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CHAPTER ONE
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“YOU SURE YOU WANT TO do this?” Eric’s breath, a mixture of Pizza and Dew, tickles my neck as he asks. I’m not sure if he’s here to be a supportive friend, to nag me, or to hide from the drama in the mine operation facilities above.

This isn’t a place you go for a chat. We’re in the old geothermal chamber, once the power source for the defunct Jericho diamond mine. Rocky floor and a maze of pipes make this a tricky, cramped space to maneuver. Steam tubes run through solid rock to the generator elsewhere, and I’ve used those as conduit for some beefy transmission cables. 

This facility, Eric’s super secret base, isn’t the kind of place I’d ever thought I’d go back to either. Here, in the tundra, we’re practically neighbors with my old bunker. Sure, still maybe six hundred miles away, but you won’t find much civilization between here and there.

Stuff here is comparatively modern when I think back to that Soviet era cave where I spent the better years of my adolescence. What we don’t have though is consistent power. Renewables like wind and solar are too obvious to passing air traffic. Diesel generators can’t keep up with Eric’s needs nor the added personnel. And shortly, we’ll need even more juice for the shiny new genetics lab.

The geothermal source has died with Vulkan no longer down here. Their battery of flesh and blood which I asked, no demanded, Mom remove.

Walls glisten. The air coats. The heat has been turned way down and the result is a cold, clammy place where you feel the lingering presence of the former occupant. 

I haven’t been here long enough to find out exactly what the hell happened between Mom and Eric. Since she started exhibiting her host body’s psychic abilities, she’d decided mind fucking dad’s killer into powering Eric’s little base was a good idea. I think she’d even exercised her powers on Eric, though I know he didn't require much coercion for this twisted but resourceful idea.

She wasn’t steering his brain while he swapped out IV drips and colostomy bags.

Right now, she can probably hear every thought. Knows I’m worried. Knows I’m too freaked out to confront her. Or was. That’s going to change. Lots of things are going to change at Hotel Eric.

I tighten down another transmission cable and close the junction box. Eric’s still waiting for his answer.

“Yes, Eric, I’m positive I want to do this.” I cross the room toward the breaker box, weaving under and around the maze of pipes.

Burned out from the missions, the isolation, the uncertainty, nobody asked questions when I’d said I’d get their power up and running without enslaving an Augment. And ever since I got here, I’ve been mucking with the Jericho Base’s systems.

Mostly, it has given me an excuse for avoiding everyone. But Eric finally chased me down here when I passed a security camera carrying the Black Beetle’s power core. I was surprised to see him huffing his way down the ladder, headset attached to his head. He’s got a whole revolution to run. Especially tricky since Chroma, his virtual assistant, has gone AWOL.

“What if we need the suit, you know? I mean, Hound’s great and all, but the guy can’t go toe to toe with a heavy. And Ember...man, she’s distracted with all her bonding time. All I’ve got left is an imprisoned healer, a psych ward candidate who thinks he’s a storm god, and the new girl, what’s her name.”

The fact he doesn’t mention mom doesn't’ go unnoticed.

“Jackie. Jackie’s her name,” I say, checking the breaker box to make sure I’ve got everything powered down before the big test. “She can handle a heavy, Eric. You saw her, she is a heavy.”

Eric gives me a skeptical look and shrugs. “I suppose. I mean, I haven't’ fully tested her metrics. She might not quite be Hurricane—”

I look him dead in the eye. “Better. Hurricane was godly, but I never saw him move so fast he could walk on a fucking cloud.” Eric looks like he wants to argue, and I stop him before he gets going on his Augment geek rant about power levels and whatever. “She’s just getting started and can already pull off some crazy tricks. Give her a few months and you’ll see what I’m saying.”

“Months?” Eric sounds hopeful. “So, you plan on staying?” His eyes light up behind foggy glasses and I glance away as I get back to work.

“Yes, I’m staying.”

I’d made up my mind the minute we got back. Plan outlined, I retreated into solving technical problems, not human ones. Telling people you are in charge and taking up the mantle are two different things. While everybody waited for me to re-emerge, sounds like they’ve lost faith that I’d stick around.

I also didn’t want to tell Eric that the same powers I was talking up in Jackie scared me shitless. Crimson Mask...Dad...had been one of a kind. There were other heavy hitters who would pop up from time to time, but the Augmentation process was anything but predictable. So far, it seemed every one of the new crop had been gifted with world-breaker powers. Insane stuff which Xamse had bestowed on the general population before running off to his own African paradise.

Nothing good could come from it. The more power they had, the more it seemed to affect their thinking, their moral compass, the way they perceived the world.

“Before, well, Vulkan,” Eric says, “I used the diesel generators. Getting fuel here without giving up our location was tricky, but nothing the Collective can’t manage.” I let the suggestion go unanswered. I keep mapping out the wiring in my head, checking the connections, making sure it’s all good to go live. “Since you’re staying, we really should have the Beetle on standby.”

I take the steps to the chamber’s central platform. Vulkan had hung here once like a pig carcass in a slaughterhouse, his brain completely devoted to controlling the underground magma which fed the vents and the massive turbines. It wasn’t pretty.

As a replacement, I’ve wired up the Black Beetle armor’s power core. It glows with an almost arcane aura, sprouting several newly added thick cables and cords. Trading one human rights violation with the blood of my own sins seems the right move.

Too many died while I hunted for my father’s killer. Too many who were innocent of anything other than being in the way of my revenge. The suit needs to go.

Besides, I’d always argued with Xamse about the power level these cores could output. You could either run a battle suit or a small city — a useful thing when half the U.S. has lost the majority of its power grid. He never seemed interested in pursuing that angle. Now I know why. His business plan only went as far as wrecking the land of the formerly free.

“Back up,” I tell Eric. “If this doesn’t work, the whole platform might go hot. Probably cook you before you can scream.”

He scampers toward the elevator. I flip the switch.

Power hums. Eric squints as the main lights come to life, replacing the dim emergency lighting which I’d adjusted to. I want to feel happy that this little hack works. All I can do is stare down on the glowing core and wonder if this makes things right.

“Thank God,” Eric says, leaning on the ladder. “We can use the damn elevator to get out of here.”

“Go on ahead. Round everybody up for a meeting. Command center in twenty.”

Eric salutes and disappears into the elevator.

***
[image: image]


I DROP ONTO THE PADDED cot which passes for my bed. Happy to no longer be sleeping in a cell of one kind or another, I flick on the television. Power restored, I can finally sit in my quarters and watch some baseball. Just a little taste before the briefing begins. Maybe I’ll call in sick.

At least that’s what I tell myself. Deep down, I know I’m setting the foundation for my involvement. Eric is changing the world from here and desperately needs a wingman. These emerging Augments, they need some sort of check on their power.

The ball games aren’t a helpful stress reliever. There is no Big Show only a propaganda laced shell. The days of hot dogs and beer while watching the greats rule their diamonds had started to fall apart when corporations stamped their names on all the stadiums. Even then, you’d open with the anthem and close with a riot which, at any other time, or in certain neighborhoods, would have you arrested or shot dead.

But after the Great Power-pocalypse, the anthems are too forced. Standing is compulsory. People salute out of fear, not pride. The riots? Please. Games don’t run past the national curfew. And we’ve finally achieved equality as the military roaming the streets will shoot anybody dead if they try to so much as light a trash can. Kill the power and a fragile freedom became casualty number one. Simple as that.

Besides, I guess I’m technically Canadian now. They’re all about hockey. More ice. More potential frostbite. I can’t really get behind that.

No, baseball isn’t why I turned on the television.

Eric’s base has worldwide access to the broadcasts which survived the EMP. He needs the updates to run his growing empire. I need it to try and make sense of the world before I face the rest of our team. Living in Xamse’s corporate headquarters on a steady diet of the state-run FreedomNet didn’t exactly give me a broad understanding of current affairs. But that’s the first channel that comes up.

“Still wanted for questioning is this man,” says a newscaster, his delivery officious and scripted. My employee photo from Nanomech Industries flashes on the screen. “Former CIO Spencer Harrington believed by the FBI to be the pilot and engineer behind the Black Beetle suit. The Defense Department contractor went on a nationwide killing spree before absconding with the high tech armor last fall. His role in Nanomech’s treason is part of an ongoing investigation. The criminal’s last known whereabouts were in the vicinity of San Diego where he led an assault on the naval facility there, crippling the remaining Pacific fleet. Any sightings of him or the armor should be reported immediately to the local authorities.”

Right. Like I killed those Augments without explicit orders to “disarm and decommission” the Governments former weapons. Or could lead Marut to do anything. The guy is whacked out of his mind. Jackie and I only barely saved the fleet from his odd idea of financial restitution. I mash the buttons and switch channels.

There’s my face again.

European networks are a little more ambivalent. Instead of a wanted criminal or murderer, I’m just a wayward threat like these new Augments. Funny how quick you can go from savior to hellspawn.

Is everything okay?

Mom. She’s in my brain. She says she can’t help it and I don't’ believe her.

You should believe me. The closer I am to someone, the harder it is to shut them out. We’ve known that about Charlotte’s...I mean my powers for a long time, remember?

That doesn’t mean I wouldn’t rather be left alone.

No response. Great, I’ve probably pissed her off. The only potential positive of having surprise mental visits from your mother is that my masturbation habits have been completely cured.

She doesn’t need to be lurking around this dark space anyway. I’m not the cheeriest mind to be prancing about. I’ve got reasons. Hell, everybody has reasons. But I’m going to make some changes starting with this meeting.

Had somebody told me I’d need to step into Dad’s boots and lead this carnival of Augments into action, I’d have told them to lay off the Ritalin. After all that has happened though, I feel responsible. And I’m not willing to let Dad’s death be pointless.

I tried the revenge angle. It only sunk me deeper into this pit. This time...dammit...it’s hero time.

Spencer, we’re ready for you.

Yes, Mom.

Jesus.



	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER TWO
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I DROP BY THE INFIRMARY on my way to the Command Center. I had every intention of passing it by. Ignoring my natural tendencies might be the first step toward being a leader.

Cyrus, our medic, is both a traitor and a big part of the reason Dad is dead. He’s also not here by choice. Several escape attempts have already been made and failed.

Hound sniffed him out and tracked him down once, happy to have something to do other than try to clean up after Eric. Lieutenant Ship-Shape and Captain Clutter don’t exactly see eye to eye. If the world is ever tipped toward its final, bitter end, it will start in the breakroom. When the old veteran had gotten geared up to track Cyrus, I worried maybe he’d keep walking.

I lean in the infirmary doorway. “What’s up?”

The small room is just the right size for two beds and a cot along with a shelf and a cabinet brimming with supplies. A card table, usually stowed in the hallway, eats up the walking space. There’s a TV here as well. Starved for news, it looks like Cyrus has it tuned to Al Jazeera. 

Cyrus glances up from the table where he’s playing poker with Marut. I still haven’t gotten used to Cyrus’ face without the lush lip rug, envy of hipsters everywhere. The sight reminds me that Ember had to retrieve him once as well. That wasn’t pretty. True to her word, she’d given him a third degree shave. His normal eternal five o’clock shadow has only recently emerged from hiding.

Then there’s Marut’s face, or shall I say faces.

Cyrus regards me for a moment before speaking, sizing up my mood, intentions, or maybe winding up for his usual angry snipe.

“Patient’s stable.” He tosses his head toward the bed which holds the once hulking Vulkan. As always, he’s keen to remind me of the damage done. “Stable physically, that is.”

I don’t, I can’t, avoid looking. The formerly muscle bound frame has wasted away into a mummified shell. A reputed giant of antiquity you’d see on display in a museum or carnival. Cyrus can heal just about any wound with his bare hands.

“‘Sup, Bugger,” Marut hasn’t quite decided on a sufficiently derisive nickname for me.

The storm-powered Augment acknowledges me with the face aimed at the doorway. He’s got three of them, literally. Face forward Marut says something in a different language to Cyrus, his Hindi-British accent giving off a “fuck the colonizers” vibe. They both laugh.

With our universal translator AWOL, I put up with what I assume is more abuse. They’re bitter, I get it. Cyrus has been the most persistent with his escape attempts and Marut seems to have just accepted his situation. He and Cyrus may commiserate about being prisoners, but they surely don’t see eye to eye to eyes...

Once I told Hound to stop locking them in the infirmary, Marut took it in stride. His watching Cyrus come back alternately frostbitten, with his face melted off, with shattered ribs (Jackie had to find him once. When she “caught up to him” she was probably clocking a few hundred miles an hour), might have set him straight. That and the psychically hollowed out Vulkan made a pretty convincing argument that despite his substantial powerset, he was fucked.

Marut seems to enjoy giving me a hard time too. As if once we defeated him in combat, he made it his duty to get revenge by being the most annoying asshole on the planet. As far as I knew, he didn’t have three of those, so maybe he was compensating.

“Cyrus, you got a second?”

The healer’s eyes flash to his cards, then to me. He raises an eyebrow as if to say, “seriously?” then heads toward the door. Marut is busy flipping through his hand, playing nonchalant, but one face continues to stare me down. I step toward Vulkan’s bed and Cyrus follows.

“Is this the best we can hope for?” I ask, standing over the emaciated Russian heavy.

Cyrus looks like he’s ready to wind up for another backhanded comment. Standing here though, he can’t prevent the professional bedside manner from taking over.

“Physically, there’s no place better. I can keep him ticking the rest of his natural life, even with minimal facilities.”

Minimal, maybe, but the infirmary has been a priority. Eric has been great at providing whatever Cyrus requests, though the delivery methods are always sketchy. Labels from every conceivable language decorate the packaging stuffed in the shelves and cabinets.

“With a full on lab and the right tech, could you Six Million Dollar Man him like Polybius?”

Cyrus seems surprised by the question. “Polybius had brain activity and some sort of innate resistance to the mental damage a psychic attack would cause. Vulkan here is in miracle territory. Either he wakes up, or he doesn’t. We don't’ decide which.”

We decide... At times, I wanted to pull the plug and bury my father’s killer, so I didn’t have to see him anymore. Then there were times I wanted to wake him just to let him watch me shoot a needle full of cyanide into his IV. A week spent in his former prison and reliving the moment I saw him hanging there, enslaved has changed my perspective.

“What about the black market pharmaceuticals? There’ve been cases where doctors have mixed prescriptions and brought people back, right? Do we just need better quality stuff?”

Cyrus furrows his brow, not yet understanding why I seem so concerned about the guy I wanted to hunt down and vaporize. Maybe it wasn’t just the inhumanity of Vulkan’s captivity. Maybe shutting down the Beetle, I have escaped the vengeful hatred embodied by Drake’s own mocking voice whispering in the helmet.

“There are documented cases, yes. But I’m not about to start experimenting on him if that’s what you’re asking.” His confusion shifts to exasperation and he exhales. “Keeping me prisoner here isn’t doing any good, Spencer. The world,” he says, gesturing toward the television where a news crew tours a bombed out and devastated village, “is burning. People are dying. I can do some serious good out there.”

“Then Vulkan dies.”

“And?” Cyrus asks, not to be dismissive, more like he’s pushing me to acknowledge my change of heart.

I can’t. My conscience has become a messed up, convoluted thing. I need to be stronger. Better. Cyrus makes me uneasy, but I need to move forward with the plan.

“And we wouldn’t have you here for phase two of the plan. That’s why I stopped by. I want you at this meeting. I want you to be a willing part of this.”

He smiles mirthlessly and closes his eyes. “The cure.”

“Yes!” I step closer, placing myself in his averted gaze.

“Best of luck.” Cyrus scowls and turns to check on Vulkan. He shoulder checks me as he moves to the chart at the foot of the bed. I try not to look too wobbly. “I don’t want any part of it.”

“I’ll go!” says a chorus of voices. Marut is on his feet. “Do we get to fight?” He raises his hands and punches the air as if he’s shadow boxing on a Wii. “Cures? Cancer, bro, I’ll kick its arse.” Sparks dance on his fingertips, I feel my hair bristle.

“No!” Cyrus glowers and points, sounding every bit like he’s scolding an unruly dog. The buildup of electricity fades.

The sheer fact he hasn’t broken Marut’s neck has given me hope for this questionable ally.

“We need a cure,” I say, not directly indicating Marut but making sure Cyrus gets my drift. “All of that stuff you see on the news is being caused by rampaging Augments—”

“That stuff wasn’t started by Augments!” He checks his outrage and stares at the ceiling.

“I know, spare me the history lesson. Colonizers, occupiers, whatever, out of control Augments are wreaking havoc now. The same ones you and Xamse set loose!” My diplomatic approach needs some serious work. “You have an obligation to help clean up this shitshow!”

“You worked for Xamse too.” Cyrus pins me with an icy glare, not unlike the one which shutdown Marut.

“Yeah, I did, and I want to make it right.”

Cyrus’ toothy smile glows against copper skin as he laughs. “Of course! The Western presence will calm the savages. Just as it has for centuries! For the price of our wealth, you will bring us Democracy, but only under your approved leaders.” He sweeps his hand to indicate me. “At least, what is happening there is now in the hands of the people. Those who must live in lands upon which the world has visited nothing but greed and war!”

“I’m not here to debate.”

“Put it back!” Cyrus’ command is directed over my shoulder. Marut has taken advantage of our shouting match to rummage through a shelf.

“What?” says the face on the back of his head. Or maybe that’s his front face. I can’t be sure he hasn’t dislocated his joints somehow. Both sides of his T-shirt have a v-neck and read “This side up.”

Eric must be taking special orders.

“The morphine!” Cyrus demands. “Put it back.”

“Meeting of the minds,” Marut grumbles. “Office party. Whatever piss and wind you knobs are spraying will need a bang up.” 

Cyrus makes sure the vial returns to the shelf. My gaze slips to Vulkan. One forced breath accompanied by the tick and the hiss of the ventilator is enough to have me searching for elsewhere to look. The TV catches my eye.

There’s a woman, her face behind a beaten bronze mask, her dark hair spilling over bare shoulders. After catching mostly glimpses of women covered head to toe, her belly dancer outfit is a pretty quick attention getter. But not for the reasons you’d expect.

Her thick hair is matted at the ends where it glistens against brush strokes of blood across her bosom. The outfit, a beaded and tasseled number, is also flecked with blood. I wander closer to the television and see the reddish brown substance sprayed across her mask, drenched along her hands and forearms. Her hands end in what looks like a fistful of spikes and her belt is oddly bulky against the sparse clothing.

The first thing my brain pieces together is that maybe someone behind her has her by the waist. Pale, the skin color there is all wrong. Those hands continue across her belly, more than a single pair, alternating in an interlocking grip.

Human hands. Strung together in a macabre sash. Wrists severed, the blackened flesh wraps around splinters of bone.

She’s speaking. Subtitles crawl across the bottom in Arabic. Cyrus and Marut have forgotten their argument entirely.

“What’s she saying?” I ask.

“I am Anat,” Cyrus says the name and pauses, obvious recognition etching his face. “I have risen. I will not sleep until the great Baal is winnowed and scattered to the fields where my people will grow strong on his blood.”

Her surroundings look like a cave. Behind her, carved from the solid rock, is the ancient, pillared facade of a building. To one side is a section of stacked stones framing an alcove which reaches back into a bricked cavity: a well, or shrine, maybe both. Oddly, a tree overhangs the scene, leafless and bony.

Anat stands in front of the well, her fingers grasping a man’s scalp. On his knees, the man’s face is a blank stare. Acceptance, Exhaustion. She’s holding a curved dagger in those taloned hands. 

The camera pans across a line of more victims. US soldiers. Locals are mixed in too. Contractors, non-believers, I’m not sure this Anat cares. Up for slaughter like they’re just the next in line at the butcher’s block.

“Let the infidels drink the blood of their martyrs.” Cyrus continues to translate. “I will bleed it for them until the last drop is shed. A hostage a day will die into the final days when a just kingdom is born.”

Her hand moves. The broadcast cuts out at the terrible parts which you used to be able to find on the internet, when the internet was a thing.

We never leave troops behind. That’s what Hound will say. Cyrus would say the cosmic scales are balancing. I get it. At the same time, with the weapons themselves driving our future, this can only end poorly. 

“Cyrus,” I say, my eyes not leaving the screen. “You’re coming to this meeting, even if I need to get you an escort.”

“Best I stay behind,” Marut says. “Keep an eye on the patient.” 

Cyrus doesn’t have to speak. Despite our spat, he flawlessly communicates a “see the bullshit I have to deal with” vibe.

“You can come,” I say to Marut. “But keep your mouths shut.”

Marut raises a finger to his lips. The mouths on the side of his head speak. “Got it, gaffer. Lead the way.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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“SO, I GUESS, THANK you everybody for being here.”

Everybody isn’t quite right. Jackie has yet to show up at the command center, but waiting for the speedster seems pointless — she’ll either get here or she won’t. I make sure to give Ember plenty of eye contact while I speak which is difficult. It isn’t because she’s the only one who can waltz around here without a parka; she can heat the air around her body not just to fly but also provide her own personal space heater. Even the spandex super suit isn’t necessary, as she’s made sure to mention. Often.

There used to be a jokey feel to her sexually-charged teasing. The experienced, and deadly, Augment having a laugh at the socially inept hacker’s expense. Lately though, it’s more the “deadly” part. Same jokes but always said like she’s one flick of her wrist away from turning me to ash and casually sweeping me into a dust bin. Maybe I’m misinterpreting.

“Gǔn dàn,” Ember mutters.

This seems to be the default reaction to my leadership role — call the clueless, monolingual white kid names he can’t possibly translate. I eye Hound for any assistance.

He’s casually sitting on a console Eric has told him not to sit on like a million times, arms crossed, an unlit cigar dangling from his mouth. Normally, it’d be Lucky Strikes, but as they’re contraband in Canada, he had to make do with a box of Cubans left by the mine’s former workers. Gray hair, buzzcut, and a start of a Gandalf beard since we arrived, the weathered Augment exudes leadership. Yet so far he’s refused to do anything but defer to me.

He shrugs, sniffs the air, and gives me a look that says, so whatcha gonna do?

“You have something to add, Ember?” I go for a tone of genuine interest and not sarcasm. This does not come naturally.

“Fuck off,” she says, with a smile.

Nice. Strong start.

“Rolling egg,” says Eric, swiveling in his seat from the bank of terminals and monitors which he calls home. He looks harried. Flustered. “That’s the literal translation for gǔn dàn. Or is it, ‘Go roll an egg?’” He adjusts his glasses and squints at the screen. “Eggrolls,” he mutters. “Damn, I could use an eggroll.”

I’d asked him earlier to come up with a decent real time translation program to replace maybe the only function Chroma had which didn’t creep me out. Without a sentient AI guiding the process though, we’re back to the sketchiness of search engine translators. Of course, I hadn’t asked him to report the results mid-meeting.

“Thanks, Eric.”

Often, I think Jackie, Ember’s daughter, is the only thing keeping her here. Speaking of which, there’s a distant boom and a rumble which quakes through the building. Jackie is suddenly at the open doorway, smiling sheepishly. She joins the briefing without a word.

At least somebody is present...

Eric’s got a hundred other tabs, screens, windows, and video feeds open across his wall of monitors. The impromptu translation task hit his brain as the words were spoken, got processed, and he just spit out the results before going back to steering his global revolution. A Chinese takeout menu pops up in the chaos.

“Let’s get this party lit.” Marut flashes a gangsta sneer. “Call up my Spotify account, Big Hack.”

Eric cracks his neck and doesn’t acknowledge the request. Like most everybody I assume, Eric hates Marut. Could be because he is incredibly annoying or because Eric considers him a script kiddie with zero hacking skills. He’d already been banned from The Collective’s internal forums before we found out he’d volunteered for the experimental Augment process. And that process, that’s why we’re here, not to ‘drop dope beats.’

“Let me start with this,” I say. “I realize half of you, likely more, aren’t here because you want to be. You’re here because we keep dragging your asses back here.” Cyrus gets my undivided attention this time as I try to channel Dad. “Or you’re here because you’ve presented a clear and present danger to society.” Marut’s turn under the glare. He joyously snaps a finger and blue sparks light in front of his face. This does get Eric’s attention. “Or maybe you’re here because somebody you give a shit about has decided to stick around.” Another glance at Ember who’s picking at her nails. I’d seen her do this in front of even the mighty Crimson Mask before at briefings, so maybe I have a shot at getting through. “But I want this to be clear: I need all of you.”

Jackie smirks when my eyes fall on her with the last sentence. She’s sporting a more streamlined version of her Mom’s mohawk. Her Chinese heritage isn’t nearly as pronounced, but the family resemblance is obvious. Only Jackie appears attentive and even supportive. It’s tough to explain. Both of us have lost our fathers. From there, things just clicked between us.

But it’s true —  I do need her and every one of these hard asses on board. Them and one more person. A normie. Like me.

Spencer, I don't’ know if that’s a good idea.

Let me finish with this briefing, Mom. We’ll talk then. With mouths.

I can’t quite read any response from her. The fact that the youthful, broad-cheeked face now registers as ‘Mom’ is quite the breakthrough. Her hair has grown to the shoulder length she used to wear in her former body. You could almost mistake the metal studs peeking out for clips.

“Eric, can you pull up the Al Jazeera newscast from about twenty minutes ago?”

“On it.”

Images of the bombed out village fill our screen. A helicopter or drone cam is flying low, surveying the damage. Newscasters talk in the background.

