbed the EMP grenade away from him, just to make sure he didn’t get caught in the blast.
When the grenade went off, he heard Bain start to laugh.
Then, all at once, Lilith joined the fight. But instead of teleporting Bain into the air once again, she’d chosen a different option. As Ty scampered away from the man’s cannon blasts, Lilith appeared above the villain with a chunk of masonry the size of a small truck.
Ty’s first thought was to wonder that the demon woman possessed such strength, then he realized she’d simply used her teleportation ability. She didn’t need to pick up a slab of masonry weighing several tons. She just needed to teleport it from where she found it to a spot in the air.
Bain’s laughter stopped abruptly as the huge piece of masonry fell on top of him.
“Ha!” Lilith shouted in triumph. “That’s what you get for collapsing Ty’s building!”
For a moment, all was silent. Ty wondered if they’d already won even as he stared at Lilith in amazement. He knew it was Concussion who had actually knocked down his apartment, not Bain, but Lilith’s intent remained true. Bain was at least partially responsible for the destruction.
And it seemed that Lilith’s tasteful vengeance included some poetry. Had she really blinked all the way to Ty’s ruined apartment just to drop a piece of it on top of Bain?
It seemed that she had.
With a quiet grin of appreciation at the thought, Ty plucked his second EMP grenade from his belt and started to approach.
But before he drew close enough to his target, the masonry exploded into rubble, courtesy of Bain’s photon cannon.
If Ty had hoped that the impact would be enough to give the monstrous man pause, that hope was in vain. Bain clambered back to his feet looking as fit and healthy as ever, but twisted into inconsolable rage.
“You little bitch!” he bellowed, firing his cannon in every direction. “Drop a piece of a fucking building on me, will you? We’ll see about that!”
To distract the man, Ty unleashed with his own shield cannons, aiming a massive blast of pure power at him. At the same time, he shouted at Lilith.
“Get out of here!” he called. “He’s too dangerous!”
But he needn’t have worried. The demon woman popped back out of existence before Ty’s words were all the way out of his mouth.
In the face of Ty’s power, Bain stood firm. Ty could hear him roaring in anger over the sound of his attack, and then, somehow, Bain managed to turn his own weapon toward him.
Even with Ty’s shield at full strength, it felt like a blow from a hammer. Ty tumbled backwards and lost his grip on his second grenade. This time, he hadn’t pulled the pin, so he wasn’t worried about that. What concerned him was that his options against Bain’s strength were both out of his reach.
With a banshee shriek that cut through even Bain’s bellow, Lilith reappeared with another huge chunk of masonry, and let that one fall as well. This time, Bain was quick enough to swing his cannon around. He blasted the masonry into pieces before it landed.
Even so, huge blocks of concrete veined with steel rained down all around the man, and Ty scrambled back to his feet. He now knew that Bain’s photon cannon couldn’t really hurt him. As fast as he could, he willed his plasma blade to emerge from his flesh and activated it.
Then he launched himself at Bain as fast as he could.
Distracted by the boulders crashing about him, this time Bain was slow to respond. When he did, he reacted with fury, swinging his cannon around and taking careful aim. Perhaps he expected Ty to try to duck out of the way, but if he did, he would have been disappointed.
Ty’s only focus was to get to him, and he no longer cared about getting shot with Bain’s cannon. He would survive that. All that mattered was preventing the monstrous man from doing further harm.
Bain bellowed as if doing so would give his cannon greater power and pulled the trigger. At the last moment, Ty twisted to the side to avoid most of the blast but kept going, closing the distance between them in leaps and bounds. Bain continued to fire, and Ty tanked a few hits, but his momentum carried him forward.
When he was close enough, he swung his blade, and all of a sudden Bain stopped firing.
It wasn’t that the monstrous villain didn’t want to keep firing. He simply couldn’t fire any more. Ty had sliced through the photon cannon as if it was made out of wet paper rather than steel and plastic.
Bain had a brief moment to stare at Ty in surprise, then curled his free hand into a fist and smashed it into Ty’s shield with all of his strength.
Ty went sailing. He couldn’t tell if Bain’s fist or the photon cannon packed more of a punch. All he knew was that he wound up more than twenty feet away, and would have landed in a heap if his shield hadn’t caught him again.
Even so, he couldn’t help but grin. As he clambered back to his feet to meet Bain’s charge, he had his crawlers out and ready. Without his photon cannon, Bain had little defense. Ty flung his crawlers at the man and used his shield’s skidding feature to quickly dart out of the way.
Ty’s actions caught the monstrous man by surprise.
“What the hell?” he said, and then a third chunk of masonry, this one a bit smaller, crashed down on his head.