“Mute it. Thanks.” During my Walden Pond moment while working on the generator, I went over and over and over the next words I’ll say. Literally, figuratively, the shoes are too big to fill. But I’ve found being a scrawny runt lets me squeeze into some tight spaces. “Unlike the Crimson Mask, I’m not here to preserve some sort of world order. That’s been turned upside down. I had a part in that. We all did to some degree. I’m not proposing we take over, just that we help keep people safe. Try to do some good for once with these powers.”

Jackie smiles. She’s been on a high ever since she gained her super speed. It’s hard for me to tell whether it’s genuine happiness or a temporary euphoria from which she’ll come crashing down when, if, reality catches up to her. Without her though, I’d be at the bottom of the Pacific. Giving up.

“I’m not sterilizing Augments,” Ember scowls. The personal space heater gets less personal. “Look at my Jackie. She’s a spark off the same flame. You don’t see her rampaging around wrecking shit, do you?”

Jackie’s smile wanes and she studies her feet, caught up in one of those tight spaces I mentioned between my plans and her mercurial Augment mother. Marut scratches the base of his neck at the mention of rampaging and tries to look casual. Cyrus’ brooding eyes have plenty to say, but he keeps it to himself. I half turn toward the newscast which continues to play, and I wait.

“Eric, pause it.”

There she is.

“Anat,” I say. I wait a beat or two and give the grisly image a chance to sink in. “Jackie might not be out of control. Others are.”

Everybody takes in the screen. Hound flexes away from his perch to appraise the warrior woman, his biceps tightening against his folded wrists. Mom wanders closer and shakes her head, the hair separating against the metal ridges, then she assumes a thousand yard stare.

“That bird is barking mad.” Marut objects to an unspoken charge. “Nothing like me. I had reasons.”

“Sure,” says Eric. “Your Salarium fortune.”

“Me and the yanks are even. Done deal,” Marut protests. “Handbags at dawn, I settled the score.”

“People were hurt, son.” Hound keeps checking out the screen. His intensity spikes as he sees the soldiers. “You can’t trade phony money for an aircraft carrier full of soldiers and call things square. We’re going in to get those boys out and you’re gonna do whatever we goddamn say.”

In a few words, with the right tone, the old marine has managed to shut up all three of Marut’s faces. Again I’ve got to wonder why Hound has agreed to let me take point on this group leadership role. 

“She’s in Syria,” I say. “From what I can tell, she won’t stop until all the occupiers are removed. And she has a pretty loose idea of what an occupier is.”

“So we slip her a mickey and the world’s a better place,” Marut says. “Your go to move, bro.”

“As if.” Eric switches up screens and a global map forces Anat’s image into an inset. “Syria is a fucking flashpoint for activity.” A click of his mouse and red blips take over. North America is relatively clear, but the density increases through parts of Eastern Europe, the Middle East, on the border between China and Russia. “These are all the Augment sightings my little swarm has reported.” The blips take on the familiar color-coded symbols and shapes of Eric’s Augment classification system.

“Thanks.” I hover close to his ear, pretending to study the screen. “Any sign of Chroma?” I whisper.

Eric’s eyes dart my way and he shakes his head.

“See this concentration of heavies?” Eric blurts, way too obviously drawing attention from our side conversation, and he points at the Middle East. “New Augments are popping up like wildfire here claiming they can build a new caliphate. Complete menace. But that’s not all, folks.” He zooms in and starts clicking on individual symbols. Profiles pop up who are already part of his Augment database and tagged as Russian military assets.

“Commies,” mutters Hound.

“Well, they’re more a kleptocracy. Communists would be much easier to convert to the Collective’s ideals,” Eric scoffs. He gives me an apologetic look and changes the subject. Last thing I need is for this meeting devolve into a social media comment section. “But yeah, Russian heavies are getting into the fray. Securing resources, land grab, you name it. Dickwads took out my OneNet relay towers. They’ve got to be stopped.”

Apart from stopping the world from burning, I’ll also have to keep my best friend’s Kingmaker ambitions in check.

“Chinese won’t be far behind,” Ember says. She sweeps her hand in a line across the screen from China to the Persian Gulf. Several Augment targets litter the path. “They had me tasked here, near Afghanistan. They’re pushing west in the power vacuum left by the US. They say they’re following the old Silk Road for trade. It’s a cultural invasion more than anything.”

Ember’s been sucked into the briefing like everybody else. A training reflex, perhaps she’s forgotten how much she hates my ideas for the moment. I have a feeling if I can keep her on a target, I’ll be fine. Maybe that’s what Dad had to do.

“A race.” Hound grunts. “For Africa.”

I hadn’t really noticed this before. Eric and I threw all this together for the briefing a few nights ago. My prep had mostly included repeating the things I planned to say, over and over, and avoiding an Augment brawl in the command center.

“What would they want there?” I ask. Nobody offers an explanation. The impatient looks I get all point one direction. “Can you pull up Xamse’s compound?”

A few keystrokes and images of Xamse’s African getaway is on screen. “Real time,” Eric reports. “That little asshole gets his own dedicated satellite.”

It isn’t completely clear what’s happening. All I can say is that he’s done some serious work in a short amount of time. More buildings cluster the site. Actual roads, either paved or gravel, stretch out from a neatly defined grid and into the farmland beyond the perimeter.

“Any reports what he’s up to?” I ask.

Eric shrugs. “We don’t have a presence there. He’s pretty damn careful about his InfoSec for...uhm...obvious reasons.” An allusion to Eric’s missing girlfriend, I’m sure. “Our penetration into Africa has been limited. Too many factions and environmental challenges.”

Eric’s going down a mental checklist of his own. His “we” and “our” obviously don’t refer to this ragtag operation but his broader Collective movement which he’s convinced will save the world. Could even be right, who knows? But I need to make sure there’s a world left to save.

Ember exhales in frustration. The familiarity of the mission briefing seems to have been dispelled. She stalks away from the screen.

“Same old shit,” she says. “People fighting wars using whatever weapons they’ve got. Sides don’t matter. You should realize that. World keeps turning, people keep burning.”

“Except this isn’t the same old shit, is it, Cyrus?” I turn the focus on him.

He’s more engrossed than anybody watching the Augment sightings multiply. As more eyes drift toward him though, the discomfort becomes too much to ignore. He assesses the situation, likely sizing up who he could take down first and who would be left to melt his face off, shatter his ribcage, taser him into submission, or possibly, invade his brain and make him bounce his head off the nearby counter until he cried ‘Uncle’ in Arabic or Farsi.

“I prepped and administered the transformation process to the subjects.” He eyes the group. “That’s all.”

This one guy has been in close proximity to both my father’s death and our new global shitshow. But I’m trying to be less angry, less vengeful. His constant reminders that we both fell into some dark stuff working for Xamse have also been on point.

“I get it. You were compartmentalized. But the results of these experiments, they aren’t normal. These Augments are coming out top tier.” I indicate the picture of Anat. “I still don't know what her power is aside from being able to turn stomachs from half a world away, but I can only speculate she’s a walking disaster.”

“Psionic,” Mom says. She squints through the screen. “Her abilities are psionic. In part.”

Everybody stares at her. Glad I’m not the only one who is taken back by the announcement. The chorus of thoughts wondering ‘Did she just scan an Augment thousands of miles away?’ in her brain might just drown mine out.

I clear my throat. “More than one of these Augments seems to think they’re gods and nearly all of them have a political beef of some sort.”

“I didn’t screen the candidates,” Cyrus says, forceful, angry. The room gets stiflingly hot and he quickly cools down under Ember’s sultry smile. The self-healing man is maybe the perfect target of her short fuse. “Yes, I did notice similarities. Regions they came from were nearly always conflict zones. Their demeanor was...odd.”

“How so?” Jackie asks.

As the last one to get tagged with the new process, she’s got more skin in this game than anybody here. We’ve talked. I know things like Marut’s deformity have her scared she’ll suffer the same fate.

“With a military recruitment, you have some controls. Special forces take into account service records, psych profiles, mental and physical toughness.” Cyrus wanders the room now like a caged animal. “I didn’t see it at first. I only accepted what Xamse told me, that we were ending global hegemony. Giving power to the people.” He reaches up to stroke the mustache which isn’t quite there and finds the black stubble with the consistency of sandpaper. He’s unknowingly entered a staring contest with Marut. “Xamse deliberately selected the most unstable candidates. Not just those who felt trapped or wronged, but people with an already questionable grip on reality.”

“Nothing unstable about religious belief, you intolerant wankers!” Marut only doubles down when he becomes the center of attention. A desperate fervor gleams in his eyes. “A god! That’s what the recruiters told me I’d be, and they were right!” Arms spread, his fingers dance with electricity. Jerky shadows play across his multiple faces. His feet rise and bluish-white feelers arc around the room. Eric yelps and throws himself across the computer control center, his arms spread sacrificially. “You think this makes me a freak?” He gestures to his head. “Back home, I am a fucking god!”

Cyrus grits his teeth and shakes his head with an exaggerated motion. Hand out, he moves toward the impending storm.

Maybe we won’t avoid an Augment throw down at the meeting.

“No! No! Don’t you touch me you, arse bandit!” Marut has shared quarters with Cyrus for weeks now, but I get the feeling we’re finally seeing the fallout of that tension. “We are Marut! Sons of Rudra! Bearers of Storms!”

His arms raise and the air becomes crisp and charged. Jackie crouches and I signal her to lay off. Screens flicker and Eric screams in desperation. Ember looks amused while Hound chews on his cigar, a hand thoughtfully wandering toward his sidearm.

Do I stop him?

No, Mom. I need Cyrus to do it. I need to see him do it.

Cyrus’ hand lights and he meets the incoming bolt of electricity. Screens die. Burning hair and flesh fill the crisp air. The only light is the jittery blue of Marut’s power and Cyrus’ blinding glow encasing a hand which is regrowing even as it burns. He pushes through the pain, the intervening power trying to toss him back like an oppositely charged magnet, and finally grabs Marut’s arm.

The lightshow stops.

We stand in the dark for a long moment. A series of beeps cascades across the room. Power supplies click and whir to life. Screens and lights flicker back on.

Cyrus is hunched over an unconscious Marut, clutching the wrist of his melted hand. He lets out a grunt of pain and rolls his shoulders before standing straight.

“Fine,” he says through gritted teeth. He scowls and holds the slowly un-mangling hand before him so we can all watch it knit together around his bones. “I’ll help with this cure of yours.”

I can finally breathe.

“Good. Eric, get me everything you can on Anat. And locate Emily. I need to speak with her.”

He’s still frantically watching screens boot up and doesn’t respond right away. One final, maddened look and he gives a burst of nods. “Sure. Yeah.” His fingers attack the keyboard while he speaks. “Next time, can we meet in the pit?” A jerk of his head indicates the giant window overlooking the former mine processing center. “Or the fucking moon?”

Not a bad idea.

Yes, it’s a bad idea.

What’s that, mom?

Her. I don’t want her here.

Wonderful. I can’t blame her. At least I don’t have to deal with Eric’s relationship troubles right now too. Or do I?
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ERIC’S FINGERS RACED across the keys with the speed of a cheetah...no, a maglev train sans brakes. A starship. That’s it. FTL speed. Star class? Diamond class? Nah, there was no measuring this! He was one of a kind. The first natural born Augment.

He opened and collapsed applications nearly at will, one with the executables. Technology was an extension of his brain. Nothing like him had ever existed...

The thought slowed his blistering pace. Well, that was sorta bullshit, wasn’t it? She could do everything he could and more. She’d merged with his life. An equal. His partner.

Okay, maybe that wasn’t quite true either.

She’d completed him then gone on to outshine, out hack, out code his every waking moment. She was the machine. Him? Her faithful guardian? Attendant? Groupie?

“Fuck me.”

Eric closed his eyes. A brief rest from the code assault. He’d be fine without her. Even if she never came back, he could do this. Mere mortals had been running the world since...since forever.

All of this — the supply chains, the global network administration, the financial markets built around quickly specializing and splintering cryptocurrencies, the digital diplomacy required to keep an entire world’s worth of languages, cultures, moralities, all working toward the same goal; he could do all that. All by himself.

Couldn’t he?

He adjusted his glasses and checked the screens. Diagnostics were completing on several systems. He already had the remaining forty-seven up and running. Spencer was right about reining in Augment powers. Nega-Thor had nearly wrecked the entire command center a few days ago at that briefing. For a minute, Eric didn’t think anyone would stop him. A room full of freaking Augments and he was the only one willing to give his life to save their most vital resource.

Wait, wasn’t he their most vital resource? He could get more computers, though they’d be down for weeks. Only Spence seemed to know how to even boot one up. Hound couldn’t start the fucking microwave. Ember, well, she was too beautiful to understand. Dedication to the temple of code required complete rejection of the personal appearance — a rule he’d almost forgotten. Sure, he’d dropped a few pounds through exercise, but he’d been in a bad place. Jackie, she wasn’t somebody who seemed to care much about personal appearances, but the genetic beauty showed through. Photoshop was likely her only real skill. Spencer’s Mom? Hopeless.

The thought of being cooked on the comcen controls hadn’t bothered Eric too much. He’d always assumed he’d die at a keyboard one way or another. Electrocution had always been on his top ten. Until recently, he’d moved heart attack off the list.

The stagnant odor of fried food wedded to the container it came in made his stomach rumble. A paper bag sat on his desk, the bottom damp with condensation and grease. He popped open the bag and huffed a deep, satisfying breath. He’d already eaten three of the seven egg rolls meant to last him for the rest of the week. What would another hurt?

He hadn’t been out for a jog in weeks. Too much work. Running the world alone was hard. With full power, thanks to Spence, he finally had all his systems back online though.

So much work, he’d even forgotten his best friend had shown up — until he saw him on the security feed lugging around the Black Beetle’s nutsack. What was that dude thinking? That technological miracle could save all their asses. They could use a level playing field for once. Done right, they could’ve used it to find Chroma, too. Maybe he still would.

Eric stared at the mission critical Chinese takeout. China! He didn’t want to be reminded of that geopolitical train wreck, but this wasn’t an all-nighter situation. This was a lifer sort of deal. He needed his energy for the trials ahead. He rooted through the bag and pulled out a soggy, rubbery eggroll.

No such thing as fresh on the frontier. He’d had to slip in his order with their latest supply drop. Re-routed their inbound drone by like two hundred miles. With U.S. satellite control lost, the military drones had been his for the taking. Gutted missile housings made for great courier bags. If he weren’t getting all the supplies for these freeloaders, he could’ve stuffed it with a hundred eggrolls.

Hell, even before the U.S. lost their satcomms, the drones were his for the taking. Eric never understood how the former superpower had remained relevant in the age of information warfare. DoD barely tested for system vulnerabilities and their staff couldn’t even tell when they were under attack. They were just lucky he took their assets first and re-purposed them to do more than launch missiles.

He’d considered bringing his takeout order in on Emily’s ride, but that was much too long to wait. She was incoming, too. Located, tagged, in the air, she wasn’t exactly courier bag material. Eric needed to request a bush pilot with some discretion. He’d made sure to tell them to explain to her that it wasn’t a kidnapping. Though it sort of technically was.

But the Collective didn’t ask questions.

He examined the bubbled pockets along the eggroll’s once flaky crust. Neatly tucked ends oozed slightly with their pork and cabbage excretions. It had vegetables. There were health benefits in there.

Besides, this had been their offering to him. His Collective. There, see? Wasn’t just the Augments who could be megalomaniacs.

He took a bite.

Eyelids fluttering, he nearly missed the alert on his screen. Fingers racing once more, flaky bits stuck to the keys in greasy pools. He pulled up the flashing window, drawing it from a cluttered background of news reports, real time data, and crowded message boards.

A video on Todou had just been removed by the video sharing site’s Chinese government minders. His hacker army was busy making sure it got reposted. Somebody had flagged it as potential interest for the upper echelons. That or robot porn — both types went straight to Eric’s inbox.

Geotagging marked the video as having been shot in northern Mongolia. One of their latest outposts, the Collective had dropped in with solar panels, a wind turbine, and dozens of phones for the nearby farming community. They understood the Salarium concept. Hell, there were mines popping up all over the Mongolian countryside due to already cheap, abundant electricity and an inherent distrust of an economy overshadowed by a red giant.

The area in the video looked remote though, even for that backwater country. People wore traditional clothes — some kind of bathrobe and a sash which Eric instantly related to — and hung out around animal hide tents. Reindeer dotted the camp like Christmas lawn ornaments scattered by a strong wind. Only these were real reindeer. With harnesses.

They look happy to be part of a Mongol horde, Eric thought. Why was he watching this? Who did he need to demote for sending him this Culturally Appropriated Santa Claus’ Elves bullshit?

A dark fleck streaked across the sky.

The eggroll hung from his mouth like a limp dick. He checked the doorway to the overseer’s office to make sure nobody was watching and slurped it down with cautious, chomping bites.

The sound of twin engines followed the retreating fleck as the villagers gazed upward into a steel gray sky. A shaky hand had tried to follow the blip with a vomit-inducing sweep of the camera. Eric stepped backward through the video, frame by frame, whittling down the mass of eggroll in his mouth. Centered, he zoomed tighter.

Blurry. Pixels shearing. But that was her.

“Fuck me.”

Frantic, Eric silenced the normal chorus of chat requests and incoming notifications. He pinpointed the location of the video and tasked a satellite for a closer look. Nobody took a photo or video with Collective hardware without giving up their location to him. It was a dirty secret which he didn’t want just anybody to know.

Tents faced south. A tree-lined ridge covered the north side. Or was it west? Was he looking at it the right way? How could he tell with a cloudy sky anyway? He tried to visualize the flight path in his head and it only flipped and wiggled with his lack of confidence.

Live. If only he’d caught them live. The recorded video metadata didn’t have all the gyro and geo positioning information. If he’d hacked their phone right then, he’d know the exact direction and angle. Simple as a stargazing app he’d once used on a frigid night beneath the aurora with Chroma.

He truly missed her.

An app. He needed an app for this. Apps for everything, right? RunAwayBae.

Topographic maps, satellite imagery, he began compiling them and set a request into motion for any and all photographs of the area. As the queries executed, he compiled the necessary functions. Quick, dirty, it didn’t need to be exact. By the time he was done, the data had all been loaded.

A few keystrokes, a few code tweaks, and the app spit out his results.

She’d been flying west. Toward China. Or maybe Eastern Europe.

Eric grabbed his keyboard and dashed out a new request. New tasking for his swarm. Priority: Baker. As in Tom, greatest of all Doctors.

“BOLO for...”

What would he call her? A UFO? Naw, garbage in, garbage out. He loved the inherent anarchy of his Collective, but there was a pretty solid core of tin-foil hatted weirdos who’d immediately start flooding him with their alien ass probing stories.

‘Black Beetle Armor’ was too obvious. With their decentralized nature, chances were people outside the swarm would catch wind of the request. Any incoming reports needed to be somewhat neutral. Plus, code names were badass.

Dark. Ominous. Screaming through the air.

“Be on the lookout for Nazgul Lord. Last spotted 48.876857, 108.907301, westbound trajectory.”

He finished the request and clicked send. Then he leaned back in his chair, closed his eyes and tried to erase the whole event from his memory. He was a computer. Ram storage. He’d only put the thoughts into that volatile space which buffered before permanent storage. Unmount. Device Null. Unmount. Device Null.

There. That should do it.

Nobody, not even mind readers, could know.  
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THE WORKSHOP IS A MASSIVE shell with an arched roof made to house heavy duty construction equipment. At the back hunches an aging dump truck, skin peeling around pockets of rust. Floor jacks, pneumatic hoses, tools which look like typical hand tools but blown up to anime weapon proportions, hang from pegs on the wall. Near the garage door sits an ATV much like an off-road, ‘extreme’ golf cart.

In the middle of all this stands the empty Black Beetle armor.

Since removing the power core, I haven’t been back to the workshop aside from a few brief trips for equipment. None of the tools really fit the highly specialized specifications of the Black Beetle armor. Being so remote, the equipment includes a working machine shop so fabricating what I needed for the surgery was easy enough.

Apart from a growing collection of hellfire warheads (removed to refit the military drones Eric keeps hijacking, some, I’d swear have biological payloads) which I’ve had to very cautiously, very neatly, stack in a corner far from the main doors, the space would’ve made a good workshop like Eric first suggested.

Climate control works since the power system upgrade. My parka unzipped, no gloves, if I got lost in my work here, I could strip down to my jeans and t-shirt and be just fine. Like the geothermal collection chamber, nobody would bother me here. Nobody except my patient.

Ruby lenses stare both everywhere at once and directly at me. My last interaction with the armor had been quick, wordless. Power offline so I didn’t have to hear him complain about the mercy killing, I ripped out his heart and went on my merry way.

Eric has a point about the suit being useful. I still haven’t quite figured out how I’ll go about my role here without it. Maybe with the communications gear, I can be the away team’s eye in the sky, leading from afar, like those historical generals with their special guard troops and a spyglass parked on some defensible hill.

After our first official meeting though, I’m not sure how well that works. Leading from afar, I’d be safer than a squishy human caught between warring Augments, sure. Without being physically present though, no telling if they’d even bother to listen.

Even Ember is mostly all talk when it comes to hurting me. Mostly. Any one of them could make my life shorter than Larry Yount’s pitching career. They hold back though. Figuring out if it’s true respect or just fear of my heli-mental Mom will be tough.

That’s not fair. I try my best not to pry. 

Like now.

I’m only dropping in to say she’s almost here. Or would you prefer I run around the base shouting, ‘Spencer, your little friend is here!’

I smile. Jokes between us are too rare nowadays. Used to be we’d snark it up on a regular basis.

Thanks, Mom.

I try not to examine how she knows Emily has remained a close friend, or how deeply she’s delved into Em’s mind. There are things there which I know she can’t unsee. Like Em and Dad.

My parents had almost reconciled before he died. Afterward came the whole thing with Vulkan where she tried to psychically recreate his mind in the Russian Augment’s body. Repeated what had happened with her and Charlotte’s body.

Spoken or thought, I’ve never gotten an explanation for any of that. Nor do I need one. Ever.

I zip the parka and pull on my gloves. Meeting Emily at the dirt path we call a runway is the least I can do. I’d hoped Eric would’ve had her call first so we could talk this out. Instead, she jumped on the first flight he arranged. Surprising. I’d prepared myself to have to work hard to sell her on this idea.

Heels dug in, I push open the workshop’s sliding hangar door. Outside, it’s a balmy twenty three degrees and the chill immediately encases my face. This place isn’t unbearable in the summer. That’s likely because the sun doesn’t ever completely set. Winters though, which seem to start in what should be early fall, are long and hard, and I only hope Emily is ready.

She’s spent time in the Arctic, Spencer.

Thanks again for the reminder. Maybe let everyone else know we have a guest? Get your proverbial head out of my proverbial doorway?

I wait, staring into the night and watching my breath make little clouds. The emptiness of the tundra begins to sink in. Hard enough to believe I’m not completely alone, so I roll with it. The silent meditation is interrupted too soon.

“Go for runway lights,” Eric says into my ear.

The comms he’s come up with are even better than the ones we used to work with at Whispering Pines. Bone conducting speakers placed right above the ear mount in a sturdy titanium loop worn around the back of your head. I activate the wireless mic with a quick touch.

“Copy.”

I’d never say ‘copy’ to Eric if my brain wasn’t in idle. He’s so damn intense lately though, the formalities are a reflex. If Dad were here, he’d approve.

I check the night sky. Early Fall, we’re still on twelve hours of daylight. Give it a month and we’ll be lucky to get five or six hours a day. The sun’s already set though, and the stars flicker like tumbling snowflakes. It can be a beautiful experience if I’m being honest.

Even the sky though is stained with blood of a kind. The ever present aurora stretches from one horizon to the next, a deeper glow to the south. It has dimmed, but refuses to go away entirely.

Yet another thing I should be pissed off at Cyrus for – blasting Aurora into the Great Beyond. She’d been out of control, sure, but we all knew his Augment suppression powers would affect her differently. Taking her apart atom by atom and scattering her into space should be an unforgiveable crime.

He’s an ally of necessity. His ability to mute Augment powers will be crucial for this plan to work. Mom, I’m sure, would volunteer to force his compliance, but I need a break from the mind control schtick and the messy consequences. 

In the frozen quiet, I hear the buzz of a prop engine plane. I jump in the waiting ATV and crank it up. Engine gunning, I lean into the bracing wind. My hood flops back and I let it flutter against my back. Eyes run. Ears burn. The rush of speed feels good. Holed up inside the damp basement for too long, I revel in the cleansing, arid air.

The single headlamp cuts a glowing wedge from the dark. Snow has yet to fall this year and there’s little but shadows outside the gravel road to catch the beam. Plenty of trails and paths have been blazed, all obscured by the night. I swing off the gravel and down the embankment at the last second, heading for one of them. A shortcut to our airfield.

I could probably do the run in my sleep. Eric hasn’t been much for picking up supplies. This little chore has helped keep me sane along with my tinkering. Everybody has had their own thing for the time we’ve been here.

A blackened patch slips past. Signs of a little mother daughter bonding. Jackie and Ember have been leaving more and more often on Augment training sessions. They’ll come back, singed, bruised, and laughing. Good to see people have found ways to cope with the isolation. Hopefully between that, Hound’s grumbling about security, and Cyrus’ recent offer to help, we can make this team up work.