37: Crawlers

This time, Lilith didn’t disappear right away. Instead, she floated down to land beside Ty, who was studying the chunk of masonry on the ground. It moved about as Bain sought the leverage he needed beneath, and they could both hear his angry cursing.
Then, all at once, the man must have gotten his feet beneath him. The huge slab of masonry reared up and over, toppling on to one side, leaving Bain glaring at them, on his feet once more.
“Do you think you have won?” the massive man demanded. “Just because you destroyed my cannon? Well, guess again! I can do this all day! Can you?”
Yet, even as he spoke, Ty could see that the monstrous man was wrong. The crawlers were doing their job. The device on his wrist already looked rough around the edges.
As Ty watched, it broke in two, and the pieces fell to the ground.
“Yes. I do think we’ve won,” Ty said. “But not because of the photon canon.”
Bain stared at his wrist in shock.
“What the fuck?” he said, and then grimaced in pain as the withdrawal symptoms started to kick in.
Ty and Lilith both watched, impassive. Even the might of someone like Bain couldn’t stand up to the agony of withdrawal from the device. He cried out in pain and sank to his knees.
“What have you done!” he bellowed.
“I would have thought that was obvious,” Ty returned. “We’ve taken away much of your power. The only question is how much more we should take.”
Bain clenched his remaining fist and grimaced. He looked like he wanted to surge back to his feet and strangle them both. But while he still had the AZT-407 in his system, he was already largely diminished.
Like a wounded animal, Ty knew the man could still be dangerous, so he turned to Lilith.
“How about you drop him up into the sky for a few more times?” he said. “Knock some of the belligerence out of him. Then we can take him back to the mansion.”
Lilith agreed to Ty’s proposed course of action, and in moments, Ty listened to the ongoing song of Bain bellowing from a great height, only to stop with a thud when he hit the ground.
To Ty, it was the most beautiful music. He would have listened to it forever, knowing that it was the sound of Bain suffering.
It took nearly ten minutes of that treatment for Bain to be stunned enough for Ty to be happy. The man’s durability was astonishing. Far beyond what Ty would have expected without the device on his wrist.
But even that durability had its limits.
Bain stared at them through glassy eyes, the rage having fled from his face. While not completely unconscious, he wasn’t exactly present any longer. If this had been a fighting game, Bain’s character might have still been on his feet, but there would have been small birds circling his head, and his health bar would have been done.
Ty looked at Lilith. “It might pay to make sure Vixen has the cryo chamber ready. I’ll watch him until you get back.
Lilith agreed, and vanished. While she was gone, Ty approached the fallen monster and blasted him a few times in the head. He knew Bain would survive such treatment, but couldn’t resist doing what he could to hurt him.
“That’s for Tempest, you son of a bitch,” he said.




38: Noob Mistake

Vixen had indeed managed to fabricate a cryo chamber large enough to store Bain. She’d also fabricated another, to get Spit Bitch out of the med bay. All three of the chambers, including Tempest’s, remained in the Architect’s workshop, and Ty was happy enough with them there for the time being.
In fact, he was happy enough with how much of the day had played out. Brad was still alive, and they’d managed to capture the Master’s right-hand man. Literally, because Bain was missing part of his left. As well, Vixen was proving herself to be a valuable part of the team, although thinking of her as such was a bit premature.
The only downsides of the day were that Ty still didn’t know where Brad actually was, and Ty’s failure with Tempest.
The question of Brad would have to wait, Ty knew. It had been a long day, and Ty was exhausted, already starting to come down from his AZT-407 high. When Dinah looked at him and suggested they wait until the morning before questioning Bain, Ty had agreed willingly enough.
As for Tempest, Ty spent the rest of the evening wondering what he and Vixen could have done differently.
He thought of little else even when Dinah presented a feast fit for a king for the four of them, and still had it playing in the back of his mind when Lilith took her leave, suggesting that it had been a while since she’d spent any real time with her father. He still hadn’t come up with any conclusions as he, Dinah and Vixen set up one of the unused rooms for Vixen to sleep in, and only really put it aside as he and Dinah made love before going to sleep.
Perhaps he should have let his subconscious do the work from the start, because at some point during the night, he woke up with a clear understanding of what he’d done wrong.
He sat up in the dark with the deerkin beside him, and Gremlin down near his feet.
“Idiot,” he muttered to himself. Yet, at the same time, he felt a sense of jubilation even as he chastised himself for such a rudimentary mistake.
“Ty? What’s the matter?” Dinah breathed from the bed from beside him, still sounding mostly asleep.
“Nothing,” Ty said. He even grinned into the darkness. “In fact, everything is amazing! I think I’ve figured out how to wake Tempest.” He tried to keep his voice low, to give the deerkin the chance to keep sleeping if she wanted to. But he should have known better. The deerkin immediately sat up, wide awake, and looked at him, but Gremlin just stretched and stayed where she was.
“You have?” Dinah asked.
Ty nodded. “I think so.”
“Well, what are you waiting for?”
Together, Dinah and Ty clambered into their clothes. They headed down into the workshop, where Ty brought up the holographic display of Tempest’s consciousness as it appeared in the cradle he’d made.
It looked exactly the same as it had before. A shapeless, gray mass that indicated a lack of true thought, the minimal brain activity that Tempest had displayed ever since she was injured.
Yet Ty couldn’t help but grin.
“When Vixen suggested we copy the spark of consciousness as it appears in my mind and hers across to Tempest’s, it seemed like a good idea. I thought it would work, and couldn’t understand why it didn’t.”
Dinah blinked at him. “And now? What’s changed?” she asked.
“Nothing. It’s still a good idea. I still think it’ll work. But there’s a reality with a lot of technology that doesn’t hold true with people. For a lot of it, when you make changes, they aren’t actually applied until you reboot the system.”
Dinah stared at him for a moment. “Are you saying you haven’t rebooted the cradle since you made the changes?”
Ty felt a little sheepish. It was an amateur mistake that he shouldn’t have made. And yet, he’d done so.
“Exactly,” he said.
“And you think…?”
Ty grinned even more broadly. “Let’s see, shall we?”
The cradle of consciousness Ty had made for Tempest had the appearance of any other high-end computer. Trying not to feel too excited, Ty reached out and hit the off button, waited a few seconds, then turned it on once again.
The holographic image of Tempest’s consciousness floating over the workbench vanished when the cradle was off, but reappeared shortly thereafter.
This time, it wasn’t gray and featureless. This time, it was full of color and fragments of images.
Ty activated the vocal interpreter on the neural link, as he had done before when trying to communicate with the Architect. This time, it was Tempest’s voice that echoed throughout the workshop.
“Why can’t I see anything?” she said, her voice filled with uncharacteristic uncertainty and confusion. “Am I dreaming? Why can’t I feel anything?”
Ty’s heart could have exploded with sheer joy. As for Dinah, her expression said it all. As soon as they heard Tempest’s disembodied voice, tears welled up in the deerkin’s eyes, and she started to make small noises that mixed hope with disbelief.
Ty watched the visual representation of Tempest’s consciousness swell with different colors, and knew the blonde superhero was starting to get worried. But he and Vixen had thought of this, and had built a vocal interface into his design.
Ty activated that interface, and, with his heart in his mouth, spoke to one of the women he loved.
“Tempest, it’s me, Ty. You’re okay. Everything is going to be all right.”
Here ends book 5 in the Enhancer series.




Author’s Note

Well. Things are getting interesting now, aren’t they? Ty’s friend Brad has developed superpowers, but seems to be working for the Master. Bain has been caught and stuffed into a cryo chamber. And Tempest … well. Tempest is both stuck in a cryo chamber with part of her torso missing, and at the same time, her consciousness is alive and well, in digital form.
But that’s not all. We’re just at the start of a massive change within New Lincoln. Brad can’t possibly be the only one to develop powers on the Upgrade drug, can he? If not, how will that impact things from this point forward?
Also, if you remember, Tempest’s consciousness isn’t the only one Ty has safely stored away electronically. He’s also got his own, and Vixen’s as well. Just think about the possibilities of that.
And, while we’re talking about Vixen, sure, she’s rubbed everyone up the wrong way, but maybe there’s hope for her as far as the team is concerned. She’s proved her worth to Ty, at least, but as for the others?
I guess we’ll have to wait and see.
Anyway, once again, I do very much hope you enjoyed this latest book in my Enhancer series. 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. :-)
And one more thing. If you think the people you hang out with might like my series, then tell them about it! Post about it on your Facebook page or in your Reddit group, if it makes sense to do so. Tweet about it, mention it on Instagram, or wherever you hang out most. Just like with the reviews, word of mouth really does help.
Speaking about reviews (again), here’s the generic bit about them 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 6, and hope to have that out fairly 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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