I skid the ATV to a stop and slide off the back. A plane’s landing lights wink between the stars. Making my way to a raised pole, I open the switch cover and flick on our runway lights.

The type of plane is hard to make out on approach. Single engine, the noise descends into a low drone. The solitary, dazzling light on the belly strobes the fuselage in and out of existence. Coming in fast, I know these bush pilots are both highly skilled and slightly crazy. Most of my flight time is on small aircraft like these, and landing one in an open field of questionable quality, in the dark, takes slow-pitch sized balls.

The little Cessna touches down without so much as a hop. I stay close to the lights as it taxis past, making sure I’m seen. Seeing into the cockpit though, isn’t possible.

Not sure if Emily will be happy to see me. More likely, she’ll be worried. Demand to know what kind of bullshit I’ve gotten myself into. Last we spoke, she wasn’t exactly keen on the Augment involvement.

I don’t have to wonder about Emily’s mood for long. The passenger door pops open before the plane has even come to a complete stop. She’s wind milling her feet over the slowly moving ground and makes a stumbling hop before staggering away, half bent. I’m on the move as she starts to wobble.

“Emily!” I catch her and she sways. Her face is drained of color and lips sealed tight.

I know that face. Very likely exactly the same one I made on the day we met. I deftly slip to the side and grab her hair.

She drops to her knees and pukes.

Coming up for air, there’s a glint of fury in her eyes. She’s ready to tear into me when she raises her finger and her head dips again. I grit my teeth as my own stomach twists and I look toward the plane, away from the steaming mess.

The Cessna comes to a stop not far off. The pilot’s door opens, and I see feet moving on the far side. Through the tiny back window, I can tell he’s rummaging around, dragging out boxes.

I can’t make out much aside from the loafers he’s wearing. Hiking boots, even deck shoes, I might’ve expected. Snake skin loafers? On a polar expedition?

“Spencer? You ass!” Emily’s hoarse but that hasn’t dulled the edge of her anger.

“I’m...sorry? It isn’t like you can fly coach to get here.”

She hangs her head and her silky hair slips against my loosely wound fist as she wags it back and forth. She’s taking deeper breaths, her fingers curled into the gritty earth. One sharp inhale and she bats my hair-holding hand away. Straightening, she smooths her light jacket and glares. Hands tucked under her arms, she’s wearing not only a look by ‘Fuckov n’ Dye,’ but a lightweight track jacket and yoga pants.  

“Fuck’s sake,” I say, scrambling out of my parka. I go to drape it around her, and she fights me, at first. The thick layers already warmed from my body heat brush against her skin and she gives in with an angry sigh. “You should’ve dressed warmer.”

Suddenly, ‘Fuckov and Dye’ is soooo last season.

“Warmer!? Well, let me tell you, Spencer, it was seventy fucking degrees when I was grabbed off the street and tossed into a van!”

My brain stops communicating with my face. Muscles are twitching there, eyes exposing themselves to the freezing cold. I try to see past the plane’s fuselage and to the shadowy figure still stacking boxes on the far side. My eyes are still searching when I finally can respond.

“You were...”

“Kidnapped, Spencer! Motherfucking kidnapped!”

I have yet to make eye contact. I’m not sure I could if I tried. I haven’t seen her this pissed, ever. Not even when she took a pipe to Charlotte’s head.

“Excuse me one second,” I squeak.

She tears into me, angrily shouting, while I wander away. Scrunching, ducking, I keep trying to catch a glimpse of the pilot. I’d key up the fancy headset and demand Eric tell me what the fuck happened, but I don't’ know if he could hear me over Emily’s righteous fury.

Above the stream of obscenities, most of which my adopted big sister has tried to convince me to stop using, I catch a deep baritone humming a song. Lyrics only slowly come to mind.

Viva Las Vegas.

Titan rounds the now still propeller with a load of boxes in his arms. Either he’s sporting a larger size through his growth power or the all you can eat buffets have really filled him out over the past year or so. Even Emily’s jogging outfit makes her look more prepared than his leisure suit. White, he might be able to at least call it winter camo.

“Hey twerp. You really ought to consider Nevada for your new Augment base.”

He jams the boxes against my chest, and I try to take hold, going down under the weight. 
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SO THIS BUSH PILOT does have softball-sized cajones. Literally. Titan can likely push closer to a deep sea buoy size for his man parts if he really wanted to. Fortunately, I’ve never had the pleasure of seeing him go full on King Kong.

“Eric,” I growl into the headset. “What the actual fuck did you do?”

“Huh?” comes his reply.

Titan is merrily loading the ATV trailer with boxes, humming a rousing rendition of Fly Me to the Moon while Emily has finally given in to exhaustion and sits by the plane, her kidnapper’s plane, ready to leave. I haven’t been able to approach her past the wall of daggers she’s erected with her eyes.

“What’s wrong?” Jackie’s voice comes over the comms. She sounds concerned. While I could use a friend at this exact moment, I need to sort this out first.

“A delivery mix up,” I say. “Eric, can we have a closed channel?”

“10-4. Team, Spencer and I will be 10-9.”

“Copy,” growls Hound.

Hound’s got radio discipline leveled up to one hundred. Middle of an ICBM strike, he’d sound cool, under control. Under that well-honed demeanor though, I can sense he’s curious.

“Give me your status,” Eric says. “Over.”

“Eric, knock off the radio call outs. I need you to explain to me, right now, why Titan kidnapped Emily and is dragging his giant scrotum around our airstrip like he’s marking fucking territory!”

“Titan? Who? You mean, augment Titan? That dude who air dropped into Cairo and stomped out a tank trying to run down civilians during the Arab Spring? That Titan?”

“Yes, that Titan. The one who works for the CIA. The one who got me involved with Cantor and some shady cloak and dagger garbage I could use a lot less of right now.”

“Huh. CIA? No shit?”

“Yes, Eric. No fucking shit.”

Titan sets the last of the boxes in the ATV trailer. Pretty sure he unswells at this point. Still fitted to his husky frame, the suit suddenly seems looser, lower on his ankles. He props an elbow on the stack and stares, impatient, the final Sinatra lyric rolling off his tongue.

“...you!” He points and flashes a grin which blares louder than his shirt against the fake and bake tan and the gold chain.

God dammit.

“Well,” Eric says. “I put out a call. You know how it is, the Collective.”

Eric’s anonymous, self-directing swarm of followers is insanely useful, I won’t lie. They are so decentralized, any big government trying to track them down and dismantle the operation would be about as easy as finding the right bolt in a swimming pool full of them. Infiltrating said decentralized group on the other hand, that was probably easy for trained CIA operatives.

I yank the headset off and let it drape around my neck. I’m too stubborn to admit Eric had a point about keeping the Black Beetle suit on hand. Yet, if I can’t handle this without resorting to wrecking this dude with a mobile arsenal and impact resistant armor, I’m probably not the leader I keep pretending to be.

Titan doesn’t flinch as I approach. It annoys me and leadership goes out the window.

“Do they make toupees in a ushanka weave? Might’ve been a good switch.”

His smile doesn’t falter as he answers. “Here I am, sitting in Vegas, my girls doing their work, making their Salarium or their Freedom Bucks, whatever the hell they want to call it, and what do you think I see on those OneNet feeds?”

I’d completely forgotten that along with working for rogue CIA operatives on the side, Titan was pretty connected with the underground. He’d been running his own operations on Salarium, tapping into both the official US networks and the fledgling Collective’s OneNet. Chances of him stumbling across Eric’s supply requests was probably pretty high.

“Please, don’t tell me you saw her name on the open feeds.”

I love Eric like a brother. But I would do more than wedgie him if he’d broadcast the call out to round up Emily.

“Your girlfriend? No.” He eyes her across the airstrip. “If she ever needs work though—”

“She’s a fucking scientist, you sleaze bag.”

He raises his pudgy hands. “I got girls who been going to college for a decade. Respect.” He straightens his jacket. “The request wasn't about her, at first. A call for lab equipment accompanied her airfare. Sounded pretty, well, Doctor Frankenstein and guess who I thought of first.” He pauses as if I’m going to join in a conversation, but I wait for the answer. “Our exiled friend, Xamse. ‘Cause a lot of that equipment had some very specific uses. Natch, we got worried.”

“We? Right, your handler, Cantor.”

Titan chuckles. “Nobody can handle me. But yeah, she’s involved.” He pats the stack of boxes. “We come bearing gifts.”

I cup my hands on my mouth to catch a breath. This has the pleasant side effect of not only warming my slowly freezing hands but also keeping me from telling Captain Viagra precisely where he can stick his presents.

“I don’t want your help.”

“I didn’t ask. You got it. Here. If you’re building Augments, we want in and we want to keep an eye on you.”

“Well, good news, we’re not building Augments. Take your shit and go.”

He invades my personal space, an easy thing to do given I’d likely die of a Vitamin D deficiency if he insisted on following me around, blotting out the sun. I’m about eye level with the golden chain entwined with his chest hairs. If I were too nervous to look him in the eye, that was some incentive.

“I’m not asking.”

I take the opportunity to check on Emily. She hasn’t moved. Parka hood raised and curled into a crouch, so the long coat hangs to her ankles, she’s stopped sending out death rays with her eyes and at least is looking this way, worried.

“Well, you may have assured that I’m doing nothing here if you pissed her off.”

“Your scientist?”

“Yes, the scientist.”

“Chat her up,” he says. “I got time.”

I turn my back on his smug face and approach Emily cautiously. Not an Augment, I’d rather face off with Titan than her. She won’t grind me into a paste, but I can’t stand to disappoint her.

“Hey,” I say.

“You need to tell me what the hell is going on. Right now.”

“I’m so sorry.” I squat next to her and put a hand on the wing strut for support. Even having gotten used to the damp cold in the generator room, I’m starting to feel the freezing temps against my exposed skin. This can’t be rushed though. “I didn't’ mean for this to happen this way, you’ve got to believe me.”

She eyes me, probably gauging how sincere I am. To everybody else in the world, I’m a righteous asshole on my best days. Emily though, we talk. She made it her mission to protect me for whatever reason and try to keep me from, well, all this bullshit I’m currently drowning in at this very moment. She knows I want to hear her out.

“This creep throws me in a van, a van, Spencer. No windows, sliding door, the kind of van your parents warn you not to get too close to. The taser I carry just made him laugh. He starts joking about safe words. Safe words.” I bury my face in my hands and look at the ground while she continues to give me the harrowing tale. “Then we’re driving around, picking up medical equipment. Supplies. Back alley deals and shady businesses, all the while me, tied up in his rapist van. I’m certain at that point that I’m only going home as a suit of human skin.” Her eyes get wide. “One of his associates saw me, Spence. Saw me tied up and gagged in the van and didn’t even blink.” She pauses on that, waiting for me to look up again. “It’s been a day by then, I think. Ropes, duct tape, he’s singing and checking them constantly. Tying, retying, reinforcing, anytime I even got an inch of movement. He’s done this before, that’s what I’m thinking. How many girls? How many bodies am I going to buried next to when he’s done with me?”

“Holy shit. Emily, I—”

I’m talking to a hand and her voice is edging into a certain kind of intensity she’s bottled up around me as long as we’ve known each other. “Next, we’re driving to an airport. Human trafficking? Am I maybe the prize catch at some offshore, no legal jurisdiction rapist buffet? He brushes against my tit while he’s tossing me in the plane and he asks my cup size, Spencer!”

Christ, this is getting uncomfortable. But I deserve every damn second of it. “Size...boobs, those are sorta his thing.”

As hard as I try to do the right thing, say the right thing, plenty of times, I don’t, and I can’t rewind.

“Oh!” Emily’s eyes go into psycho mode. “Oh! His thing! That’s just his thing!”

“He owns a strip club,” I try to explain.

“I see!” She’s talking really loudly now, screaming might be the right term, so that Titan can hear every word. “He’s a strip club owning rapist! My fucking god, Spence! If only I’d known that, I’d have felt so much safer during my ABDUCTION!”

I crouch small and withering under her assault. She’s got every right. Again and again, she’s told me how she wants nothing to do with this. Augments have destroyed her life. She watched her boyfriend get ripped apart by her former Augment lover, who had been under the control of yet another Augment. Seeing as though that lover was my own father, she can’t understand why I keep getting sucked back in.

She’s right. Absolutely right.

“I think,” I say softly. “I think, I just wanted you here.”

I’m back to studying the dirt. She’s not answering so I risk a glance. Emily’s possibly about to explode. Eyes narrowed, her mouth set into a line thinner than a nanofilament, her chin is puffed up, jaw quivering. I wait to be executed via her righteous fury.

Her face suddenly slackens, and she looks away into the frozen darkness. “Fine,” she says. “I’m here.”

This is not progress. There is zero sign of emotion in her voice. Eric could’ve conjured up the words from a text to speech app.

“Soooo,” I say cautiously. “This medical equipment. It wasn’t for anything...weird.”

My threshold for weird is obviously very far from hers.

She won’t look directly at me, but I can see she’s running a mental inventory. Her eyebrows twitch. “Thermal cycler. Gel electrophoresis apparatus. Mass spectrometer.” The words come to her as though this were the first time she’d been able to calmly consider them. She relaxes for an instant, then the intensity returns. “You can do very weird, messed up stuff with that.”

I scoot closer so I can whisper. “I want to cure Augments.”

Her eyes meet mine, go wide, and then toward Titan. I follow her gaze too. Titan waves lazily.

She stops and starts what she’s trying to say a half a dozen times. I stay close to her, waiting.

“Is he?”

I nod.

More indecision and she shakes her head. “You want this insanity in your life? Fine. I want a normal life. One where I can go to work, stare at little critters under a microscope, and go home to a hot bath, likely filled with some of those same critters. But you know what? I can ignore them. Because the microscope is at the lab.”

“What lab?” I ask, knowing I’m treading into some hazardous waters myself. She looks away. “The one the government is forcing you to work at? How normal is it back home?”

After what I’ve put her through, this kind of aggressive coercion once again proves I’m nothing more than an asshole. She’s always seen past that though. Seen some kind of goodness deep down. She curls deeper into the parka.

“You can’t just cure Augments. It’s part of their genetic coding. Once it’s introduced, there’s no turning back. None of them have rejected the procedure entirely, just had different reactions. The damage it causes, and it is damage, believe me, the damage is irreversible.”

“What would you need to cure it?”

She shakes her head dismissively. “Subjects who rejected the new genetic profile and survived for starters. Somebody to examine and see just where the change failed, or the resistances lie.”

“What if I had somebody who could cure them at will? Could you watch what happens then repeat it with some sort of drug or something?”

“Sure. If only,” she scoffs. I wait for her to meet me eye to eye again. “You don’t?”

I nod. Very slowly.

She tries not to react. The gears are turning in her head, I can see it. She still won’t answer.

“Can we at least go inside?” I ask. “Whatever your answer, I’m not putting you back on that plane with King Cock over there. I’ll get you another flight, I swear, but you can’t wait outside.”

She considers the idea. One look at the wannabe porn star waiting over at the ATV and she nods. That’s a relief. Maybe having the horror of being stuck with Titan has bought me some time to work on her. I help her stand and key up my comms.

“Eric, we’re coming in. Have Cyrus, Jackie, and Ember on standby. We’ve got two guests. One, I hope to get rid of, the other,” I look at Emily, “might be staying for a bit.”
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CHAPTER SEVEN
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TITAN INSISTS ON DRIVING the ATV. It’s a two seater. Him in one-point-five seats, Emily scrunching into the remaining half.

Me? Leader of the Jericho Team? Former slayer of Augments?

I ride in the bed with the cargo.

I could’ve argued with Titan all night. Me tossing out different pitches, him being a dick, until finally, I just drill him with a fastball, and he charges the mound. Ground into the dirt isn’t how I want to end the evening.

Emily at least gave me the parka back. She insisted and my gentlemanly self did not decline. I’d have walked back with it returned, only I sure as hell don’t want Titan at the base first.

So I try to make the best of the quick trip. Sitting astride the boxes, if I keep straight enough, I can look like a returning hero on his chariot, the husky Titan my faithful steed. Only Titan’s driving isn’t conducive to anything but gripping the rails for dear life.

He’s no slouch behind a wheel. I’ve witnessed him give a whole new meaning to the term “crotch rocket” and despite spilling over the bike like a melting scoop of ice cream, he’d blasted past the speed limit and navigated turns which should’ve left him skidding down Las Vegas Boulevard. That nighttime bush plane landing was no joke either.

In other words, he knows exactly what he’s doing.

We manage to make it to the base, and he seems disappointed when I hop down, not thrown on the bumpy ride. Hands cramped into shivering fists from my Kung Fu grip on the cargo rails, I stuff those in my pockets so he can’t see. Emily is off just as quickly, staggering toward the cracked open workshop door.

I run my hand down one of the boxes, all of which say FRAGILE in nice, big letters. “Hopefully the equipment is still in one piece.”

Titan squeezes out from behind the wheel and the little ATV lurches as he dismounts. “No refunds. No returns.”

“Let me guess, the Collective didn't pay for all this?”

“We needed some skin in the game. You know how it is.”

Always strings. I glare into the security camera above the open garage. “Coming in,” I say.

“Copy.” Hound this time. He responded on the comms but right then, he appears at the garage door, hauling it further open. The look he gives me skips Titan completely. “Got ‘em on deck as requested.”

The big metal door slides to the side to reveal the gang all assembled and ready to greet our visitor. They’re clustered around the Black Beetle armor, posed for team photos. Ember stands front and center, her arms crossed and a finger tapping impatiently on her bicep. Jackie is off to her right, leaning with one elbow against the powered suit, which, I might add, is propped open, ready for her to snatch me up and drop me inside. Cyrus has his hand on a very bored and annoyed looking Marut who slouches like his parents made him show up for picture day.

Speaking of parents, Mom is doing an excellent job of not playing wallflower. She’s hovering above the armor fucking exorcist style. She’s foregone the winter gear, her thin body somehow supporting Mom jeans and an oversized hoodie which ripples on a palpable current of what I can only assume is psychic energy.

Or maybe the duct above her... Either way, it’s an impressive effect. They all are.

I give Hound a look. He’s once again mastering the cool and collected. Like nothing ever happened. Like this is every day at Jericho. All his doing. I only wish I’d been here to see him mustering the troops.

A loud bang from the interior door breaks the epic silence. Eric stumbles into the workshop, wrestling with his bulky parka and nearly tripping on the heavy door mat meant to help minimize tracked in snow. His snow boots squeak as he crosses the sealed concrete with shuffling steps, his eyes focused on trying to fish his hand out of the parka sleeve. A glove drops. A hushed curse and he totters back, nearly face planting as he swipes it off the ground. As he does, he sees the interior door. It’s caught on the rug where he nearly fell. He mumbles bad things one might do to a mother and scrambles to close the door. He tests it a few times, satisfied it isn’t catching, then lets it close.

Walking to somewhere midway between the open garage, myself, and the team, he claps his hands together with a muted thump. “Okay, what did I miss?”

“Right,” Hound grumbles. He pushes off the door with a loud rattle then sizes up Titan. “You can set the boxes over there. Just keep yer head level ‘bout here,” he says, marking Titan’s height at his chin. He isn’t nearly that much taller, but the straight-backed soldier sells his claimed advantage.

“Hound, good to see you.” Titan moves inside and slaps Hound’s arm as he passes. I could swear the beefy hands swell when he does. Hound bites back a grunt as a force likely the weight of an errant sledgehammer strikes him. “Ember! I was hoping for a nice, warm place to sleep tonight, babe.”

This, I would never do. I’ve thought the word ‘babe’ when looking at Ember before, but that has never escaped my lips. If it had, I’d likely no longer have said lips, just a blackened hole in my face. She takes it well, considering.

“Not another word, Butterbean. Drop your shit off and get back on whatever C 130 lugged your fat ass out here.”

“Cessna, if you believe it,” he says. “Come on, I know you like ‘em big. What with your Crimson Mask gone, I’m the biggest they got.”

The already frozen, stilled air becomes dense. If he wanted to get under my skin, that was a sure fire way. I lose focus for a split second and expect when it returns everybody will be looking at me, waiting to see how I respond.

They aren’t. They’re looking at Mom. So am I.

“Eric,” I say. “Why don't you take Emily inside. Get a room together for her.”

She shivers past me with a sideways glance, part thanks and part ‘nice knowing you.’ Eric stutters in protest, his arms jerking as if remembering the tragedy of being tangled in his coat sleeves before he slaps them to his side in surrender.

“Come on, I’ll show you around,” he says to Emily.

The soft shuffle of his parka and the eager tap of Emily’s sneakers seem to fill the open space. Nobody watches them go. They’re all still eyeing Mom.

“What?” asks Titan.

Mom’s floating, though her head has yet to rotate. Hoodie down, I could be imagining it, but it seems to be flopping more violently across her back, her soft hair whipping.

“Help me get these boxes,” I say to break the tension, not leaving Titan with any impression that he’s got other options. “Now.” My hand doesn’t come anywhere near wrapping around his inner tube of a forearm. But what the hell, I take hold anyway.

“Careful, kid,” he says, menacing. “That’s Italian silk you’re pawing.”

“Your brain is about one twitch away from frappe,” I whisper.

I wouldn’t do that. Mom’s psychic response is toneless. But do you want him to help you?

I ignore the mental offer for a personal slave and keep my paws on Titan, trying my best to show him I’m not joking. If I had Dad’s super strength, maybe we could arm wrestle - my power against his ever-increasing mass. There’d be more than a wet smear left on the workshop floor if that were the case. All I’ve got though is the command presence of a socially maladjusted, recently spawned adult and maybe a tiny sliver of good ‘ol fashioned leadership.

Even his dense brain appears to have read the change in the atmosphere. He shrugs off his jacket, my strongest grip slipping away as easy as the silk, and folds it in the ATV driver’s seat before grabbing a box. He stops right inside the door and scans the room as if he’s taken offense. “You guys gonna to help?”

Finally, I’ve got that attention I wanted from the start. I give a wordless nod to the group and move to grab the next box. Before long, we’ve got the equipment stacked up beside the inner door. Titan doesn’t need to come inside any further.

“Thanks for your help,” I say. “We’ll be in touch.”

Titan scans the group and settles on Hound. “I hear your little team here is going to make some more Augments.”

Hound squints an eye and spits on the pavement.

“What we’re doing is none of your business,” I say. He’s fishing as I never told him why we wanted the equipment. “The Collective put out a call, you answered, end of story. There’s no debt here, no oversight. If you’re owed money, it will be paid through whatever currency or channels Eric has established.”

“You wouldn’t be talking that way without your friends here.”

The air vibrates and suddenly Jackie is by my side. “Too bad you don’t seem to have any,” she says.

“I resent being called that tosser’s mate,” Marut chimes in. “But if we’re done faffin’ about, I’m hard to bring the thunder, yo.”

Aside from getting my own ass out of harm’s way, I really hope if this gets heated we can move it outside the damn base this time. There is no insurance coverage which will allow a claim against Act of Augment. Lightning, fire, expanding girth, aren’t on the policy.

Acceptance seems to settle across Titan in a slackening of his shoulders and the bobbling of his head. He doesn’t say a word as he turns and makes his way to the ATV. Reaching for the seat, he removes his jacket and has one arm nearly in a sleeve when I freeze him with a parting request.

“Leave the ATV. I’m not walking out there to get it.”

He stands, halfway into his jacket, obviously considering his next move very carefully. Decided, he slips it off again and folds it over his forearm.

“You’re making a big mistake.”

“That seems to be one of my many superpowers.”

He’s half-facing the garage and half toward the Aurora filled night. I see steam cloud from his lips then slowly disperse before he begins the walk back toward the airfield.

“Cheerio, twat,” Marut adds. I hear him mutter something else under one of his breaths and he’s the first back inside, Cyrus close on his heels.

My gaze is fixed on Titan as he strolls across the former mine site and down the gravel road. Mom’s watching as well, and I sense she’s expectantly waiting for me to acknowledge her. It isn’t that I don’t want to, I just feel strange enough trying to do this job with her here. A job, college, would she have been standing over my shoulder critiquing my every mistake, offering helpful advice, and baking cookies for the class? She doesn’t have to be here physically to do that even. Well, except for the cookies, which would be nice.

As soon as I think that, she goes to leave.

A hand grabs the back of my neck with a reassuring squeeze. “Keep a level head. Always.” Hound releases me with a pat, goes to open the door for Mom and they head inside.

Jackie’s left standing beside me. Titan’s white suit alternates between a beacon and wintry camouflage in the patchy autumn terrain. I wait until he’s in the plane, the engine buzzing to life.

“Dammit,” I say. “The lights. I still have to get the lights.”

“No you don’t,” says Jackie. She’s still by my side. Or was. There’s a sudden vacuum as air sucks outside and the heavy garage doors shake mercilessly in their tracks. Titan’s just started to taxi when the lights go out and Jackie’s back. “Done.” She grins.

“You know,” I turn to her and glance toward the Beetle armor at the center of the room. “There’s no power to the suit. I can’t be stuffed in there and made into an Augment killing machine anymore.”

“I know,” she says. “But you can be kept safe. We need you around here, Spencer.”

Our eyes meet and I’m not so sure she isn’t saying that she needs me here. Not in that kind of way, but the way somebody needs a close friend, or maybe a simple reminder that she was once a normie just like me. It feels good. A friendship based on trying to keep things normal for once, not on chasing Augments or saving the world.

“I could’ve used a picture of that.” I indicate the space around the Beetle where the team had gathered.

She reaches into a pocket in her cargo pants and pulls out a compact camera. It looks like an old fixed lens film camera. “You got one.”

“Tell me you’re somehow in it.” I can imagine her hitting the shutter release and racing to see if she could sneak into the frame and get back before the falling camera shattered on the ground.

“Don’t know,” she teases. “We’ll have to see.”

“I look around the empty workshop and point to the ATV. “Let’s go for a ride. Clear my head before I have to face all that noise.”

Her smile is one of mischief and bliss. “You drive, I’ll tag along.”

Before I can even get started, she’s running circles around the ATV. We’re both laughing, like kids, without a care in the world. I gun the engine and take off down the gravel road, the tires throwing rocks into the open workshop. She easily jogs alongside as I max out the speedometer.

She’s seen some shit in her time. Lost her father, found her mother. Started her career wandering warzones, taking pictures of carnage and human frailty while she sought out her surviving parent. It wasn’t just getting her powers, but escaping whatever rut she’d found herself in, and doing it at unimaginable speeds, which had been good for her.

For now, it’s good for me, too.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
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MY FIRST VISIT WITH Emily, while she waits for her ride out of here, is one I’m not at all looking forward to. I drop by the command center first, making sure Eric can arrange another flight — and not with Titan. I demand first class once whatever puddle jumper gets her to civilization.

Emily is waiting on the second floor of the administration building where I asked her to be. The mine was designed for a couple hundred personnel, so space hasn’t been a problem. I’ve got plans for that floor.

On his arrival, Eric claimed the foreman’s office overlooking the dormant processing center. An oddly quiet location staring down on several stories of sleeping conveyor belts and rock shaker things, I think he chose it because it had the most juice routed to it along with its own dedicated transformer.

The administration building has become our central living quarters. The executive suites make for decent rooms. Given the uniqueness of this business slash compound, the restrooms all have shared shower spaces as well. There’s another cluster of barracks on the west side of the property, but we haven’t done more than scavenge there for furniture. Nobody wants to regularly make the frigid walk or drive between buildings unless absolutely necessary.

I’ve decided that the second floor of the admin building is the best location for our lab. The barracks might work, but they don’t have enough floor space for all the equipment we’ll need. Titan’s shipment is just a start. The other consideration is being close to the infirmary just one floor below us.

All the scientific equipment is worthless though without an expert at the controls.

Emily doesn’t hear me come in. She’s checking out the cubicles and furniture pushed up against the walls. My inner optimist, who rarely makes an appearance, decides Emily’s hands on her hips, eyes sweeping from one wall to the other, means she’s imagining the possibilities. Mentally arranging equipment and deciding how she’d run this lab of hers.

“What do you think?”

Her neck stiffens. “What do you think I’m thinking?” She sounds more like she’s searching the room for the best place to leave my corpse.

“That you’re rightfully pissed off I’d drag you into this.” I take a few tentative steps closer, but let her have her space. A million excuses come to mind — explaining how Eric botched her contact or the unpredictability of his Collective network. Taking responsibility though, that seems like a leadership move. “But we have to do this. There isn’t any other way.”

“You could’ve kidnapped anybody. Genetics isn’t even my thing.”

“I know. Pathophysiology. You study how disease affects organ function, how to help isolate factors which can lead to improved treatment.” Validation that I’ve actually been listening to her all this time gets her to finally turn and face me. She doesn’t look surprised so much as skeptical, but I’ll take it. “Student intern at the lab with you? Remember?”

“Oh, I remember. Your focus was on one thing.”

She leaves that hanging. In a different life, my focus might have been on getting laid or doing keg stands. My brief stint at college though was consumed by an attempt to do the impossible and bring my mother back from her psychic prison. Neither of us needs to be reminded she escaped on her own.

I need to keep this from getting too personal or straying too far into hurtful territory.

“I’m getting your flight setup. We try to keep our traffic to a minimum, but I’ll have you home tomorrow if you can just hear me out on this.” Her lack of response is the closest I’ll get to any agreement. “Cyrus can mute Augment powers. His healing ability kind of tries to reverse the genetic damage. My thinking is, if he can do that, that means the process can be reversed. Even if it’s a dose which wears off, that would make some of these new Augments manageable—”

“He’s healed himself before, right? Why hasn’t he reversed his own damage if that’s what he’s doing?”

There you go. Leave it to a scientist to tear up my logic. Thing is, she’s got those gears turning, that analytical mind diving into my problem already. I get in her face and get ready to beg.

“This is exactly what I need you for. You’ll have help. Cyrus can’t exactly be trusted, but he’s got the right skills and he was the one who administered the latest batch. He owes it to the world to set this shit straight.”

“And you? Who do you owe anything to, Spencer?”

“My father.”

Could be that’s a low blow. It’s true, though. She had a relationship with him that, however temporary, brought her into this life we’ve both been running away from. Embracing it is the only way to silence the ghosts, ease the pain, a matching sorrow I see creeping into her determined expression.

Her eyes flit to the side. “This place is a wreck. I need a clean room. Clean.”

“Done. I’ll get on my hands and knees and disinfect the place myself if need be.”

She’s back to surveying the space. Hopeful, I’m not sure what to think though my spirits sink with the return of her skeptical tone. “I’d need an experimental candidate. Somebody willing to have their powers sapped, over and over. I can’t say what sort of lasting damage that alone might cause.”

This I had considered. Strapping Marut down always felt like a guilty pleasure sort of option in the back of my mind. Now that we’re talking reality though, I couldn’t do that to him. Maybe he’d sign a waiver...

I’ll volunteer.

Weeks of getting interrupted by a voice in my head had numbed me to the experience. Had. With those words, my tolerance feels like it reset.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure,” Emily says, not knowing my response isn’t meant for her. “We can start with tests on samples to isolate the effect. After that, we’ll need test subjects. It could be dangerous.”

I can’t live like this, honey. The constant voices. The temptation. Mom’s voice trails off. I want it gone.

“How dangerous?” I’m trying to keep my cool and the multiple conversations going all at once.

“Possibly fatal. It’s too hard to say until we run some proper tests.”

“Absolutely not,” I say. “You can’t be a guinea pig and I refuse to let you go again.”

Emily appears confused until the last half and an unnerved understanding dawns on her. She shies away from the private, mental conversation she’s correctly assumed I’m having.

What choice is there? I’ve hurt people. I never wanted to hurt them. The pain, it was just too much...

We do have one other option. A choice I’ve kept myself from considering because it treads so deeply into the vengeance territory I’m trying hard to escape.

“Vulkan,” I say.

Emily’s expression hardens. The open doorway in my brain remains occupied, but there’s no response. This is fucked up beyond hanging him up for use as a battery, but he’s wrecked. A slab of meat whom nobody here is going to miss.

“Spencer, you ah, ready for deployment.” Eric cuts in over my earpiece. There’s literally no way to escape this craziness I’ve inserted myself into. “Over.”

I key the microphone. “Deployment?”

“Anat, your public enemy numero uno. Got a fix on her 20. Might need to reroute Emily’s ride though to make this happen.”

I check Emily as I respond. “She’s staying,” I say. She gives me a forced smile. “Call the rest of the team. Meeting in the comcen in ten.”

“The rest? Like everybody?”

I’m already moving toward the door. There’s so much more for Emily and me to discuss, but I don’t have time, I only hope she’s really on board.

“Tell Cyrus to head up here to the second floor, my mom should be on her way. I need Hound, Marut, Ember, and Jackie.”

“Marut? Man, really? That wanker?” Eric adds the last bit with a pretty terrible British accent. “Last time he almost wrecked the comcen!”

“You can wire up a situation room elsewhere for next time. For now, we meet in the comcen and Marut goes with us.” I pop open the stairwell door and start jogging down the steps. “I want to keep an eye on him and I’m betting, he’ll be ready to let loose some of his power in the field.”

“Whatever you say, Capn’. If he manages to get lost in the desert, make sure you don’t let Hound’s ‘leave no man behind’ bullshit get in the way.”

“Copy that, Eric.”

I’ve got no intentions of letting Marut out of my sight. We’re trying to clean up Augments, not set more free. Without a cure ready, we’ll have to be prepared to let the heat fly. As impulsive as the kid is, he’s got plenty of wattage to spare. We’ll have to see if he aims it in the proper direction.
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CHAPTER NINE
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OUR BRIEFING GOES QUICK and painlessly. Marut seems to be astonished and a little stoked to be included. Eric fought me on it, but once he understood this meant he wouldn’t have to deal with the combative asshole for a day or two, he got on board.

Eric at first made Marut stand in the far corner hooked to an anti-static ESD wrist strap at a table set up for systems maintenance. Done more for humiliation, halfway through the meeting, I released Marut from the thin tether because he’d started to practice sending little jolts down the length of the strap and into the table where they arced along a leg to the floor.

On Anat, Eric had zero data aside from location. Her power set had yet to be determined. Reports were almost entirely stories sent in by his army of eyes on the ground. Witness accounts and reports from her followers were included but those felt completely unreliable.

She’d bathed the desert in blood. Parted some river like Moses. Most of it claimed she had “the foresight of the Prophet,” whatever the hell that meant.

We were going in cold.

Hound came up with the tactical plan. From satellite data of her latest conquest, he’d sketched out the basic assault. Every maneuver came with a lengthy explanation. He not only made sure to get my assent but also gave his rationale. This tested Ember’s patience like nothing else.

“Let him get OTJ,” she’d said of Hound’s careful mentoring. “I’m ready for a little sunshine like yesterday.”

It wasn’t until we were en route that Ember let up. The transport involved a helicopter ride and then a private jet conspicuously parked at the nearest Canadian frontier city a couple hundred miles from Jericho. From there, it was a long flight to the Middle East.

Now, we’re all crammed aboard a truck which looks like a gypsy wagon fed a steady diet of diesel. As we have our spinal columns rearranged by the stiff suspension, Ember’s taken to glaring again.

All I can see are those fierce eyes. We’ve all thrown on civilian clothes supplied by our driver, our fixer. Hers and Jackie’s include the whole head to toe treatment. Hound’s autumn no-shave challenge seems to have paid off as well. The scarf and headband even do a good job of covering up the regulation haircut.

Marut we had to dress like a woman.

So make that two sets of eyes glaring at me. Would be four if the others weren’t tucked away.

A full head covering was sort of essential to his disguise. Unfortunately, the excitement he had for going on this mission has likely changed into a plot to find the best way to kill me before anyone can stop him. Luckily, I think I have somebody quicker than lightning on my side.

After we landed in Syria, Jackie had cut off Hound’s broken attempts to talk with our fixer. Back in her element, she handled the arrangements like the pro she is. The gaudily painted short bus we got shuffled into had made her smile.

Being natural with people, able to get strangers to open up about their private lives on camera; how much more valuable was that than racing around the world at supersonic speeds? She had a future after this. My job was to make sure she lived to see it.

Under life or death consequences and murderous stares, the return of my creeping doubt had been inevitable. A one on one with Hound would be nice. The noise of our transport truck and the comms open to the whole team assure that won’t happen anytime soon.

We’re getting closer to our objective, so Hound’s taken to checking his Glock and the submachine gun which I can’t recall the name for. I should be doing the same for the gun he handed me. Exposing my unfamiliarity isn’t a great idea.

Point. Click. Bullets fly. The end of my extensive gun knowledge. I’d rather not use one again if I can help it. 

“Nervous?” Ember asks, loud enough to be heard over the engine. She’s studiously ignoring a row of tassels hanging from the headboard and shimmying in her face. The center-facing benches we’re on have the tassels too, a constant tickle against my calf like an annoying fly.

“Sure,” I say, honestly. People want honesty from their leaders, right? I mean, I didn’t exactly apply for a Congressional internship. “Reminds me of Libya.”

That’s tough to say, but it shuts her up. Of my limited field experience, that was a bad one. Dad, the invulnerable, shot. Fleeing from a small army of terrorists. Then again, I haven’t had many good experiences in the field.

“Y’all stick to the plan and we’ll be just fine,” Hound says.

The passenger area of the converted short bus is separated from the driver by a metal wall and a window. All the side windows have been blocked out with psychedelic paint, the only exit, the rear door. Through the cab window, I can see the driver, his whole cockpit gyrating with ornaments on a carpeted dash. We’re approaching a gateway of sorts, an ancient double arch stretching over the road bookended by towers pocked and pitted by age and war.

Armed guards step into the road. Guys in street clothes with AKs and their faces covered with headscarves. These are local militia, affiliated with Anat because she’s stopped over here, though they aren’t necessarily her soldiers. I pull my own scarf across my smooth, pale face and press myself against the wall of the bus. Ember watches with laughing eyes.

The guards disappear out of view for too long. I see the driver speaking to somebody out his window. Shadows move against the painted glass windows. Jackie touches my hand, the one I’ve been clenching and releasing around the grip of the gun. I realize what I’m doing and holster it under my over-sized nightshirt thing.

The guard’s shadow outside waves an arm. The driver gives a quick shout and a casual acknowledgment, then we’re driving through the makeshift checkpoint.

“You break your sphincter on that one?” Ember smiles.

Marut laughs in stereo.

“Knock it off.” Jackie confronts her Mom half-heartedly, but it’s the thought that counts.

“I’m good,” I say, reconsidering the honesty policy. “You got your assignment down?”

Ember seems disappointed that she hasn’t been able to get under my skin as much lately. A twist of her lip and she relents. “Don’t you worry your big head about me. Marut and I will play diversion while you, Hound, and Jackie go for the prize.” She gives her daughter a mockingly pleading look. “Do make sure they don’t get killed.”

“Nobody’s dyin’ here.” Hound levels his gaze on Ember, chambering a round to put a fine point on it. “Lost enough good men lately. And you two,” he says, giving Marut and Ember a direct command. “You don't get hurt, period. You’re the extraction team. No unnecessary risks. Close air support, make some noise, that’s it.” He defers to me, his command tone easing. “Come when you get the call out.”

Apart from his laser focus on my leveling up, Hound has kept to himself. Like me, he’s made up his own projects around the base. Ostensibly, he’s checking perimeters, putting up defenses. I’m starting to think he’s doing it to both get away from the group and deal with his own demons. He hasn’t been the same since Danger’s death.

The truck shudders to a stop. The driver twists to face the back window and flashes his teeth alongside a thumbs up. Jackie silently thanks him by bowing her head.

“We wait,” I say, unnecessarily.

Hound, the only guy with a watch to synchronize, checks it. Whatever military time it shows, I can’t tell, but I can see the sun hasn’t quite set. Once darkness falls, we’ll be on the move. I just wish the sun would set faster. Dodging bullets in the open air would be better than roasting in this pressure cooker.  

***
[image: image]


I’M THINKING ENOUGH to remember to get the gang to do a radio check. We then slip out of the bus at oh-dark-eyebrow, timed by an arched tuft of gray which Hound aims my direction. I’m likely delegating too much of the mission follow through to the former Marine, but he’s eager to get us moving.

Watch and learn, that’s my job on this particular outing. Kid Crimson isn’t quite ready for the Big Leagues.

One thing about these traditional clothes, they make hiding small arms and Kevlar relatively easy. We move around the empty streets unnoticed. Fresh air after the long ride is a welcome change from our refrigerated home. I want to drink it in and give my adrenaline a chance to settle, but Hound keeps a tight schedule.

The side street where we were dropped off runs along the base of a bluff. The city sits in the shadow of several blunt mountains. Ridges form an inverse storm front against the stars. Lights from windows dot the slopes. I’m reminded of the villages I saw in Afghanistan, only these buildings are more modern, less of an extension of their natural surroundings.

I run through my planned mission briefing in my head. I’ve already forgotten the name of the city, but there had been a majority Christian population here. The ones who could fled. The others, well, I’m not sure they’re welcome here anymore.

Jackie’s right up front with Hound. She’s been to this very city before, years ago when war first broke out. Or when it got worse than usual. Our objective is a monastery carved into the mountains.

Assault helicopters should be on the list of ‘must haves’ for Jericho.

We don’t speak. Marut’s been suspiciously good about that mission parameter. The local language is something which should’ve died on a scroll found beside a likewise dying sea. So far, we’ve only seen a few pedestrians, no vehicles. Being occupied by extremists has inspired everyone to keep to themselves. 

Ember and Marut break off at the town center as we trudge up the mostly deserted streets. Well, Ember does, as per the plan, and has to jerk Marut along with her. I nearly didn’t notice the right street either. Hound sniffs the air and gives them a parting scan to make sure they’re on target.

Lesson one. Without my HUD in the armor, I’m hopeless. Pros don’t need to check Google Maps.

I close the gap with Hound and Jackie. I’ve got concerns about letting Marut and Ember head off on their own. Not for them, but for anybody who gets in their way.

Jackie’s quick to take point for our group. She is her own evac. As our guide, she also knows the best way to get inside this monastery.

Up a very long and steep road is an entrance to the monastery which had been used by tourists prior to the war. It had taken Jackie to tell us it was even there. Narrow, a natural passageway through the rocks, we noticed on satellite there’d been no recent foot traffic. 

The road becomes a broad, snaking slab of pavement cutting a channel out of the mountain. The steep climb reminds me just how much time I’ve spent hiding indoors, fiddling with generators. A truck passes, turning our shadows into warnings, an advance guard stretching up the incline. When we get back, I’ll have to take advantage of Eric’s gym.

Only after we summit the hill do we reach a little gate. Set right into the rock wall beside the road, the flaking iron has a shiny new padlock. Expected.

My trusty multitool is ready, but I’m not a lock picker. Hound has yet to assess the barrier, his nose twitching and ear tilted toward the narrow canyon beyond. Jackie steps up and gives the lock a tug. She frowns and shrugs.

“We’ll get it open,” I say. The speedster’s hands on the lock reminds me of a trick I pulled with Hurricane, but we’ll need cover. I key the comms. “Bravo team, cue the thunder.”

We huddle beside the gate, thankful for no more late night traffic. Before long, the stars are swept away like a giant settling the box lid on his favorite board game. Lightning plays behind the clouds. Watching the storm materialize and consume the sky over this slot canyon, I’m struck by exactly how much power that pain in the ass has at his disposal.

Maybe he should be our first cure target.

“Can you give me a rumble?” I ask. “On a three count?”

“Yo, you can count that high?”

Wow. I ignore him and get Jackie’s attention. “Three count, you give that lock a twist at Mach whatever.”

The idea might’ve already occurred to her, but her face lights up anyway and she gives a two finger salute with her free hand.

“3...2...” I’m blinded. Like the whole world flickers out to a white screen. For a second, I’m wondering if my brain has been disconnected from reality. “1?” I say.

The thunder is of the type which makes you jump right out of your skin, prepared or not. The sound rolls down the street like a solid wave. Fills the block, the city, the neighboring province. My sight returns and I see Jackie, dazzled, the remains of the lock in her hand. We stare at each other, even Hound knocked off his eternal guard.

“DJ Marut, droppin’ the beats!”

The whine of a siren breaks the stunned silence. Rolling on the aftershock of thunder, I think I smell fire.

“Ember?” I ask.

“Don’t blame me, boss,” she says. The official title tells me just how taken aback she is by whatever she witnessed Marut do.

“What?” Marut says into my ear. “Thunder. Lightning. They’ve got a thing.”

“Maybe back it off a notch?”

“Ahh, shut your quim. Been a while since I cracked one off. Matter of fact. Wait for it. Wait for it...”

The sky opens up. Rain douses the streets, a sudden deluge which sloshes along the gutters. My light, airy head scarf plasters to my cheeks. Guess this is all going as planned. Even their guards are probably running for shelter.

“I don’t like being wet,” Ember growls over her open connection.

“You just haven’t met the right bloke yet.”

“That’s it.”

Their feeds go silent. I should have been more worried about what they’d do to each other.
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CHAPTER TEN
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MARUT’S DISTRACTION is the most miserable idea he could’ve come up with. We haven’t gone more than ten feet into the narrow canyon before we’re soaked. The torrent has nowhere to go but run down the smooth walls and turn the blanched earth into a milky mess around our feet.

Hound wades through in his combat boots, unfazed but on high alert. The pelting of heavy raindrops, the humidity of the air, all of it probably interferes with his heightened senses on some level. Jackie’s long dress is a muddy mop, her slippers, which she’d ditch anyway to pour on the super speed, are in her hand. My sneakers?

Lesson number two - leaders don’t wear canvas tops on missions.

What had been a balmy sixty degree evening has produced a chill which makes me nostalgic for Canada. Staying focused gets tricky when simple physical comfort is completely lost. But I’m aware that around any of these blind curves, we could walk right into a guard or patrol. I’m hoping the bad guys are at least smart enough to seek shelter.

The winding pathway leads to a series of stairs which are ideal for skulking about this compound. They wind behind buildings and against a cliff which provides the backdrop to this ancient holy site. With the concealment comes blind corners too, and we creep along in the dark, rushing from building to building, thankful at least that the heavy rain masks the sloshing of our footsteps.

Hound is always the first to move, holding us in place until his nose, eyes, and ears are satisfied we’re alone, and signaling for us to advance. At the first open stretch, he twitches his chin toward the gun he’s had out since we entered the gate.

Right. I draw mine.

Used to be I was shielded from the elements, laser guided munitions to obliterate targets only a twitch away. Drake’s voice calls from the Black Beetle armor, a constant temptation. Why am I not suited up? What do I have to prove?

This isn’t an ego thing, this is a penance. I’m not trying to show I can hang with these guys. I’m trying to impress on them that maybe the human race isn’t yesterday’s news.

We’re at a gap between buildings, Hound at the far corner and Jackie and I huddled against the opposing wall. Hound’s attention is trained toward the middle of the compound, and I can’t see where. His steady hand keeps us in place.

A tall turret rises above the jumble of buildings. That’s where he’s focused. A little dome with a broken pinnacle at the top which might’ve once held a statue or symbol. Scattered lights around the compound leave the open arches underneath it obscured in shadows.

Hound urges us forward, his hand moving quickly. I brace for a run, taking a second to convince myself not to stop and gawk at the open view of the inner courtyard.

A second, apparently, was too much hesitation for some. Jackie’s ferried me to the other side and I’m reeling, wondering what happened.

Her arms are around me, her dress tattered. Steam rises from the dry pavement behind us and is quickly filled in by the rain. There’s a stinging pain on my cheeks where the wet head scarf bitch slapped me a thousand times. Air hits my lungs like I’ve been holding my breath. She searches my face, to see if I’m okay. Still not sure myself, I nod though is she? I see a spark of adrenaline-fueled intensity behind her own eyes I hadn’t noticed before.

“Sniper,” Hound whispers and indicates the domed turret.

He’s not the least surprised by Jackie’s decision to rocket the gap and drag me along. All his years around Hurricane, he’s probably seen every trick in the speedster manual. He flattens against the wall with us, me in the middle, Jackie on the opposite end watching the other direction.

We’re again snug between the cliff and a building. Crouched, we creep to the opposite corner. The jolt of my super speed ride, the word ‘sniper,’ and I’ve got my hands tight around my pistol grip. If only the damn rain would stop running into my eyes...

At the next corner, I can see the stairs continue along this hidden path as the cliff face wraps to our right. But the climb this time will be in the open. Jackie had identified the place where Anat had been standing on the news clip as a cave on the upper face, part of the original buildings of the monastery. We need to climb those steps. Find the hostages.

“I’ll go,” she says. “There and back before you know it.”

I shake my head. Not knowing Anat’s powers, she might have some way to counter Jackie’s ridiculous speed. “We stick together. You’re fast, sure, but if something happens, we’ll be lowly human speed away from you.”

She doesn’t argue.

While she could carry me, juggling two full grown men — or one and a half if I’m still trying on my leadership honesty — could be problematic. I don’t want to know what happens if she loses her grip at that speed.

We’ll have to cross open ground and climb those exposed steps. Even a miserable, half-drowned sniper on watch would spot us moving against the creme-colored stone. The area seems to be well-lit too.

I eye Hound. “Marut?”

His fuzzy eyebrows arch, his forehead creasing. The tight lipped expression makes it clear any such call is all on me. What the hell, I’m here to learn, right?

“Hey, uh, Ember, you guys in position?”

“Copy, kid. Overlooking the compound from the high ground. Permission to toss Marut over.”

Good. She hasn’t done it already. “Negative. He can fly. Curious if you’ve got eyes on a tower. Dome at the top, broken spire?”

She’s off channel for a moment. I’m huddled into a crouch, my hand cupped against the microphone, hoping the gear is actually waterproof and that I’m not shouting.

“I see it. Want it turned to slag?”

“Maybe an act of a lesser god instead?”

“His lordship lost comms privileges. Want me to ask him?”

I don’t know what happened to Marut’s headset. Hopefully, it’s surgically removable. She’s still stuck with him though until we bail, which puts yet another timer on this mission.

“Yes. Please.” Not sure that’s part of leadership or official radio lingo, but I don’t mind asking nicely.

For this lightning-induced white out, I at least have some warning. We’re on the move even as the near simultaneous crash of thunder explodes through the courtyard. Alongside the deafening blast I hear a discordant gong, loud at the first sounding then rapidly diminishing into a futile patter which is lost beneath the rain.

I can’t help but look as we race up the flight of stairs and toward an upper landing. That next area is wide open too, and we’ll need plenty of time to get clear. By the looks of the former sniper’s tower, I’d say we’ve got that time.

The spire is a smoldering ruin. The tower has been chopped off at the midpoint. Only jagged pillars remain of the arches. I don't see the dome until a glow catches my eye on the roof. As we climb higher, more comes into view and the round metal dome is a burning hot shell hissing amid shattered and blackened stones. Beside it lies a bell outlined in white hot heat. 

Too late now, I worry what power Anat could possibly be wielding given Marut’s double dose of Augment strength. An asshole kid who can wield forces of nature so violent he might be able to wreck entire coastlines. That same power in the hands of a focused extremist? Maybe we launched this mission too soon.

Second guessing myself mid-mission, that’s definitely not a leadership lesson takeaway. Of course, if Dad had done just that, lacked a touch of confidence, he might be alive to lead this desperate attempt to right the world. More precisely, his body would’ve never fallen into Xamse’s hands and none of this would’ve happened in the first place.

Figures emerge from the buildings below. They’re all shouting, running for the courtyard to assess the damage. The blast managed to knock out the electricity too. Black shapes against muddy gray or bobbing flashlights, I keep slowing to check that none are moving toward our position and Jackie keeps driving me forward, her hand on my back.

We pound across the landing which forms the roof of another structure. Our final flight of stairs to the cave is tucked away in glorious shadow against the cliff. If somebody hears us below, they’ll be too late. We’ll be to the hostages soon and floating away on a freaking cloud.

This is almost over.

The steps lead behind a mortared stone wall. Perfectly square, the wall doesn’t quite fit the natural cavern mouth. Darkness eats at the edges. Three arches pierce the wall but are clogged by a wild growth of shrubs turning the perfect frames into amorphous rips in space. Hound at least thought to mount a flashlight under the barrel of his gun. He flicks it on as we slip inside the space created by the wall.

Out of the rain, we’re only hearing the steady trickle as it seeps into the natural cave. I see the strange tree outlined in Hound’s flashlight first, rooted in a planter carved out of the grotto rock. The shadows of the tree created by Hound’s beam are spectral. Jagged, reaching fingers adorned with macabre ornamentation.

The branches are strung with body parts. Hands. Heads. Entrails hang like perverse holiday garlands. A man swings upside down from the thickest limb. Headless, hands lopped off at the wrists, he twists in an invisible wind above a bronze basin filled with blood. The sight is only beginning to register when the smell strikes.

I come full stop at the entrance. Hound never slows. There’s a subtle pause, but he pushes forward, his light searching every crevice for hidden dangers. Survivors. Jackie floats by, trance-like, lost in the same nightmare I am, but able to will herself onward.

Her hands dig around under her dress. Tangled, impeded, she struggles out of the soggy garment and dumps it at her feet, her typical t-shirt and cargo pants exposed. She pulls out the older style film camera and a flashlight from her pocket.

They’re both on autopilot, coping with this slaughterhouse through grim experience. Me? I’m feeling faint. Sweat beads on my forehead despite being already drenched. My stomach has become the wreckage left behind by a fistful of ghost peppers.

“Clear,” Hound says.

That’s my cue. I vomit into the planter as he reaches the other end of the room. My gun is under my palm, pressed to the cold stone. I’m doing my best to empty my stomach in stealth mode, but that only makes the sounds strangled and wet. A cut throat, gasping for air.

Jackie touches my back. I can’t’ tell in the light, but she seems pale, her clenched jaw fighting a sympathy reaction. I’d like to stop puking, if anything, to keep her from breaking that seal.

“Holy Mary.” Even Hound can’t help himself.

When that grizzled bastard has found something which makes him consider religion, I don’t want to know what it is. I don’t. Yet, I have to see. Wiping my mouth, I stumble to the far end of the room. Jackie is close behind.

The alcove with the well — I recognize it from the video. There’s writing above it in a language I’ve never seen and a plaque to the side. The plaque, interestingly enough, is in English. Maybe a bible verse, it talks about peace, acceptance, all under a giant smear of blood. The same blood which fills the fountain. Her words come to me.

Let them drink the blood of their martyrs. I will bleed it for them until the last drop is shed.

Cyrus’ translation from the first video, but I can hear Anat’s deathly intonation. Her voice, a doomsday calling full of certainty and fervor. The voice of a god passing judgment.

The same voice which calls from the other end of the room.

“As prophesied, they have come.” 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
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HOUND WAS OUR TACTICAL lead, our point man, our experienced gun, our trouble sniffer all rolled into one. Standing in the slick air of a slaughterhouse, rain hammering the outside, he’d finally slipped up. Wait, how is that possible? Hound never slips up.

Leadership lesson number three: Don’t rely so much on one guy to do what an entire team should be doing.

Hound and I are in shooting stances. Anat stands between her goons. I want to say she’s unarmed, but her fistful of spikes says otherwise.

This was my fault. I should’ve had the entrance covered. If so, we might not be in a standoff with Anat and her followers.

Or are they worshipers? I’m not sure if she’s the garden variety religious extremist or if she’s become the religion extreme. The men on either side of her don’t appear intimidated by an old man, a girl with a camera, and a kid who, to them, likely needs way more firearms training.

“Tell your men to lower their weapons,” I say.

“They are ready to die.” Anat regards each unwavering face, their assault rifles more impressive than our handguns. “Hundreds more are coming to take their place.”

Hound shoots one between the eyes.

Unexpected.

My turn, but I’m stuck in banter mode, the trigger less of a concern than reaching up to activate my headset and call in Ember and Marut. The remaining thug pulls his trigger and the muzzle flares. In the immeasurable time between those two actions, the cavern swells with pressure and his rifle, still firing, manages to spin upward and leave a scarred arc on the ceiling.

Jackie stands over him, holding what was his rifle with the gunman on his knees clutching his hand where the trigger guard appears to have torn off a finger as it was ripped from his grip. She doesn’t seem to notice that gory detail. Her face is suddenly wild, an expression of unbridled joy. She drops a bullet from her free hand and slides the rifle across the floor toward us.

Hound takes the opportunity to whip the MP-40 out from under his long shirt. “Got plenty ammo. Good news for you, we’re here to take you alive. Yer ragheads,” he puts a bullet in forehead of the guy with nine fingers. Bad day. “I could give two shits about.”

I wouldn’t say Hound sounds unstable, but he’s abandoned his coolheaded demeanor. The horror of this blood bath finally pushed him past professional soldier and into vengeful Augment territory. I’m only belatedly realizing he’s been more damaged this whole time than I bothered to notice.

Hound’s never off his game. Ever. But that was before he lost Danger. Before he rushed us in here determined to save those soldiers who are dangling, in pieces, from the tree.

The best thing I know to do is call in the evac. “Ember, we need you, now!”  

No answer.

“Your friends have lost their communications.” Anat crosses the room, stepping over the guy Hound dropped with a delicate grace as if daintily sidestepping a puddle. She’s careful not to disturb the body, though I notice her bare foot press luxuriously into the expanding pool of blood around the gunman’s skull. “They’ll have heard the gunshots, of course. But they will not act in time.”

I inch backward even given I’m positive I can’t miss at this range.

“Act in time? Please,” Jackie scoffs.

“No!” Before I’ve said the word, Jackie makes her move.

This burlesque nosferatu’s confidence is completely irrational. Calling the shots in the face of these odds, Anat’s either crazy or she knows something we don’t. Stalking us down in her bikini top, her armed guards dead, two guns trained on her, and she’s the one telling me how this shit will go down.

The blur that was Jackie has only just slipped into her strange hyperspace world, speeds so blistering her feet had developed super tough Augment skin to avoid being driven down to ankle nubs. The air itself can't react fast enough. Human sight, reflexes, have zero chance.

But before Jackie shifted, before she’d finished laughing at the concept of time, Anat had made a subtle move. It couldn’t have been more than a muscle twitch; I’m not even sure I saw it happen. 

Now Jackie is on the ground. Her eyes are wide with the horror she’d fought to restrain when we first entered the room. Her head lolls. She doesn’t know what went wrong, she knows only shock, disbelief. Blood oozes from between her fingers clutching her side.

Hound and I fire at the same time. I know I’ve missed because as I pull the trigger, I’m chasing Anat with the gun barrel. She slips behind the hanging corpse. Dull thuds join the ringing of bullets on stone. She’s out the other side, but not where I anticipate. Too high. Hound’s gun continues to roar while Anat dances up the wall, nimble and quick. His face is set in a snarl as he walks her down with each missed bullet.

Anat twists and flips, corkscrewing away from the wall easily, making me question my own center of gravity. My gun clicks and the slide sticks open. I backpedal, digging for a new magazine with jittery motions. Hound finds his mark just as Anat launches toward him. They go down and she stabs, over and over, too tight and close for the submachine gun. She’s bleeding from her shoulder, but her hands have ripped through Hound’s vest. A growl escapes his twisted lips as he holds her at bay with a shaky arm.

She’s strong. Has the advantage. I fumble the magazine I’ve managed to pull. Hound violently jerks and the spiked fist she jams into his chest rips his over shirt open. He lets go and reaches for a combat knife sheathed on the front of his vest, now exposed.

My gun is reloaded, finally. Before Hound can slash with his serrated blade, she plows her elbow into his chin, and I hear his head bounce over the pounding rain.

I point, shoot. Not so simple.

She’s already shifted focus. The bullet strikes her open palm with a woody thud. Those finely tapered talons sprout from a growth coating her entire palm. I pull the trigger again, and the shot goes wide. She’s already a step ahead. Branches jab into my back from the thick growth filling the open archways along the outer wall. 

Anat coils and prepares to finish me off.

“Ember!” I shout.

Anat’s chestnut eyes go up and to the right, glowing bright in the wedge of dropped flashlight beams and oddly beautiful behind her bronze mask. It’s as if she can see through solid stone. Knows what will come. The whites of her eyes devour the center.

This should be my opportunity.

But her hands are dripping with the blood of my teammates. The brutal, efficient way she dealt with Jackie. The way she took down Hound, a veteran of more wars than any other living being on this planet. Both have been left writhing. Her distant gaze latches on once more. She pounces.

I shout in anguish as she collides with me, knowing I’ll never get another chance. We hit the hard stone. My arm goes numb and I fight to throw her off.

Anat pins her spikes under my chin. The position has the miraculous effect of ending my struggling and keeping my mouth shut.

“You don’t die here,” she says. “You live so the world can be brought to its knees and I placed on the throne. Your friends,” she says. “They die on the road to Damascus. In agony. Under the heel of my mighty army, the legacy of your father. So speaks Anat!”

She rolls off me toward the exit and I clutch at my throat, feeling for blood.

Heat floods the room. Ember tears into the cavern through the dense shrubs behind me. The bush never gets a chance to burn and speak its piece before raining down in ashy cinders.

“She’s getting away!” I shout, propped on my numb arm and pointing wildly at the exit.

Ember takes a split second to orient herself. When she spots Jackie, her lip curls, her eyes go wild. She rockets out of the cavern leaving behind a smoldering heat which buffets and nearly dries my sweaty, rain-soaked clothes.

I crawl toward Jackie. She’s in the same spot making small, twitching movements. Eyes glazed, her face wan.

“Jackie!?!”

“Get ‘er up.” Somehow, Hound rises.

His Kevlar vest and the over shirt are shredded. Blood spatters his white beard. There’s a trail of the same substance drizzling from his chest where the curled and frayed vest material makes a bloody nest. Pain or shock, he doesn’t show them. The scowl of determination is a permanent fixture which he will likely wear to his grave.

I force myself up with my good arm. Hound’s got enhanced strength at full health, but it takes both of us to haul the slight Jackie to her feet. We hobble toward the exit, Hound wielding the submachine gun taut against the strap over his free shoulder.

The rain has stopped outside. The clouds have descended to create a blanket of dense, impenetrable fog over the monastery, level with the railing. Shouts of confusion and alarm echo from the obscured stone streets and up the canyon walls.

Marut stands at the lip of the balcony outside the cave. He’s laughing maniacally as flashes of lightning roil through the fog and electricity crackles on the stairway.

“Marut!” I call. Straining, I can’t get any more words out. Hound has developed a focused stare, intent on getting whoever he can out of this hell.

“Boss!” Marut sounds giddy until one of his off-kilter faces catches sight of us. The rest rotate to gape. “Bloody hell!”

“Get us out of here!”

“Sure! Hop on.”

Marut demonstrates by leaping over the railing and landing squarely on top of the fog bank. I’ve seen the clouds support his weight before, I can trust this isn’t an illusion. It bothers me that Hound doesn’t appear the least bit skeptical.

We muddle our way over the slick railing, passing Jackie between us. Hound’s face is frozen in the starlight. Jackie’s eyes finally close.

“Go. Fucking go!”

We start to rise, and I see a quickly filling channel furrowed through the fog bank. “Was that from Ember?”

“Yeah. Brassed off something fierce. She took off after some crazy bitch.” At least one face laughs. “That one jumped through the cloud before I could zap her. Shoulda seen them blokes who tried to get up the stairs though. Like mosquitoes to a zapper. Surreal.” The humor quickly fades. “Better see to your mates.” He makes a gesture and the clouds beneath him shape into a throne for his divine ass. “I’ll drive.”

My legs give out and I collapse between Hound and Jackie. Not sure when it happened, but the old veteran has joined her. I use my good arm to pull them closer. This isn’t the picture you’d imagine. Neither looks peaceful nestled in the clouds.

It isn’t time for them to go, I tell myself. Even Anat says so.

I keep checking their breathing, their pulse. I’m not sure how many times, or how long. Never satisfied, I continue the routine and when I can, I add in call outs over the comms for Ember and the base. As soon as we float in range of the Collective networks, Eric should be able to hear us.

“Jericho. Augments down. Need immediate transport. Over.”

The radio formalities seem appropriate now. They’re the only way I can speak the words without breaking down. This was a complete disaster. My first mission a trial by blood, fire, and torrential rain and all I’ve got is a team in desperate need of a real leader.
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CHAPTER TWELVE
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THE TEAM FINALLY UNDERWAY, their mission would go fine thought Eric. How could it not? Spence barking orders, Ember burning shit, Jackie running circles around bad guys, Hound just...straight up barking. Best news was Eric finally had his super secret lair all to himself. He raised his finger letting it hover above the ‘enter’ key before plunging downward with zealous force.

And with that, the EU was yesterday’s news.

LONG LIVE THE COLLECTIVE! scrolled across his monitor in an edge to edge ASCII banner. The culmination of months of effort, his forums erupted with GIFs and animated ticker tape. Fireworks went off haphazardly across his live feeds from London to Budapest. One, he was quite certain, wasn’t fireworks.

“Jesus!”

A missile defense system abandoned in Germany by the US had been hacked and an intercept missile launched on a short fuse. He rushed to isolate the culprit, sever their hacked connection. 

He understood the excitement. Gaining a majority control over the remnants of the Western world had been at the top of his and Chroma’s to do list ever since, well, Detroit. But they hadn’t defeated gravity along with the EU. What blows up, must come down. Shrapnel parades weren’t a thing he could condone.

It was clever how user PhyreST/\RT3r had wriggled his way into the systems through a hidden but widely known maintenance port from a Windows exploit. If DoD networks could be counted on for one thing, it was being hopelessly behind on security patches and using the worst OS on the fucking planet. It also didn’t help that the dormant contractor account this hacker had uncovered to initiate his attack had used a super-duper clever password.

drowssap11.

Who does that? Likely ten other fucking times even?

Eric worked from the inside out, assuming control of the missile battery’s firewall and locking out any more unwanted guests. He’d leave his own backdoor behind though. Never know when an interceptor sorta missile might come in handy. He could target his runaway bae. Wreck her toy suit and force her to come back home.

Eric lifted his glasses and pinched the bridge of his nose, disgusted with himself. Domestic violence via missile strike wasn’t his style. Having her around though sure could come in handy.

More alerts sounded at his console. He hunched over his controls, searching the screens. Riots were erupting. Loyalist asshats on the wrong side of technology, history, and evolution itself were trying to seize control of European government buildings.

Now that the EU was a footnote in a history book, inevitably some idiots would want it back. Couldn’t live without it. People, he decided, simply wanted to bitch. The stragglers would come around. The Collective would make their lives better in every way.

Soon.

He worried how out of hand things might get in the meantime, but this final desperate act of occupying former government offices made him laugh. All those marble columned buildings where the shouty, ineffective Boomers used to congregate didn’t matter anymore.

For years they’d been raving about dragging the continent back toward their glory days. First Britain then a whole parade of cranky senior citizens and former factory workers started bitching about the EU. Leaving. Threatening to leave. Then it became a free for all when America cratered.

The reach of the world’s largest economy, the world’s most bloated military, had been immeasurable. The EU’s crusty traditions made them a tricky target. But this was a hard fought victory compared to others.

All those tiny Pacific island nations over which the U.S. exercised influence were already drifting aboard the good ship Collective. The major Pacific powers like South Korea and Japan, they’d all taken to Salarium nearly as fast as the Nordic countries with their already established Pirate parties.

But China.

Pfft. They were toast. No insatiable consumer economy left to buy their second rate tech. Not quite having infringed their way into self-sufficient innovation yet. They were a bunch of compliant worker bees with a dead ideology for a queen. They’d soon see the beauty of his technocracy. Soon. If he could just break their Orwellian Firewall and their damn government minders.

Why is anybody even fighting against him?

“Nobody wants to work in a goddamn factory,” Eric shouted, his words falling on a muted headset. “Little Asian kids assembling toxic phone components on the cheap. Americans pining for fucking coal. Europeans shutting off reactors so those little Asian kids who ‘stole their jobs’ can put together toxic renewable energy batteries in their own backyard? Why is everybody so dense?”

Alone in his command center above the processing plant, hearing his voice in the empty space only made Eric feel lonelier. He could make an announcement over the PA about how the world was one step closer to being less shitty, but they wouldn’t care. Emily, Cyrus, Connie — they were too busy setting up their genetics lab.

Still, affirmation would’ve been nice. A digital high five would do. An exuberant ‘Gooooo team!’ probably with an innocent flash of Anime panties underneath the cheerleader skirt...

Chroma would’ve congratulated him in her breathy, youthful waifu voice, the one she’d constructed especially for him. Once he’d gotten over the realization she’d raided his porn stash to create the persona, it had grown on him. Embarrassing as hell, sure. But the longer since he’d heard that sweet, not-so-innocent recreation, the more thoughtful the gesture became.

He honestly missed her.

Her jealous rage. Her completely inappropriate social gestures which made him, for once in his life, feel relieved that somebody had dump statted charisma harder than him. Her insistence on being constantly at his side, whispering in his ear.

Kind of like Spencer must feel about having his Mom back. Just much less creepy.

Eric corrected himself and tried to think only good thoughts about Mrs. H. Nothing awkward. Like how she was now in his girlfriend’s former body. Or how she’d taken over his brain that one time.

His attempts at damage control were spiraling. He needed to focus.

More chaos was erupting across Europe. His autonomous swarm had managed to keep the celebrations and the useless attempts at counter-revolution under control so far. Where emergency services had been suspended, his volunteers took up the slack. Fire brigades, policing, medical services — all of it a simple touch away on OneNet. Anybody without the free phones, they were screwed. So he did his best to double the distribution rates, checking the map for gaps in coverage. People helping people, neighbors helping neighbors.

Trends began to develop which worried and excited Eric. The higher somebody’s Old World income, the more likely they appeared to be holding out hope that the status quo would re-establish itself. Holed up in their estates and isolated retreats, they’d be forced to give in eventually. When they did, they’d find themselves at square one with everybody else.

Hard reset. A world evenly divided. For once.

There were rural people who worried him too. Mostly of the have-nots, they were holing up for the End Days. Attempts to penetrate really remote places had met mixed results. He’d likely need to create some kind of missionary corps, like Crypto-Mormons. Instead of bibles, they’d bring smartphones and relay stations. Air dropping had worked in some places, others, well, you’d need face to face introductions. Plenty had taken up a similar calling, but gaps indicated they needed coordination. Scanning the vast stretches of rural China, he could see that might be his best path into the People’s graces.

A new alert popped up, one he might’ve missed had he not been working his way eastward checking Collective penetration rates. There’d been another sighting. Nazgul Lord spotted over Akekule Lake, Xinjiang Province.

Aka-thule... Why did that sound familiar? 

He tasked a few of the more balanced cells in Europe with making sure there’d be no more celebratory missiles and he switched his central monitor over to his priority project - Runaway Bae.

The lake where the sighting originated formed a sharp angle like a greater than sign carved into the mountain peaks of far north China. He’d been staring at so many satellite images, Eric didn’t see anything familiar at first. He zoomed out, noting the borders. Closer in, he saw a factory. A sprawling complex atop a mountain, there was a manufacturing facility, a main office, and extensive dormitories which appeared strangely vacant, all clustered around a central square which, at one time, held a bustling marketplace.

“Fuck biscuits!”

This...this was Shortwave’s old haunt. The place he’d abandoned before relocating to Detroit.

Detroit.

Eric closed his eyes and tried a self-hypnosis trick he’d read about once. Look toward the ceiling and count to sixty. Or was it six hundred? Didn’t matter, he’d never make it past twenty, but maybe it would work. Count. Repeat the thing you most need to imprint on your brain.

I’m not thinking about Detroit.

I’m not thinking about Detroit.

I’m not thinking about Detroit.

Or, shit, should he have tried to erase what he’d seen about Chroma? Before he did that, he needed to know why she’d been there. Especially if he was going to just forget it all.

She’d stopped at the mountain compound and left. Plenty of equipment had been left behind at that weird settlement. Salarium miners? She didn’t need those. As secure as the currency was from hacks, she could assume control of the whole network with a stray thought.

Another sighting had her headed south, deeper into the interior. 

China. She’d never fully committed to bringing the PRC in line with the Collective’s vision. Eric always assumed she could’ve demolished their firewall and government systems. Maybe she was headed there to wrap them up with a nice red bow.

God, that’d be perfect! Russia would be all that was left, and he had an idea how to deal with them. They were so fond of using their vast fossil energy supply as a weapon, he’d already compromised the control stations for their pipelines. He’d had to in order to secure Europe. When mid-winter came and they tried to turn off the gas to prove their relevance on this shrinking world stage, The Collective would show them who was the fucking boss.

It was a dick move, Eric knew. A clear violation of rule number one. But for a country run by oligarchs, they’d probably forgive the strong arm approach, especially once they became citizens of this fledgling digital Utopia. China down, Russia compliant, he’d have it all.

The Collective. They’d have it all.

Chroma’s move made perfect sense. Why hadn’t he thought of it? Shortwave’s hideout had to have a solid connection both to the outside world and behind China’s censorship brigade. It would make a solid beachhead from which to assume control.

He wondered. Did the compound still have power? A connection?

Eric plowed through commands, pinging, tracing, scanning for even the lowliest system he could imagine. He recalled the unbreachable air gap for their office. 

Holy hack! Spencer had installed a damn ghost router! They already pwned that place!

Within seconds he’d dug up his old programs granting him access. The ping received a reply. Still powered. Online.

He ran a check for any recent activity, trying to understand Chroma’s thinking. Had she jacked into the Chinese Ministry of Disinformation and let loose their bottled up freedoms? Turned the Firewall into a sieve? At the very least, she could’ve sent the President a virus which would upload all of his dick pics or pedophilia or American fetish porn or whatever his deepest darkest secret was to the sequestered network.

The compound’s access logs showed only a single, quick search. All in Chinese, he had to wait for the translation.

Public records. Or, well, China’s equivalent. She’d hacked the PRC Social Security office and run a single name — Li Shu.

That was all.

Happy to be distracted, Eric basked in the simplicity of the task. A records search, even on a foreign language site, couldn’t be too hard. He couldn’t speak the language plastered across the screen, but he could do one better. He could speak the universal language of computation.

He copied the Chinese characters for the name and the limited data the search had made available. No pictures, only a date of birth, it seemed odd Chroma would take an interest.

They’d been born at the right time. Young, they were nearly his own age. This meant their entire life had been encoded into the digital world where he reigned supreme.

You couldn’t make it much easier. People from his generation had no choice but to be baptized in the digital font, and as far as Eric was concerned, the world was a better place for it. Sure, knowing how to control and conceal that data should be a life skill. A class. Like those horrific presentations about teenage pregnancy and venereal disease. People shouldn’t be roaming the planet ignorant about the one thing which affects their lives more than any other.

He knew though that such thoughts were a fantasy.

For the Collective, he’d need to find a way to literally encode people with their data. Using it, maintaining it, had to be as easy as taking a piss. As inconsequential as remembering to drink plenty of liquids which caused said piss. He made a mental note. A little puzzle for his new genetics lab maybe?

After two searches on PRC systems not available to the public, a complete systems takeover of a government health records database, and one side trip to renew his eggroll order because all the numbered code lines and the Chinese characters had put takeout back in his mind, Eric had his answer.

The name, Li Shu, belonged to an infant. She’d been delivered at a hospital to a woman from southern Xinjiang who had a name decidedly not Chinese but maybe Arabic. Government forms marked the pregnancy as ‘unlawful’ among a sea of similarly marked births, all from the same province.

More than just population control, this had the looks of targeted ethnic population control. Culling a very specific herd. Only, the child hadn’t been aborted or put in a basket into a river. No, they’d done her one worse. 

The form stated she’d been handed to an NGO. One based in California. The Bay Area even. Not far from Eric’s parents’ house where he’d grown up and uncovered certain documents which had made him think that he too, was an Augment.

The Foundation for a Brighter Hope.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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I’M SITTING ON THE ATV at the far edge of the Jericho property. No lights. Engine off. Just the memory of a lost Augment to keep me company.

The aurora’s emerald hues wash the sky creating a reality-bendingly flat, shifting backdrop behind the mountains. Without the penetrating late autumn chill, I’d say the whole scene was fake. Could be a movie set. Like Aurora’s grief and sacrifice never happened.

They say time heals wounds, but it doesn’t, it only covers them up. You can’t take anything back in this world, I know that. You take action and the results are a permanent, unalterable mark. This, this is maybe my most important leadership lesson — you have to be ready to make those calls and accept the consequences.

People who fear being held responsible for mistakes the rest of their lives, they can’t be leaders. That’s why my Dad was a leader and why others followed. He shouldered the full burden of their risk.

Fuck up too much though, and you find yourself alone.

This routine is so much easier when you’re flying solo. When you don’t care about anybody. When you’ve let yourself be consumed by one driving goal. When you’re the bad guy. The villain.

What am I? Somewhere in between, I think. Just stepping up hasn’t made things all right because they never will be.

I could pull the plug on this base. Pop the power core into the armor and fly away. The temptation is real, whether I go off to be a wanted criminal, forever on the run, or ditch the suit and start over. Eric could probably set me up somewhere in his anonymous Collective where I could geek for food. Finally get a chance to be the screen junkie I’d aspired to be my whole life.

I hear a faint crackling. My first instinct is to check the comms. No, they’re clear. Sounds as if it’s coming from the sky. Brittle pops and snaps, I rub my arm where Cyrus’ power healed and re-fused the fractured bone. The damage is gone, but like everything else, the pain lingers.

Dad’s loss is mixed in with that same pain. Aurora. Danger. I could’ve lost two more friends last night.

“Spence? You there?”

“Go ahead, Eric.”

“Ember’s back. You might want to get here. Soon.”

“She doesn’t happen to have a barbecued Augment?”

“Mission unsuccessful.” I hear his fingers working the keys. “Barbecue, huh? You ever have one of those Brisket Sliders at the Slophouse?”

“Can’t say I did.”

He doesn’t reply, the link cut.

Ember won’t be happy with Jackie’s primary care physician, but she’s in good hands. Hound, too. Our tiny infirmary though is going to be a heated, over-crowded mess. With her daughter injured and coming home empty handed, Ember might just test our sprinkler systems.

The idea that Anat somehow got away from that killing machine begins to sink in. We dropped in, unannounced, and she reacted like she knew exactly what would happen. Her powers...lightning reflexes? Psychic premonitions?

And the hostages. She’d already killed them all.

Villains? Heroes? All that’s irrelevant.

I suck in a chest full of frigid, clean air. Ignition cranks. Lights on. I tear off down the slope toward the base. All this stuff about cleansing my past and making sure Dad didn’t die for nothing, that was all secondary. My mission, my new driving, all-consuming goal needs to be stopping Anat.

***
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THE INFIRMARY IS MY first stop. Cyrus isn’t around, which is a little surprising. Hound’s already sitting up on the bed, reading the paper. He looks like the miracle juicer guy from those old TV ads — old but chiseled. At ninety plus, he’s got a pro fighter’s build, but today his shoulders sag a little more than usual. His brow, heavy like a snow-covered roof.

Jackie occupies the other bed, Ember at her side. She still looks really pale and even with the Cure Critical, she’s got an IV and a tightly packed bandage wrapped around her entire torso. When we’d gotten her onto our chartered jet, I’d noticed the gaping chunk of flesh missing from her side. Without comment or complaint, Hound kept his shirt and hand there, while also keeping his stories about seeing men’s’ intestines spill on the battlefield to himself. I thought she’d die before we made the trip.

Heck, I thought she’d die before we got a hold of Eric.

Bad connections out there. Radio silence. I’ll have to remember to ask him what the hell is up.

“He didn’t fucking heal her all the way.” Ember intercepts me in the infirmary doorway. Marut is quietly shuffling cards in the corner, all three faces trying to appear preoccupied. “He’s taking out his beef with me on her.”

I couldn’t ever be certain where Cyrus’ loyalties were, but that didn’t sound like him.

“I’m just glad she’s alive,” I say.

Jackie’s weak smile drifts off toward an empty corner. She seems embarrassed. “I’m sorry, I should’ve seen that coming, or been able to avoid it. I don’t understand what happened.”

Ember doesn’t let me get halfway to Jackie’s bedside before she’s in my face again. Fierce doesn’t begin to describe her. “Oh, I understand what happened. Junior here had a shitty plan. We’re lucky all of you weren’t slaughtered in that room!”

Everybody studiously avoids our spat. Hound drops the paper and begins pulling on his shirt without so much as an appraising glance or a supportive wink. He’d been the one to come up with the plan. I’d just followed along.

But that was the problem. Following, not leading.

I get nose to nose to nose with Ember. My eyes instantly dry out from a heat which turns the staring contest into one of both willpower and nagging physical discomfort. The heat grows. Her coppery eyes waver behind searing curtains of air.

Marut riffles his cards as nosily as possible then yelps as they incinerate in his hands at an effortless twitch from Ember.

“You aren’t him,” she says.

I acknowledge that with a steady, measured shake of my head. “Believe me, I never wanted to be.”

“Then next time don’t put me with electro-dick over there. Send the heavies in first to do your fucking job.”

This is where I can’t surrender so much as a blink. Despite my eyes screaming for a fresh coat of tears and despite her going for the jugular with comments about Dad, I can’t show weakness. The only powerless kid in this room, I need to project more than what I’ve got. I need to own the role I’m trying to fill.

“I’m not the Crimson Mask, but I’ve fought tougher Augments than you and they all have the same damn weakness.”

“What’s that?” Ember sneers.

“Their fucking ego.”

She’s the one to blink first. Sure, she’s seen plenty of shit, but she’s rarely had such an achingly normal dude stare her down. Something behind her seething glare clicks. A glimmer of realization that she’s watching a man face his own hell without flinching.

“We will regroup,” I say. “We will hunt that bitch down. And we will do it exactly how I fucking say we’re going to do it. Understood?”

No, I am not the Crimson Mask, but I am his son. There have been fleeting glimpses of it before, but of all the things I did inherit from him, an air of command somehow made the list. The skill had to be coaxed from deep inside, nurtured through sacrifice, trauma, and the few victories I can claim, but it’s there, burning hotter than Ember is currently prepared to handle. Could be she’s backing down, could be she’s contemplating the best temperature at which to cook to me.

She doesn’t say anything else as she moves aside. I feel her eyes still on me as I continue toward Jackie’s bedside. When I’m certain my back is fully to her, I squint hard to unstick my eyelids, a move which draws a look of sympathy from Jackie.

“We’ll get her,” Jackie says.

I place my hand on hers, giving her an apologetic look. Ember isn’t entirely wrong. I fully accept I am responsible.

“We will.”

“Say, where’s the Darth Vader bloke?” Marut asks, an unsurprisingly crass reference to Vulkan and his ventilator.

Hound slips out into the hall. I follow.

***
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ON THE SECOND FLOOR, the office transformation is underway. Twenty four hours and this place has already started to look like a lab. Pleasant and unpleasant memories mingle as I recall both my brief stint at George Mason University and Xamse’s techno purgatory.

All the unnecessary office furniture has been removed. The carpeted cubicles, gone. Any surface which looks like it might trap dust has been stripped down. A plastic sheet has been hung, creating a room within a room at the center. Through the hazy film, lights burn, and shadows move.

Mom is sweeping in the far corner, outside the clean room section. She smiles when she sees me. In that simple gesture, I recall her in the kitchen of our old house and it’s this body I see, Charlotte’s face having melded completely with the memory.

She’d never been a homemaker in a Martha Stewart sense, but she’d been happy to just be Mom. Take care of me and whatever house or apartment we happened to be living in while Dad was off on secret missions. It wasn’t that she didn’t aspire to do more, she didn’t need more. I’d been her sole concern.

I still worry about you, you know.

I know.

“Is Ember going to be okay?” She says that out loud. From her expression I can tell she’d eavesdropped on the infirmary conversation. I feel like she’s asking if Ember is going to be a problem.

“She’s fine.” No need to make her compliant.

You don’t need to worry about her going after you. She likes you.

Mom gives a final push with the broom and sets it gingerly against the wall. She approaches with a rueful twist to her lips and head hanging. She touches my chest and examines her hand while she speaks. 

“I’m your mother. I know this is way past the time where you make your own life, your own decisions. The world we’re in though—”

“I’m ready for,” I say, searching for her eyes. “I am. Trust me.”

It forms slowly, cautiously, but the most perfectly relaxed “Mom” smile spreads across her face. She sighs and hugs me. Damn, I needed that. As awkward as it is trying to save the world with your Mom around, it does have its benefits.

When we separate, it’s my turn to get awkward. “What about you? How are you holding up?”

She tries to look innocent and unconcerned. Throwing up her hands she directs my attention to the room. “I’ve got plenty of work. Check this out.” Not a twitch or even a wiggle of her nose and the broom begins sweeping the floor. “Straight up Fantasia, eh?”

The reference takes me a second. “Nice,” I say. “Though you’re really going pre-historic with that reference.”

She gives a playful sneer. “Accio broom!” It flies into her hand.

“Better. A classic. Maybe even Modern.”

We laugh together and I make my way toward the plastic barrier while she continues sweeping. I hope someday soon we can get back to that little bit of normalcy. If we could, I’d be happy to be the twenty something living with his Mom. I’d swallow my pride and accept the embarrassment for more boring, everyday conversations and the occasional plate of cookies. 

Those happy imaginings are difficult to cling to as I get closer to the barrier which could pass for either a sealed lab environment or a serial killer’s playroom.

Plastic crinkles nosily as I paw at it, searching for an entrance. Emily and Cyrus are having an argument which dies. she comes over to guide me inside.

She looks flustered. She’s in scrubs with long gloves. Her mask hangs around her neck as though she’s already given up on the whole non-contamination principle.

Cyrus stands like a sulking child beside Vulkan’s bed. “I can’t agree to this,” he says.

Emily doesn’t have to say ‘told you so’ out loud. Nor does she have to explain again how messed up she thinks the idea is. I don’t miss a beat and just plow right in.

“You’ll inject random test subjects with Augment juice, but you won’t use a murderer for testing a cure?”

He stares, mockingly. “There is a code. Ethical standards.”

“Which,” Emily pipes in, her eyebrows arched. “He apparently has adopted recently.”

“I had control of the Augmentation process we developed. They were safe. This...this could kill him.”

I examine Vulkan’s husk, chest rising with the beat of the nearby ventilator. “And we’re sure being dead would be different how?”

Cyrus releases a heavy sigh. “I realize he killed your father—”

“Something you had absolutely nothing to do with...”

He doesn’t challenge the sarcasm. “—but this isn’t right.”

“Right?” I’m on a roll with facing down Augments today, so I move to improve my ERA. Besides, what’s he going to do? Cure my dry eye? “I tell you what’s not right. Letting freaks like Anat run around draining people of their blood and bathing in it, that’s not right. She has to be stopped and you, you are going to do the right thing and help make it happen.”

“This is unconscionable! I refuse to assist you with this madness.”

I check Emily whose tired expression tells me this has been an ongoing argument. Shitty thing is, he isn’t wrong. “How did Vulkan even get up here then if Cyrus here isn’t helping?”

Neither answer my question. Their eyes go to the translucent plastic wall, beyond which, Mom’s ghostly form can be seen sweeping, humming a vaguely familiar tune. The broom swishes along beside her.

And things had just gotten uncreepy with her...

“What do you want, a consent form?” I ask. “Surely even in Russia, he had to sign some boilerplate agreement which told him the possible bad effects of being an Augment. The life changing suck, the never ending death and destruction, the fact that one day, he might end up at the mercy of those whose family he slaughtered?”

I’d started out only half serious, but as the words came, my voice raised, my tone grew harsh, until at the end I was shouting. Both Emily and Cyrus stare. Mom’s humming stops.

I brush my hair back and tug at my scalp, collecting myself. “I’m sorry. I really appreciate what you did for Jackie and Hound.” Cyrus seems to accept the small bit of praise. “And I agree, this is a fucked up thing. So is what’s going on out there. We need to get a handle on it before we’re looking at World War Three.”

“Spencer!” The PA in the office blares to life with an ear shattering screech. “Spencer! Comcen, like, now!”

Emily, Cyrus, and I share a confused look. I don’t smell smoke. The building electrical hasn’t been shorted.

“Eric,” I say, speaking tentatively into the air without keying my headset. Pretty sure this room was wired with surveillance equipment like everywhere else. “I’m kind of busy, can you just tell me what the hell is so important?”

Mom gasps. Her broom drops. That’s enough to shift me from being hopefully optimistic that Eric was blowing some minor event out of proportion.

“Umm, the CM Protocol, procedures for production, all the early classified data, well, it isn’t classified anymore.”

“What does that mean?”

“It’s on Reddit.”
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CYRUS HOVERS OVER ERIC, his focus on the monitors, his mustache twitching as if it is the one considering the data from all angles. He gives a brief, thoughtful grumble and mutters in his native language. Coarse, abrupt — I’d recognize a good swear word in Martian.

“Legitimate,” he confirms.

“How boned are we?” I ask.

“Everything is there except one key component.” His eyes drop as he considers how to phrase his words.

I don’t give him time to be concerned about hurting my feelings. “The CM Protocol. They don’t have the vector created from his genetic material.”

His mustache flattens and he nods.

“Woah! How are we not fucked sideways here?” Ember erupts. “This is a complete data dump of everything! From even before Kid Crimson here’s old man. Somebody could recreate one of him. Hell, maybe they can get whatever genetic material they need from dozens of other heavies wandering the goddamn planet.”

The thought has crossed my mind. I try to convince myself it isn’t possible, but I see Emily and Cyrus exchange a knowing glance. Cyrus only agrees vacantly as though he’s finally reconsidering his life choices.

“Maybe this isn’t so bad?” Eric winces like he’s dropped a grenade. 

I’m not ready for a discussion of the merits of his Collective and making the world safer through decentralization. The idea is pretty sexy, I gotta admit. It appeals to all of my own techno-driven fantasies, hopes, and dreams to create the kind of future you only see in science fiction. But having grown up in that community? Been an active part of random hacks, social media manipulation, anonymous attacks and leaks exactly like this one? I’m pretty damn sure I wouldn’t want any of those people running the show. It’d quickly be reduced to a global game of Lord of the Motherfucking Flies only with superpowers. 

“Don’t say it.”

“What? They’re my squad! My tribe!”

“Eric, in that case, you need to get your buddies to put a lid on this.” Emily tries to provide the voice of reason.

“I’m not their leader,” he says, emphasizing the final word. “There is no leader. Even if I could, it’s already out there.” He navigates out of the highly classified file we’re focused on and back to the staggeringly long list of hyperlinks which brought us here. At the top of the page is a globe icon shaped like a CD-ROM being slipped into a disk drive below the site name and tagline: InfoDump - Pinching Data Since 2014. “They’ll have mirrored this worldwide even before they posted.”

“So yer commie buddies made this happen, huh?” Hound will likely never get over the movement’s roots with a former Soviet, Muslim convert — it pushes way too many trigger words for him.

“What? The InfoDump crew is definitely down with the Collective, like hardcore. They’ve toppled a few regimes through cryptocurrency propaganda alone. But if they’d had this leak prior to the crash, believe me, they’d have released it then.” He laces his fingers behind his head and tilts precariously in his chair, forcing Hound to bask in his smugness. “However, U.S. defense networks getting knocked offline was probably the best thing which happened for their InfoSec. Networks down, their shit systems couldn’t have been so easily breached and compromised. No, this, my loyal companion,” he says, brazenly indicating Hound, “was a recent job. A fucking inside job.”

Eric’s still lost in the moment of finally having gotten one over on Hound’s eternal patriotism. The old Marine though doesn’t take the bait. He’s piecing together the threads under tented caterpillar eyebrows. For once, I pick up on his strategic thinking before being led to it by his super-powered nose.

“Xamse,” I say.

The name drops like a dial-up connection in a windstorm. Hound’s scruffy expression sours as though he’s accidentally grabbed Eric’s Red Bull instead of his cup of Joe. In the flicker, I see the old Hound — fierce, determined, and then he slips again behind his sullen, unshaven Klondike hermit mask.

“Why?” Emily asks with the astonished, incredulous insanity a normal person would use when given this kind of information.

“Solid bloke,” Marut, one of Xamse’s experiments, adds dismissively. “Man’s likely got his reasons.”

“He’s a total dick,” Eric says.

I agree with Eric. Like that sociopath is the Dickosaurus Rex, king of all dicks. But leadership demands I give a more official pronouncement.

“Xamse has to have a strategy. A plan. He’s not the mindless horde getting their rocks off at their keyboards, he’s calculating. Precise. He’s playing an angle.” This is me, leading, improv style. I’ve got zero answers. I recall during the briefings when Dad hit stumbling blocks he’d reach out to the team. “What do we have on his base?”

“His base? I thought we were tracking down Mata Hannibal?” Eric seems annoyed.

“Like you haven’t been keeping an eye on him for your side project of world domination?”

“I asked some of my comrades to dig up some dirt, but it’s not a resource priority. I’ve put Africa on the back burner while Europe gets brought into our community.” His sharp emphasis isn’t lost on Hound who, like an old dog tired of being poked by a little kid, wanders away, avoiding, knowing in his venerable wisdom that the energy expended in biting the little shit doesn’t equate with the reward. 

There are way too many moving parts here. We’d had a satellite sitting on Xamse which had been re-tasked for Eric’s Wargames, a cure which hadn’t even entered alpha testing, a mass murderer on the loose with unknown powers, and two continents worth of heavies converging on the same point in the Middle East. Now that I’d owned this shit, I needed to keep moving forward.

“I’ll pay him a visit,” Ember volunteers. “I can’t keep sitting around this dump waiting for my only daughter to heal from a case of commander incompetence.”

“No,” I say, clear and loud. Surprisingly, she stops. “Call him,” I tell Eric.

Eric scrunches his nose. “Call him? Like just Google his digits and strike up a chat? I’m not your personal assistant. Maybe your Mom can hook you up with a brain chat.” He quickly, fearfully shifts his attention to Mom. “Mrs. H., I didn’t mean it that way.”

Mom gives a halfhearted smiled. “No offense taken,” she says quickly, aware of and anticipating the words. “Besides, he’s got my number on call block.”

Eric’s confusion quickly turns to forced laughter. “Nice one, Mrs. H! Really, I get it!” he swivels to face his screens and mumbles through the side of his mouth, “What does she mean?”

“Pills,” I explain. “He had pills which prevented psychic intrusion.”

“No real sleep either,” Mom adds, louder, and I know where this is going — back to me. “No dreams. They probably even impair his overall judgment.”

I don’t need excuses for what I did, I need to focus on leading this...this team.

“You’re a hacker, Eric. Hatchet job his fucking system and get me a face to face.”

“Oh. Sure.”

Snark and blunder Eric disappears as he launches into a serious coding frenzy. He’s working through the Collective’s global OneNet at first, then hops through to a French military satellite where he concepts, codes, and launches a little worm he cheekily names Trafingler all in one continuous stream of chattering taps. Grabbing a chair, I sit down to gawk.

Before long, Emily pipes up. “Unless you need me, I’m going to get back to the lab.” She sounds reasonably freaked out by the news we could soon have an entire population of Augments running about.

“Sure, great idea,” I say. I test some more leadership waters. “Ember take some time with Jackie. Cyrus, help Emily.”

Ember doesn’t exactly tell me to go fuck myself as she noisily slams through the door with Emily and Cyrus close behind her.

“Good luck, honey,” Mom says, also on her way out. I’m very glad Ember was the first to leave and missed that gem. We’ll need to have a talk about pet names in the command center.

Done. No more pet names, sweetheart.

But if you could make some damn cookies for us next time, I’m not going to say a word.

Also done. She smirks and slips into the hall.

“Hound, you mind sticking around for the call?” I’m not giving him orders just yet. “Help me get a read on this guy. You and Dad dealt with him from Whispering Pines. I spent quality time with him on his corporate campus, but I may have an urge to tell him to do things I don’t want my Mom to hear echoing around my brain.”

Hound gives me a two finger salute and settles in. He still seems off after that botched mission. We need to talk afterward. Come up with a co-op strategy to outwit all the bad guys.

“Marut?” I ask, not sure what to do with him.

“You cucks won’t let me near a computer.” He pulls up a chair and straddles it backward. “Least I can do is rub one out while you two bang knobs.” 

“Thanks for that visual.” I swivel around and do my best to ignore him.

Eric and I are soon engrossed in the hack. We’re alone again in a damp San Francisco basement, flooding websites and cracking credit cards to deliver pizza, Steam codes, and power ups for our in-game gear on any number of shooters and MMORPGs we used to play. Those kids again, daring felony offenses through a hidden door into a universe which everybody uses and very few understand. Our old tower, Babe, is under his workstation, the LED case lights gray and lifeless. But she’s there, ready to plug in and transport me into a time vortex. Before long, we’re jockeying over the keyboard and trading fist bumps as we clear a path through Xamse’s defenses.

Hair prickles on the back of my neck and I remember we’re not alone. Marut has pressed closer to scrutinize our work bringing his fresh dryer cling with him.

“I could’ve done that right there,” says the face closest to mine, the center one inspecting the code.

“In your dreams, tri-face.” Eric’s switched targets before the insult even has time to burn. “Spencer goddamn Harrington,” he says with glee. “What possessed you to construct this heathen architecture?”

He’s reached Xamse’s firewall which I designed to keep Chroma at bay. The very same one that I left a vulnerability in to be exploited at just the right moment which allowed a sentient, formerly human psychic entity to inhabit the most advanced military hardware on the planet.

Ask me now, I might not have made that call.

“It was built, brick by desiccated, dehydrated brick, Eric.” He raises his eyebrows. Clearly, I’ve never shared my prison stories with him. “Don’t worry about why, just remember, I left an opening right...” I reach over him for the keyboard and mouse and input the necessary code. “Here.”

Nothing happens.

“Looks like your Master Strategist just put you in check.” Eric laughs at his little chess jab and Marut tries to join in which only brings an abrupt silence. “I got this.” Eric swipes the keyboard and merrily types as he speaks. “Genius bit of code, I mean it might’ve kept Chroma out, but she was kind of toying with you, you know? Like my old cat? Remember? She’d catch a mouse and bat that fucker around the basement until it got bored, then the poor rascal would open one eye and think, ‘gee, now’s my chance’ and before it sprinted for that hole we drilled for the fiber optics, that mouse would be with the rest of his slaughtered mousey family.” A swift poke of the enter key and he’s done. “There.”

We’re in. Hound senses the change and makes his way to stand beside the console, outside any cameras we might use for a conference call.

“Ready to ring the bell?”

I grab Eric’s hand. “Wait until he notices. Let’s dig around.”

We’ve got it all. Full access to his nearly off-the-grid base. Our discovery is likely minutes away. All routes inside were down a tightly controlled and maintained pipe. Eric enters trance territory again as he gathers connection data, sniffing out every spare packet to feed into his own networks. From the looks of it, he’s simultaneously collecting and trying to backtrack the InfoDump leak to this specific address.

Meanwhile, I’m hopping through cameras and downloading every record I can find. Administrative stuff mostly, but it will give us an idea of exactly what he’s building there. A line item flashes by and grabs my attention.

“Palladium, lots of palladium,” I say, blankly.

There’s an alert and the screen cuts out. Eric’s hands float above his keys. “Time’s up.”

“Spencer!” Xamse appears, his broad smile whiter, cleaner, freshly picked of his latest kill. “I am so pleased to see you, my friend.” He’s got composure going for him. He doesn’t seem the slightest bit surprised or upset.

“We’re going to sail right past the reminiscing, the talk about the weather,” I flick a glance toward Eric, and he bounces his chin energetically, “And I’ll take People Who Might’ve Leaked Augment Processes to the Whole Damn Internet for fifty kilos of Palladium, Alex.”

The shark tooth smile morphs into wistful annoyance. “Ahh, your attempts at humor.” No compliment, no takedown, he leaves it there. “I must protect my assets here. Africa, the cradle of civilization where proud men will return for a world reborn.”

“Why all the precious metal.” This isn’t a question, just a demand for him to say what I already know.

“My neighbors to the south have mines full of this. People who came and took these resources now work in those mines. By days end, their skin will be as dark as those they oppressed.” And he bitches about my sense of humor? He laughs his always awkwardly timed laugh. “Imagine? They have appropriated our culture of forced work and pitiful wages. Such interesting times.”

“Black Beetle suits. You’re building more Scarabs, aren’t you?”

Hound doesn’t seem surprised. Marut crowds in to ask and I push him away, my hand spanning a couple mouths by accident. He mutters something crude and neglects to send a lightning bolt up my arm, so I guess I’ll call it a win.

Xamse reclines and tents his fingers. “As I said, I must protect my interests, which is why it is so fortunate that you would call to me in this very hour.”

“You’ve been through this. Hell, we’ve been through this. You, Drake — crafting dire, world-ending scenarios for your arms business to be profitable isn’t the right move. This doesn’t ever end well.”

He extends one long finger and waves it in the air. “This is where you are wrong. I need to buy time while the Old World destroys itself. The surviving powers that be already they descend to rob my country of her riches. Too soon, and I fall. And when I fall, the world falls under the combined force of hostile powers.” He crowds the camera, his face filling our monitors. “Eric, he knows this.” A shifting silence indicates he indeed does. “His Collective is too weak to prevent China and Russia from dismantling it before it has a chance to blossom, isn’t that so?” I’m beginning to feel like the third wheel here. Not Marut, but me, as Xamse’s full attention shifts to Eric. He’s doing this to divide us, I know it. I could close the feed. I should close the feed. But part of me wants to see where Eric’s real loyalties lie. “The Bear and the Dragon will plow through Afghanistan, the Middle East, all of Europe and the Collective’s response will be, shall we say, uncoordinated?”

Eric shifts uncomfortably in his chair. “We’re fine. It’ll all be good.”

I silently gather Hound’s opinion. One raised eyebrow and a crooked grimace show he’s convinced by Xamse and dubious of Eric’s ability to stop the inevitable. 

“But I, I too see brightness in our future.” Eric is still avoiding eye contact, awkwardly staring at his mouse while Xamse continues. “Based on the principles of the Collective, I have given power to the people so that they may decide. And my Scarabs will soon be at the disposal of Eric’s movement. Nothing will stand against us. Nothing but one thing.” Those dark, consuming eyes hunt me down once more. “Chroma. I must be protected from her at all costs or this world will descend into chaos. I am your salvation. I am your protector, Eric, and you have my full support.”

Eric is the one to kill the feed. The subtle twitch of his finger I miss, but the little snap of the mouse button seems to echo.

“Well, what’ll it be?” Hound asks, arms crossed and staring Eric down. “Us or him?”

Marut laughs. He stands and slaps us both on the shoulder, Eric jumping from the sudden jolt. “You two’ve got some issues to sort now, don’t you?.” The door clatters closed behind him with a deafening bang.

Eric squeaks out a laugh. “Good times.”



	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER FIFTEEN


[image: image]


THE COMMAND CENTER gets uncomfortable. Warm. Stifling. And Ember is nowhere to be seen.

Eric and I don’t exactly talk about Xamse’s proposal. Unspoken, we can both assume we’re on the same side. Secretly, I can figure how best to approach the subject with him later.

He’s invested his life into making the Collective work. Guilt hangs over him constantly about what happened to my father, and it should. Mom sought him out first and their quality time gave everyone the all clear on forgiving what he’d done. If she could, why shouldn’t we?

Me? I’d done worse in the fallout. I needed to believe I had at least one friend left. I know that’s what this comes down to for me.

Eric leaps back into his mind-numbing mosaic of forums, encrypted chat rooms, and messenger apps which promise AES 256 keys and unbreakable security. He fills the tense silence by updating me on how he’s tasking more resources to Anat and Xamse. How he’s shoring up the situation in Europe. How Russia isn’t a big problem. China, he doesn’t say much about though. Then there’s mostly silence as he sinks into his work.

Hound starts for the door and I hop up to intercept him. “We need to talk.”

“Say yer piece,” he says.

I have more queries than PornHub on a three day weekend, but I start with the one which I don’t mind Eric hearing, and which will provide the necessary cover for a more private conversation.

“A, W, S, D and a mouse button are about all I know when it comes to shooters.” Hound looks clueless and waits for me to spell it out. “I need training. Guns. Firearms. If I’m going on these raids, I don’t want to be a liability.”

His forehead uncreases a touch, his lips almost form a smile. “First thing to learn is this ain’t a game. But ya know that.” He waits for an answer.

“Yes, sir.”

“Come on, get yer gun.”

***
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WE MEET OUTSIDE UNDER a crystal blue sky and enough sun to make for a warm day given our current latitude. We’ve used the ATV to get some distance and place a hill between us and the mining site. Safety first. Plus we’re far enough away from all the security cameras to avoid any eavesdropping. Chroma, silent or not, could be hanging around the base. And Eric doesn’t need to hear any of this.

Free of the base and assigned a task where he’s in full control, Hound slips into Drill Sergeant mode with a relaxed ease which he does not let me share.

First, he’s got me squinting eyes and pointing finger guns. Determining handedness is apparently important and does not involve which side of the keyboard I place my mouse on. Next, we’re disassembling the Glock and doing maintenance. A wax on, wax off approach which I can deal with and for which I’m a quick study. Disassembling stuff and putting it back together, I mastered as an infant.

“I get it.” I set the gun down on the rear deck of the ATV where we’re standing, making sure it’s pointed away from us, the chamber is empty, and my finger never strays toward the trigger. “Simple mechanism, easy to use, and even easier to accidentally shoot yourself with if you aren’t paying attention. What else am I not paying enough attention to, Hound?”

He adds his MP5 to the rear deck. He removes a pin and slides the stock off, going slowly through the motions so I can follow along.

“You wantin’ to ask me what ya should do?” This particular question seems chambered and aimed dangerously close to me.

“No, I’m the one who’s taking on that responsibility.” His only response is a gruff tilt of his head while he continues to field strip the submachine gun. I might’ve missed a step there, but I’ve assembled particle cannons and high caliber weapons for the Beetle Armor, so I’m pretty sure I get the jist. “Do you see any problems though? I mean, you’ve kept pretty quiet.”

“Jus’ gettin’ old, son.” The MP5 is spread out in about half a dozen pieces. Instead of letting me give it a go, he starts to slap the pieces back together at an impressive rate of speed.

“This thing with Eric—”

He’s already loading a magazine and chambering a round. “Friends. You gotta be careful in this line of work. They don’t last.”

“I can’t think of us not being friends.”

“My advice? Don’t make any more.” His stare is intense and when he feels I’ve gotten the point, he backs down. “I ain’t tellin’ you not to care. You got to do that or you won’t make anybody a good leader. But you always got to remember, you aren’t anybody’s friend when you’re a leader.”

Barrel held low, the strap slung over his shoulder, he starts off across the tundra and I follow. Early Fall, the mud squishes under my feet, clinging to my sneakers. I see a pair of work boots in my future, maybe combat boots but that might just be a bridge too far.

“Eric won’t take Xamse’s deal.”

Hound doesn’t bother turning around. “Don’t matter if he does.”

“How so?”

“That rat accomplished his mission.” Hound stops and puts a finger at his temple. “He’s in yer head.” His hand drops and stares off toward the base. “And I wouldn’t be so sure about yer friend anyhow.”

I’m not. “What about you? Do I still have your support?”

Hound fishes a flask out of his pocket and knocks back a drink. He offers it and I decline. Black coffee, straight whiskey, whatever he’s got in there isn’t for my recovering palate. He sets the flask upright on a rock, just about waist high, and starts back toward the ATV.

“World’s gone haywire,” he grumbles. “This ain’t my time anymore.”

“You...you want out?”

He stops and his shoulders drop. “Let me be clear here, son. There ain’t no out. You get in and yer in. Told you as much before.”

Everybody’s been telling me this for a while. Hell, I knew it the day I launched from the bunker escape pod. Surely though, there’s a point where an old soldier like Hound can put away the guns. Augment or not, it has to wear you down.

“Give me a score maybe? A one to ten. A performance rating. A rank. Anything to let me know I’m doing the right thing here.”

“You’re the only one who can figure that out.” 

We’re almost back to the ATV and I kick a pebble toward the tire. “Xamse, he’s a doer.”

“That he is.” Hound turns to face the flask and sits casually against the back of the ATV.

The little silver rectangle is far enough away it has lost its shape. Sun at the wrong angle, I don’t even get a helpful glint, just a steely gray against a backdrop of rocks and blanched grass. I replace the slide on the Glock and snap in a fresh magazine.

“You want me to shoot it?” I ask.

“You ready to shoot somethin’?” This isn’t a question from him. He’s digging for clarification.

I eye the weapon. Slide pulled back, magazine loaded, it has returned to the resting state on its own and the trigger is forward.

Right. There’s a round in the chamber.

“Yes. Ready to shoot.”

“Then have at it.”

My first shot goes wide. Wide enough I don’t even see where it might have struck the hill on either side.

“Yer left,” Hound says.

I pretend to know how far to adjust and take another shot. No joy. Hound comes over and quietly checks my form, making small adjustments to my arms, kicking my feet apart. Satisfied, he returns to his roost.

Another shot and this time a waft of dust rises from a chalky scar on the lichen covered rock. Too low and to the right. I’ve aimed big guns without the aid of a targeting computer before, but there wasn’t much precision necessary. The gravitational wave cannon needed to be within a cone, like a shotgun blast. The other ordinance on the Beetle armor would’ve wrecked the rock and incidentally, the flask, on a near miss.

“Am I on target?” I ask, sighting down the barrel and not particularly referring to the shot. “That’s all I need to know.”

“From what I can see, I think so.” He pauses and I take the opportunity to squeeze the trigger. The flask leaps in the air and tumbles behind the rock. “The future, though, that’s in your hands, not mine.”

I lower the gun, satisfied, and face Hound who is still staring down range. “You’ve got my back though, right? I just can’t afford to screw this up.”

Hound spits and wags his head. “My first command I led a squad right into an ambush.”

This I can’t quite believe. “Before or after the, you know,” I say, sniffing.

“After,” he says, and I’m amazed. You just don’t get the drop on a guy with dog hearing who can smell your aftershave a continent away. “Jerrys were dug in outside Cassino over’n Italy. Had this beautiful little spot up in the mountains,” he says, painting a picture in the air. “Cliffside monastery where their Hail Mary’s musta been climbin’ those damn stairs every day. Wasn’t no way to approach without bein’ spotted and havin’ artillery pin ya so we come in from the top.

“Intel says they got nothin’ guardin’ that back door ‘cause no way those Huns would think a bunch of Tommies would scale the mountain.” Hound smirks. “And they didn’t. Crazy ass yanks did.” His mouth breaks into a full smile framed by the unruly beard. “Chip, Forsythe, Hubie...” He gazes over the hill as if he might hope to see them climbing up from the far side. “Anything, anytime, anywhere.” He pats for his flask and comes up empty. “Well, we hadn’t gotten to the summit before I knew we’d been had. Intel was shit. Could smell the gun oil and the goddamn pasta just over the hump. So I signal, let ‘em all know ‘cause me bein’ with the project and all, I’d put myself on point. The boys get to followin’ silent orders and we make the top, creepin’ over the ridge. Their ambush, but I got the jump on ‘em. Bullets start flyin’ and we ain’t goin’ anywhere but that monastery or off the side of a mountain. Gets tense enough, the Italians, the Germans fall back, and some fucking fascist calls in the artillery, their own damn men in the mix.”

He stops talking, clearly lost in a memory I sense he’s never spoken about to a civilian. Could be he’s maybe never mentioned this to anybody, ever, the words only freed by the desire to hear them spoken so far into his own twilight. I let him rest against the ATV for a while before interrupting.

“Then what?”

“It’s a damn terrible thing to hear those guns fire. Big guns. Shells make a distinct ring when you stand right there, loadin’ ‘em. Weren’t no distance for me,” he says, pointing at his ear. “They come in, and I can tell ya exactly where from. The boys? Shoot, by the time they’re tryin’ to move, their die’s been cast. I tried to give ‘em as much of a lead as I could. Tried to keep them tight and close while I scrambled. Some did. Others didn’t. But me? I came out just fine,” he says with a sardonic twist.

This isn’t the cheering up or the motivational speech I needed. Losing Danger has impacted him, but not only that, losing his place in the world. Super patriot, American hero, with the country in chaos and forced to operate outside those familiar rules for so long, he’s coming to a grim understanding of what the future which is barreling down on both of us has in store for him.

His faraway expression draws back to the present. “I got a medal and half a dozen bodies for taking that monastery. Chip, Forsythe, Hubie, Karl with a fuckin’ K, Jimmy J, and Ponce. Men die. I’ll be one of ‘em soon enough bullet or not. All you can do is hope you did the right thing while you were here.”

“I need you, Hound,” I say.

“Well, I ain’t goin’ anywhere. But when I say this is in yer hands, I mean it. There’d been a time I’d wanted to help ya but turns out, I need some leadin’ myself. Can’t hear those incoming shells quite as good lately. Just gettin’ old and this, this is a young world anymore. But the point is, you dust yer ass off and keep fightin’.”

We stay out shooting until the daylight disappears and even practice in the dark under a feeble moon. I’d hoped for this to be, well, maybe fun, but there’s no joy in it only function and the thought that I’m doing this to keep not just myself safe, but everybody. A heavy responsibility which doesn’t seem to get any lighter with experience.
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“YOU MISSED. AGAIN.”

Jackie stands next to me, the ground cooling in a trail of lingering steam which runs from the cratered face of my target rock and thickens around her ankles. The wicked smile on her face tells me she’s feeling much better.

Hound is back at the base, helping Eric monitor the Anat situation. Jackie has decided she needs some training as well. Which, coincidentally, interferes with my own.

“Gee,” I say. “I guess I did. I should try again.”

I holster the Glock and unsling the MP5 from my shoulder. As Hound says, it will fire eight hundred rounds per minute. Each clip only holds thirty. I figure that’s enough. She doesn’t appear the least bit intimidated. In fact, she looks excited. Frighteningly so.

I sight the target and squeeze the trigger, not letting up.

Spray and pray doesn’t have much in the way of legitimate training purposes. Getting to know the feel of the recoil in that kind of situation is important and the first time, I nearly lost control and traced a wonderful bumblebee flight sorta pattern from the intended target back around toward my face.

Once you get the feel though, it’s mostly just a fun way to blow shit up. Only a tiny spark of the raw power I used to wield in the Beetle suits but having the weapon resting in your palms, the feedback from every shot, and the whiff of gunpowder adds a missing element to the whole experience.

Hound would of course not approve of this training session. But the kind of challenges you offer a supersonic speedster who’s trying to recover from a massive injury aren’t exactly going to be safe.

Jackie becomes nothing but unsettled turf and an untraceable blur. She pops back into view before my finger is fully off the trigger. Bad news is, she’s not beside me like she should be, she’s still down range, on her knees and holding her side. Finger off the trigger, I swing the barrel clear.

“Jackie?” Hound’s training keeps me from stupidly tossing the gun to the ground, but only barely as I rush to her. “Jackie?”

I slide home on my knees, one hand finding her back and the other securing my gun. Fighting the urge to pry her hand away and check for blood is tough. Had I hit her?

She’s gritting her teeth, her eyes squinted shut. “Good thing you’re such a terrible shot.”

Her free hand opens and bullets spill to the ground like a fistful of change. Cool turf hisses under the pile. She shakes her hand vigorously like she’s just noticed the heat.

No blood yet. Where she’s gripping is the same place she’d been wounded. I eye the pile of lead. “Me? Terrible? I count maybe ten bullets there.”

Without opening her eyes or even getting any break from the pain, she pops open a pocket on her cargo pants and digs around. Another twenty or so get added to the pile.

“Twenty-nine,” she says. “I dropped before the last one.”

Cyrus’ heal hadn’t been complete. I’d heard his warning to Jackie. His powers could heal just about any damage, but she’d lost a chunk of flesh. A chunk. His powers had accelerated her already Augment boosted healing process, but she needed time for a full recovery.

Jackie peels away her shirt to reveal the scar. Bigger than my two hands, the whitish patch resembles a bird in flight. If the bird had been made of cottage cheese. Blood trickles from the edges.

“Just pushed a little too hard. I can go faster though, I know it!” Her nostrils flare, eyes full of zeal.

“Come on, speed junkie.” I help her to her feet, a move she would ordinarily resist.

We stumble back to the ATV under my lack of strength. We’re probably the same size, but even pre-Augment, my guess is she could’ve beat me in an arm wrestling match. I take it easy on the drive back, angling for the closest road and keeping the speeds at a minimum. She appreciates it, I think, but making the trip takes fifteen minutes. I’m not sure she’s ever done it less than fifteen milliseconds.

“You think Cyrus was holding out on you?” I ask.

“You haven’t asked that about Vulkan,” she says.

Direct. Too direct. But she’s not being malicious, just curious.

“His injuries are...different.”

She shakes her head, sensing my hesitation and going back to my original question. “It was bad. Voices calling me to the light kind of bad.”

“Then you woke up on a cloud with Marut at the wheel and decided all the brochures had been a horrible lie?”

“Ha ha.” She slugs my arm. Definitely losing an arm wrestling contest.

Jackie doesn’t say much else on the drive. She seems at ease with the leisurely pace, taking in a landscape she’s likely rushed through too often. Her gaze wanders and I can envision her framing photographs in her mind. Non-Augment related hobbies are probably a damn good idea.

I’ve come to like the isolation here. In the bunker, I always felt like I was missing out on stuff. When that stuff ended up being life threatening, harrowing tales of near death experiences and “adventure”, the appeal of being left the fuck alone got strong again. One of these days, I’ll find a balance.

Back at the garage, I hop down and wrestle with the sliding door before Jackie can which only means she lets me do it. She’d normally have chided me for the chivalrous micro-aggression. When the joke doesn’t come and no protests, I know she’s got to still be in some pain.

We’re not inside the base thirty seconds when Ember wanders into us. I’ve got my arm around Jackie. This wasn’t some sort of adolescent excuse to touch a girl — she really needed the assist. But as her mom comes into view, Jackie suddenly straightens, her pain hidden, and our close proximity projects a different meaning.

Ember looks as though somebody has told her that fire isn’t actually hot. Pure bewilderment. Playful disdain takes over.

“You guys haven’t had the don’t eat where you shit speech, huh?”

Jackie is caught between hiding her pain and playing off this whole ‘the runt has his arms around me’ scenario. She doesn’t care. What she’s trying to calculate is how much Ember does.

“I twisted my ankle,” I say. “Jackie’s just helping me back to my bunk.”

Ember snickers. “Twisted your ankle? Target shooting? Wonderful.” Suspicion clouds her expression. “You do know you’re not her type, right?”

We’re back on the me making excuses to touch her daughter angle. I check Jackie first. She’s blushing, her face set on silent apology.

“Good to hear, because after the divorce, all she gets is half a defunct diamond mine and a pet hacker who eats his weight in Hot Pockets.”

Ember snorts and then looks offended. “Well, if you aren’t hitting on her, you should at least try. Only other action for you around here is your mother trapped in some other girl’s body. You might not have to gouge your eyes out after that one,” she says, thoughtfully. “Or me.”

I’m not sure how to read that. Was it a question? A suggestion? She’s messing with me again and this time, it throws me off balance.

“Emily’s here,” I blurt.

I don’t have any interest in Emily. I mean, I did when my hormones were suddenly released from deep freeze. But we’ve come to a very relaxed and very pleasant understanding. She’s family now, as much as my body snatcher of a Mom. Despite all that being sorted out, her name still pops right to mind. I wait for the blistering retort.

“Oh yeah,” Ember says, clearly surprised. “I’d forgotten about her.” A huge smile and she keeps walking, disappearing around the hallway intersection. “Put a sock on the door if you manage to get her to switch teams,” she calls.

Jackie slumps again, transferring her weight to my shoulders and sighing an apology. We start toward her room once again.

“Family trouble,” I say, sympathetically. “I get it.”

“Not that. She’s great and so worth the wait,” she says, referring to her search to find her only living parent. “But I’ve come to understand why and how it was a good thing she wasn’t around when I was growing up.”

Jackie rarely strays far from a sunny positivity I’ve struggled to find. Well, a viewpoint I’ve never bothered to go in search of. It’s a forgiving perspective and one I wish I shared.

“How do you stay so upbeat?” When she stares too long before answering, I add, “Asking for a friend.”

We’re nearly to the former offices, now our bunks. She stares at the door to hers several strides away and stops. The answer is formulating even though I’d mostly meant it as a rhetorical question.

She slips out of my arms and creeps up the hallway, her sly, devil-may-care grin a perfect imitation of her mother’s. I follow her to the closed bedroom door, and she seizes the handle, building up the anticipation. After a good ten seconds and plenty of impatient looks, she flings the door open.

As the so-called leader here, I don’t mess with people’s personal space. No cameras, no inspections, whatever they want to do is their business. This base is as much their home as mine. Jackie keeps her door closed most of the time, and often I’ll see strange lights and odors seeping under the door, but I haven’t so much as knocked.

Door open, there are no lights. A wave of chemicals drafts over me. Cut lemons rotting in a tub of vinegar sorta smell. Next, I notice this isn’t darkness. A black plastic curtain made up of thick, industrial strength garbage bags covers the doorway. She slips inside and I follow.

We’re in the dark for a brief second but I hear her flip a switch and a bloody light fills the room. All the windows have been covered. Our typical IKEA issue super-team furniture decorates the room, and she also kept the metal office desk and computer.

What isn’t standard issue are the photographs. They’re hanging from a web of string woven near the ceiling. Dozens of them, maybe hundreds.

Some are of the team. Others are simple shots of the base which are taken with such solid composition as to make the bland buildings interesting and mysterious. Then there are others, taken all around the world, typical tourist spots like the Great Pyramids or the Eiffel Tower and more less recognizable, yet exotic, locations.

“How do I remain so bright and cheery? I travel,” she says.

I’m not watching her, but I hear the elation in her tone. Mixed in with the tourist photos are shots which appear to be mistakes. Too bright or out of focus, they are intriguing explosions of light. I pick one of those and point.

“What’s this one?”

“Those,” she says, reaching up to gingerly remove the picture from the clothespin from which it hangs. “Those are me. Traveling.”

Only then do I understand her. She’s not drunk on her power, she’s drunk on what it can do. She’s using it like any normal person might, to do the things they’ve only dreamed of not just to fight endless wars or fulfill their sworn duty.

That’s how you find that balance.

My earpiece squawks. “Spencer. Comcen. Out.”

Jackie notes my attention has shifted. “What’s up?”

“It’s Eric,” I say, handing her back the photo. “Gotta run. You, you stay here. Like right here, on base, and heal up.”

She rolls her eyes innocently and salutes as I walk out the door.
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“WHAT AM I LOOKING AT?”

Eric doesn’t answer. He’s too distracted, juggling the fate of the free world. He’s being swamped by alerts and requests and after trying to count open tabs and screens, I lost the number around sixty, on a single workstation.

So too have I lost count of the number of wrappers and takeout bags piled around his control panel. Actually alone in the room with him this time, I realize it’s a bit of a wreck.

The screen he pulled up for me when I arrived was another heat map, this one centered on the Middle East. I see little icons floating along roads and locations flagged with a symbol that’s a solid resemblance to the mask worn by Anat. As if to answer my question, one of these begins to blink. I jab at it with a finger.

Not all the screens are touch screens, but maybe this one is. It’s either that or wrestle Eric for the mouse. The screen changes to provide a detailed run down. Estimated troop numbers, weapons, vehicles, their last known GPS coordinates. Eric slaps my hand.

“This,” he says, finally acknowledging me and clicking his mouse. The screen changes and only one mask is visible. “Is intelligence put together by the finest, and I mean finest, Collective assets in the Middle East.” He stares with his icy blue eyes above the rims of his glasses. “Finest. Every conceivable way I can help you, Spencer. My best friend. Bestie. My Samwise Gamgee.” He suddenly appears thoughtful. “Or am I Samwise?”

I get it. He’s still dwelling on the Xamse call.

“No need to prove anything to me.”

“The Fellowship,” he says, not giving me a chance to tell him to get his thoughts back on track. “That’s our name. If we’re doing this.” He motions wildly between the screens and us. “We’re the fellowship. And I shall be Eric the White.”

“I wouldn’t have it any other way, oh Pasty One. But...”

“What?”

“That means I’m Frodo?” I ask to which Eric nods excitedly. “The height jokes got old in middle school.”

“Better than Gimli.”

“That must make Xamse Gollum. Hound can be Aragorn—”

“No way. No fucking way. I get the analogy. He was a Ranger or whatever at one time and a Marine and all that soldier crap. But no, he’s the dour, bitchy Gimli.”

I chuckle at the idea of Hound as a dwarf. It fits in a lot of ways. “Okay, enough fan fiction, tell me what this is.”

“First, umm,” Eric gets suddenly serious, “let’s talk about Anat.”

He pulls up several records, one with a grainy passport photo which is hard to make out. The others are photos from inside a hospital. A neonatal care unit from a newspaper article. There’s a woman holding a baby smiling.

The next pictures show the same hospital, same unit, only the cribs have been replaced with small beds. Children fill them, their eyes glassy either drugged or at a point beyond pain. Blood spatters sheets rust brown and crimson. They’re all terribly injured, missing limbs, feet, hands.

There’s the woman again. A nurse, I think. She’s at a bedside, comforting a child whose face is twisted in agony. I can’t look.

“What the fuck?”

“She was a midwife,” Eric says. “War came to town and her job description changed out of necessity.”

Thankfully, I lose focus. Hard enough to see in photographs, she lived this pain. She brought life into the world and then watched it die. Christ, her hands... Then, Xamse found her and offered her a power up. 

Eric navigates to the map with his mouse. He pulls up a menu and the Anat masks begin to pop up, slowly, following an incremental timeline.

“That was Anat’s location earlier this year when Xamse rolled out his Augment revolutionary bullshit. In less than six months she’s gone from a handful of followers to tens of thousands. The city you fought at? Just her latest conquest.”

“You think she’s using some kind of mind control?”

“Hell to the no! She’s doing better. She’s winning. In that time she’s managed to outmaneuver every other faction on the ground.”

I shrug. “The US withdrew during a catastrophe. The Government forces there never had full Russian support.”

“She’s still winning,” he says. “And get this, she’s gathering Augments.

“We didn’t encounter any during our fight.”

“She didn’t want you to,” Eric says. “So far, she’s kept their inclusion in her little army on the down low.”

He takes me through her accomplishments step by step. She’d led her growing followers to take over territory from rebels and pro-government forces through a series of perfectly timed, perfectly executed military operations. What started as a dozen core followers had rapidly grown as she seized government held towns, often without a fight.

Strange coincidences often surrounded each victory ranging from an attack which occurred right as a freak sandstorm blew into a remote town or her men arriving ahead of a Russian heavy raid, booby trapping the weapons cache the heavies had been sent to secure, and bugging out before anybody showed. In another, she deftly led a contingent through a barrage of incoming cruise missiles and artillery with zero casualties. Every event seemed more miraculous than the next.

“So she has, what, miracle power? Come on, maybe she just has really good intel.”

Eric is adamant. “Not possible. I don’t have that kind of intel. That raid? Nobody outside the specially tasked Russian SAF unit even knew that was going to happen. She’s delaying showing her hand too. Russia suspects she’s got a small cadre of Augments but has no proof. The tighter she keeps that, the less seriously they take her. But she knows that. She knows lots of shit.” Eric’s voice is quiet, bordering on awe.

“Luck powers? She’s Captain Coincidence?”

“Then there’s this,” he says. Another mouse click and a video plays.

Anat sits before a black backdrop. The quality is low resolution and too sharp, like old video. Mask on, it barely shifts as she speaks, words echoing between flesh and metal. Seven men kneel before her, their foreheads planted to the ground.

“You shall soon be martyrs. The glory of your death will be spoken for eternity. Fate has chosen the course which we must obey, and which will lead to our everlasting victory.” She pauses and rises to her feet with a simple flex of her legs. She walks the line of kneeling men and places her hand on one’s head. “They will come for us at the monastery. You, you will die in the tower, your last breath driven to the heavens by a heathen who foolishly believes he is one of my equals. But he is not. None are. Only Anat commands fate! They will soon be ash, but we, we will rise to glory on the road to Damascus! So sayeth Anat!”

“So sayeth Anat!” The men drone their encouragement into the floor.

“Rise!” she commands. They stand, their backs stiff and necks straight. “Look upon your God!”

With the palm of one spike encrusted hand, she slides the mask upward. I brace myself, expecting a hideous, mutilated face. But she’s, well, normal. No fangs, not even a really bad birthmark. She has raven black hair which gleams in the uneven lighting. Her nose is round, almost cute, and all this posing as a god, demanding supplication, would almost be funny except for one thing: her sheer fervor. It obliterates every trace of normal. An invisible aura which reaches out from the far side of the globe.

Anat stares directly into the camera. “I speak so that those who will harm you may understand.” She says this and I realize she’s been speaking English the entire time. “I speak and they will hear but will not listen. Their doom is prophesied. They have no choice but to bend to their fate, for I, Anat, will be victorious.”

I recall her clouded eyes when we fought. She mentioned Damascus then too. I remember the faces of the guards. It was dark, but I’d swear those are two of the three men in the video; the third, the one she touched, could he have been the sniper Hound spotted? 

The video ends leaving behind an eerie silence.

“When was this recorded?”

Eric waits. He’s not distracted, this is just for dramatic effect. I punch his shoulder.

“A month ago. Way before we even knew she was at the monastery. Right before she took the city.”

“Give me a break,” I say with as much denial as I can muster. I refuse to let her get into my head. “I mean it’s a propaganda piece she put together. That’s some Nostradamus vagueness. How many people have seen this?”

Eric disagrees. He isn’t letting this one go easily. “We just found the video today, uploaded two months ago to one place and put under a very interesting directory name. The only people who’ve seen or accessed this directory in that time are my guys who found it and us. I can verify that one hundred and fifty percent.”

He opens the remote FTP server where they found the video and waves his mouse over the directory. Helpfully, it’s named ‘Spencer.’
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I ASKED ERIC TO TELL everybody to meet outside today. Away from the base cameras, away from phones, laptops, anything which can possibly be used as an eavesdropping device. Paranoid? A little. Well, always. But there’s one way to test Eric’s theory about Anat’s Nostradamus schtick.

Then there’s Eric’s missing girlfriend. I don’t want her to be able to find out what we’re doing either. For all I know, she’s the leak.

We’re at the bottom of the massive pit dug for the diamond mine. A road snakes around the perimeter, corkscrewing down to the uneven center. I hadn’t realized this before, but the setting is vaguely coliseum like and those are the vibes I’m getting from Ember.

“Why the fuck are we out here?” Ember asks. She’s got her fire set to broil, and the flames lick at her costume.

Marut’s three faces have the same annoyed question on their lips, I’m sure. Hound is silent and steadfast as always while Jackie has inched away from her mother, her arms glistening with sweat. Eric is struggling to tighten his gloves.

“We’re out here,” I say, “because we’re going to deploy. Soon.”

“Ready,” Jackie says.

“Not you,” I say. “Before you tell me you’re all healed up, I need to leave a heavy here.”

“Fine.” She doesn’t sound enthused but does sound relieved.

“This time it will just be me, Ember, and Hound. That’s it.”

Marut’s turn to chime in. “Let me rephrase hot stuff’s question. Why the bloody fuck am I here?”

“You’re taxi service. You’ll come with but you aren’t going to engage.”

Two of his mouths laugh while the center one does the talking. “To hell I’m not.”

“Then I’ll have Eric here get us a helicopter.” This is a bluff. My plan involves not activating all the normal networks to prevent any more leaks.

Eric’s given up on his gloves and has them stuffed under the arms of his parka. Everybody turns to look as he tries to warm his hands on Ember’s heat aura. He stops, hands clenched.

“Bring some marshmallows next time, Chunk.” Ember pulses her flame and Eric leaps away. Even Jackie flinches and averts her face. I’m not sure at first, but I think Eric mumbles ‘marshmallows’ into his comms unit. Hound’s eye roll seems to confirm. What I don’t expect is the brief flash of concern the veteran shows afterward.

Eric’s a mess lately. He has been since Detroit, but we all are. Mostly though, it started with Chroma going rogue. As far as I know, nobody has heard anything about her and while most of us have been celebrating her absence, and maybe holding our breath until she turns up again to wreck something, the loss he’s experiencing is real.

When I get back, we’ll need to have a talk. More on my to-do list which makes me a proactive leader but a shitty friend.

“So we go, I ash this bitch. What’s the holdup?” Ember asks.

“We’re out here because apparently, she knew we were coming last time. She prepared her men, she set them up in, I guess vulnerable positions where they’d be killed, and she used their deaths to convince everyone she’s some kind of seer.”

“Or she is...” Eric lets his thought hang on the frosty air.

“Cyrus,” Ember says the name with certainty. “He’s the rat. I’ll do what you should’ve done months ago.” Her flames heat up and she’s prepping for takeoff.

“Ember!” There’s my Dad voice again. It draws an instant, well-trained reaction as though he’d just walked up the briefing himself outside in the parking lot of Whispering Pines. She cools and gives me a level stare. “He’s not the leak. There wasn’t a leak on our end. Just a carefully orchestrated plan on her part. I’m going to dispel the rumors of her divinity.”

“Or confirm,” Eric says. “I mean, the combat powers you saw weren’t exactly the wildly powerful stuff we’ve seen. She could run up walls, had great reflexes and a spike growth on her hands?”

“Not spikes. A winnowing fork,” Jackie says, rubbing her side through her jacket. “At least that’s what it looked like. A hand held pitchfork.”

Eric grits his teeth and squirms as he continues. “Those aren’t top tier powers. She’s got to have something else and Mrs. H mentioned psychic energy.”

“Therefore, she can see the future?” I don’t use enough sarcasm, a first, and Eric nods in agreement. “Eric, if she can see the future, we’re screwed. If she can’t, then we’ll stop her on this mission. Simple as that.”

“You have your cure yet?” Hound asks. He knows the answer, but I sense he’s also trying to keep the briefing moving.

“Not yet.” I’d stopped by the lab before the meeting and Emily had been hunched over a microscope, her hair a ragged curtain. Most of what she said had been directed at the glass slide. Cyrus even appeared to be making himself useful by running samples through the machines while Mom offered assistance whenever she could. “Emily’s having trouble isolating the sequence.”

Nucleotide sequences. And yes, she’s not lying. She’s having trouble.

Thanks, Mom. Using the brain intrusion stuff on her isn’t necessary.

You asked me to watch over the process.

I’d never said that out loud. Though I had wanted Mom there to counter Cyrus in case he decided to turn his lab coat yet again. I couldn’t leave anything to chance. Even managing this tiny group was getting difficult.

You can’t trust him, and I can’t trust her. Good enough?

“Spencer?” Eric reaches out and smacks my elbow. “You, uh, with us?”

Our eyes meet and his are wide with perfect understanding. I definitely don’t want to draw attention. “We don’t have a cure dose ready. If we get close enough, we’ll need to drug her.”

“I’m down with this,” Marut says. “What you got?”

I pull a syringe case from my pocket. “Cyrus prepared this. Said it should drop anybody, and incapacitate them long enough for us to tie her up. No guarantees though with her Augment physiology. She could be immune somehow.”

“Or see it coming,” Eric adds.

“Whatever the case, we go in and get out. Safe.”

“I’ve got a good track record with doping Augments,” Jackie says. Marut gives her the unavoidable side eye. “I should go.”

Ember’s own protectiveness surprisingly flares up. “No, he said you stay. That’s it. Follow orders.” The family dynamics here are working to my advantage for once. “When do we go?”

I check Marut. “Are you ready?”

At this point, I have to say, I have zero reasons to trust Marut any more than Cyrus or even Ember and her short fuse. But under the thick layer of douche bag, I see enough of myself that I think I know where this guy is coming from. Hostile to everybody, driving people away with his attitude, I’ve been that guy. What he needs is for people to trust him. Respect him for who he is, and not because he claims to be a god, holding that over them like a divine hammer.

Marut searches the group for any sign of disbelief or resistance. He’s ready to pounce and bury the yanks in his overloaded British-isms. Jackie and Eric step away. Hound, Ember and I wait to be cleared for takeoff.

“About time we cut the piss and wind.” The air begins to charge around us.

Another small victory. Can’t say I’m looking forward to the hours aloft with the guy though. And the cloud transport is fucking cold. Parkas for our desert excursion sounds about right.

***
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WE DROP THE CLOUD ACT several miles outside a village near central Syria and walk in under the cover of darkness seeing as though Anat might be nervous about approaching thunderstorms after our last attempt. She will be surprised this time. She will be captured.

The sun is rising by the time we reach the outskirts. Hound, Ember, Marut, and I crouch behind the remains of a wall. This town has been turned into target practice for mortars, missiles, and heavy Augment forces. No surface has been left unscathed. The streets are uneven piles of rubble poured between open-faced buildings. Standing walls are a mere suggestion of the former structures.

“We’re in position.” Eric doesn’t respond to my call out. “Eric?”

The ride here was exhausting. I wanted complete top secret, ultra-quiet, leak-proof plans. No pilot to slip up, no fixer to turn us in, no Collective network to let our plans bounce around. We were an approaching atmospheric event for fuck’s sake. A damn cloud.

Angels, turns out, are full of shit. All the harp playing on clouds? Never gonna happen. Your hands get so slick, there’s no way you could pluck the strings. Humidity alone would turn your harp into a soggy mass. And did I mention the cold?

Mom?

No answer. Even her phone’s off the hook. Asleep? Rooting around Emily’s brain? I maybe never should’ve left. The only positive benefit about our mode of transport is my camouflage. Since my clothes were nice and damp, I’ve got a nice coat of desert camo over my mostly black tactical suit.

Tactical suit. When did it come to all this?

Hound is pressed against the corner, his nose to the wind. Ember is back to picking her nails as she leans casually against the wall. No disguise this time, she burned it off as we approached the abandoned town, happy to speed dry her superhero spandex. King of the Cloud, Marut, appears less soggy and a little anxious.

“Eric?” I repeat.

A whine of feedback fills my ear and I grit my teeth. “Gandalf present and accounted for. You guys in position?”

“We’re in the damn town,” I say. “Ghost town. No civilians, no soldiers, no rebels, not even any stray cats. You sure this is the right place?”

“Oh, she’s there.” I hear keys rattle and a series of message alerts in the background. “Dug in, center of town. Northeast of your current position about two klicks.”

I tap Hound’s shoulder and point, giving him the signal to move out and showing him two fingers. He acknowledges and we begin to pick our way through the rubble. Stealth is impossible as the uneven debris shifts and clinks under our feet. Even tougher with these heavy combat boots. But I trust Hound’s senses to alert us way before we find trouble.

Closer to the city center and remains of buildings look more like attempts at modern art. Free-standing posts sprout curled steel rods and pillars have collapsed to form geometric shapes and voids. There’s less cover available. Hound has us hold at the corner of what used to be a multi-story building now skirted by debris up to the second floor, the remnants exposed like an empty server rack.

Hound drops low and makes his way up the rubble pile to get a better vantage point.

“I can just, you know,” Ember flutters her hands like wings.

I shake my head. “Let’s stay out of sight. I want to make sure we don’t lose the element of surprise.”

Sounds like a tactical, leadery thing to do. We went in too quick last time. This time, I want all the information I can get before committing. I trail after Hound, crouching lower as I approach the top of the story-high mound and getting on my belly at the summit just like he has.

We’re looking out over a town square just as wrecked as the rest of the streets. Pockets of debris or exposed building interiors which stretch into darkness like forgotten cliff dwellings could hide enemies. This appears to be a great place for an ambush.

Hound’s nose twitches non-stop as he surveys the square from one end to the other, sweeping across it twice then a third time. His eyes settle on one particular patch which looks like a first floor doorway which has been cleared out between a wedge of smashed brick and jutting steel. He snarls.

He lightly backhands my arm and we shimmy carefully back down the debris field. He stops at the bottom, a clear expression of disgust framed by his beard.

“Tunnels,” he says. “They’re underground.”

“Nobody out there? No guards?”

He shakes his head. “I don’t like it.”

“Eric, you said dug in, you meant, like, completely dug in?”

“Sources say she came here with a small group of men, but I don’t exactly have eyes on them. No way they’ve left though. Above ground, underground, I’d know if they’d left.”

“How? I get the sat coverage but...”

“Hacked seismic sensors. Dime a dozen around petrol states.” His answer is clipped, rushed. Sounds like he’s mid-conversation and the cascade of beeps and alerts in the background at the comcen has steadily increased.

“Eric?”

Back to radio silence.

I sit and lean carefully back onto the pile letting the uneven mess jab into my vest. Clear sky above, unclear conditions on the ground. Hound doesn’t rush me, just keeps his head on a swivel and nose to the wind. Marut and Ember look equally bored and fidgety. She’s staring dead at me while Marut sends little zaps of electricity into an exposed piece of rebar.

We can’t let this opportunity pass us up. Hound doesn’t think we’ve been spotted. She’s very likely down there. If we let her go now, we may not find her again. And she’s just one out of how many rogue augments with an unknown number among her followers? So much more to do. I sit up and get ready to give the command.

“I got experience,” Hound says, reading the decisiveness in my actions. “We can get ‘er done but there’s a whole ‘nother world down there. Booby traps, blind alleys, deadfalls. This isn’t a training op.”

I get it. Tough call to make. But isn’t that what I signed up for? One more glance skyward and the words catch in my throat. Hound’s already followed a twitch in his ear and locked onto the same thing I’m watching.

Meteors. No, that would be too merciful.

Metal cylinders streak through the sky at a sharp angle. Early morning sun glinting, it’s hard to say what they exactly are. Jets? Planes? They’re on a kamikaze run if that’s the case. Without enough detail I shouldn’t be able to tell, but I get the distinct impression this is a familiar event. One I’m well acquainted with. One which dropped me into this new life to begin with.

I called them escape pods in the bunker. They were intercontinental re-entry vehicles. For Augments.

“Commies,” Hound growls.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN
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“SPENCER, WE LOST YOUR satellite!”

That’s Jackie’s voice on the comms. Weird, I’ll admit, but Eric has been out of it. If he can’t keep up, maybe delegating radio tasks will be good for him.

Too bad for the first time in her life she’s way too late.

“Yep, we’ve got company, Jericho Base. Standby.”

We’ve all scrambled to the top of the debris pile to watch. The pods come screaming into the town square right on target. Each one impacts with a solid hammer of force which rattles the loose bricks and sends more tumbling from above to clatter into the piles. We’re clear of any overhanging buildings but I watch the sky like chicken little, searching for more pods and anything which might endanger the team.

The three pods form a cluster no more than twenty yards apart. Or is it thirty? Guesstimating these things seemed to be a secondary goal of Hound’s marksman course though I never truly mastered it. We’re far enough away, I doubt I’d be an accurate shot. That’s all I need to know.

Ember has crouched, her lips right beside my ear. The heat is uncomfortable, and I sense she’s trying to get me to move. To commit.

“Say the word,” she whispers.

Hound isn’t nearly as eager. He’s got out a pair of compact binoculars, waiting to see what sort of challenge emerges. Marut has gotten comfortable and propped his chin up, his head too high above the top of the rubble.

“Down!” I hiss, making a lowering motion.

He rolls to his side, facing me, and lets his body slide. Bricks shift and tumble with way too much noise. Without lowering his binoculars, Hound lashes out and grabs Marut by his vest, jerking him into place. The storm god appears sufficiently surprised, his inner kid accepting his elder’s rebuke with an adequate amount of shock.

Pod number one opens. They’ve landed like lawn darts with the noses buried. An accumulation of dirt blocks the hatch and it takes a few attempts for whoever is inside to clear it.

A man steps out clad in gray camo. He wears a white hood over his face which doesn’t look any more complicated or flashy than a ski mask grabbed off the shelf at a sporting goods store. He’s unarmed and wisps of what looks like smoke follow him out of the capsule. He checks the area and calmly moves toward the next closest pod which has embedded itself in a mound of rubble.

The final pod shimmies and wriggles like a cocoon ready to hatch. One solid hop and the top bursts off, soaring up and above the buildings. Hands grasp the newly exposed lip, with fingers large enough to be counted across this distance. So big, they don’t look real, nor do they look like they belong to anybody who could cram themselves inside that pod. From inside the hollow chamber, a grunt echoes through the courtyard and the entire pod is ripped into halves.

The sky just gave birth to a motherfucking beast.

Dad was big. Vulkan approached his same bodybuilder mass. This guy? Thing? He’s not an Augment, they just dug up and thawed out a fucking Yeti.

“Good luck gettin’ him down that tunnel,” Hound whispers.

“We’re losing the advantage,” Ember says into my ear.

“They aren’t our targets,” I whisper, trying to keep from starting a long, noisy argument.

Urban camo white hood guy, a color which doesn’t match the tan and dusty streets, moves to the final pod to try and unwedge the door. A faint banging can be heard inside as whoever is trapped there rattles the hatch. Yeti — whatever his Russian Augment name is doesn’t matter, he’s got one now — stomps over.

“Jericho?”

I could really use Eric’s Augment knowledge at this point, but neither he or Jackie is answering his comms.

Big, hairy, bestial, it takes me a minute, but I realize Yeti’s not furry but he’s actually wearing a white ghillie suit the size of a tent. There’s a man under there, a giant fucker of a man, but a man. He grabs the pod with both hands and wrenches it free, lifting it up with ease. Carrying it down the slope, he sets it carefully on the ground and rips open the hatch.

When he does, he steps away. Not in an ‘I’m giving you some personal space’ way but in a ‘holy fuck, make some room’ way.

Red mist releases from the pod like a fungal spore. Yeti and his color-blind camo pal take another step backward. A third soldier rises from the pod. He’s wearing a Soviet era dress uniform of all things, out here, on the battlefield. His skin is an angry red. Not like he’s flushed, but like he’s suffered a terrible sunburn complete with blistered, flaking skin.

This guy I know. Red Scourge. Or at least that’s what the English speaking world calls him. Deemed an accident of the Soviet process, he went on a rampage and wiped out several square miles around the Augment facility he escaped from. When I say wiped out, I mean gone. Dead. All living creatures.

“Jesus, I thought he was decommissioned.”

“Probably stuffed him in a gulag until they needed him. Like now, when there are crazy Augments on the loose. Seems like we should do something about him, too,” Ember says.

She wants to fight. That’s clear. I don’t know if she has any personal history with these heavies. Working for both the US and China, she’s likely fought some of them before.

“Who are the others?” I ask.

“Meatcicle.” She gives me an evil grin. “He and I go way back.”

“Power?” The urban camo guy below is still giving off a steady fog or smoke.

“His service name’s Metel’. That’s blizzard or snow storm or something in Russian. He’ll be off his game here.” Lovely. So this isn’t just an Augment beef but some fundamental war of the elements. “The other one? Strong as fuck, I guess,” she says, flippant. “He can’t fly, he won’t be a problem.”

I don’t want to remind her but Vulkan couldn’t fly either, and he wasn’t exactly easy to take down.

“We come here to rumble or polish our knobs?” Marut doesn’t use his indoor voice.

I cringe and slip behind the rise, motioning for everyone to follow. When we’re clear, I give them what I guess are marching orders.

“We lost the element of surprise. How these assholes found her at the same time we did, I can’t say, but I’m done with coincidences. Best plan of action? We fall back. See what shakes out here.”

“Don’t be such a pussy!” Ember says. Marut’s eyes flash with little electrical charges as she challenges me. “We can take those idiots and accomplish our mission.”

“Ember, this isn’t a vote. This is what we’re doing.

She covers her face and slides her fingers back through her hair, flattening the Mohawk which springs back into place on trickles of heat. “I can’t believe you’re Crimson’s son. Look, I need some action because sitting around bonding with my dear daughter has been nice, but extremely, utterly boring.”

“And I didn’t float you wankers across the pond to turn around and do it again. We need to get our fight on, yeah? Marut doesn’t back down from a good punch-up.”

He seems to have already forgotten the part about how he stays out of the action this time.

“Look,” I say. “If they go in and kill her, that’s one less rogue Augment. It’s not ideal. Curing, rehabilitating, that would be best—”

“What? With the cure we don’t have?” Ember snorts.

Yes, that is a major flaw in my plan. I intended to stop all the senseless slaughter though. Letting Russia do it for us isn’t any better. I want to change my mind, but I have to stand firm, show I’m capable of this. Hound remains neutral. I get the feeling he’s not keen about taking on such heavy hitters, but he’s focused his senses on what’s happening in the town square, not this little spat.

I just so happen to be looking his way when he growls, “Incoming!”

We scatter.

Well, I scatter and head for the shelter of an exposed building. Marut does the same, acting mostly on impulse. Ember stands her ground and ignites, her expression vicious and triumphant. Hound gives her space and backpedals, his weapon aimed at the top of the massive pile of rubble where we’d been eavesdropping.

Yeti sails into view, cresting the ridge with ease and landing like the launched pods. Brick and dust spray out from under him in all directions and the whole pile seems to shift. He glares at us with hard eyes set in a broad and bony face. At this range, I can see this guy is as wide as a semi-truck.

He shouts something in Russian. I hear rubble shift behind him, his friends closing in. I take a breath. Leader time.

“Sun’s gettin’ low big guy,” I say, stepping out from the shattered building, my hands up. I get as close to Ember as I dare, sweat trickling down my forehead. “We aren’t here to fight.”

Yeti squints skyward, confused. “Sun getting higher. High noon, American!” he says with a happy grin.

“We didn’t come for you. We came for Anat. We don’t want any trouble.”

Hound has yet to lower his MP5. If Yeti’s lack of concern is any indication, the giant Russian is probably bulletproof. I motion to both him and Ember to cool down.

The human tank shouts over his shoulder, more Russian, and I hear an annoyed reply coming from the other side. Metel’ and Red Scourge pick their way to the top. Metel’ stands casually but I see his interest pique when he catches sight of Ember. Red Scourge gives his colleagues a wide berth and mounts the summit as if he’s posing for one of those old oil paintings of battlefield commanders.

“Americans?” he says with a heavy accent. “Here? Don’t you have enough troubles at home?”

“We’re under different orders,” I say.

“Oh?” Red Scourge smooths his jacket and straightens his medals. “We have very clear orders. Eliminate this Augment uprising.”

“We’re just looking for rogue Augments who are doing more harm than good,” I say.

“Who gave you such orders?”

Sounds like a good time to claim responsibility but I also hear Admiral Akbar shouting his famous line as I respond. “I did.”

From his perch he scans the horizon, surprised, then checks his buddies one at a time. They return ferocious smiles. “If I take this correctly,” he says, making his way down the mound of rubble with steady steps. “Then you are a rogue Augment, no?”

“Technically, no,” I say. He’s no longer emitting toxic fumes, but I’d rather keep at a distance. The closer he gets, the more I can see the blistery pockets on his cheeks and hands wiggling with each step and his matching bloodshot eyes filled with burst veins.

Ember steps forward and goes from campfire to forge. “Close enough.”

Red Scourge clasps his hands together and wags an extended finger. “Ember, is it? You were working with the Chinese last I heard. Suddenly not such a good patriot. And Hound,” His cracked lips part in a grimace. “I know you by reputation. The boys, I don’t know. But the sublime mutation of that one indicates he may be a recent addition to the Augment fold. And you,” he pauses and his eyes narrow as he inspects me. “You look very familiar.”

“That kind of face I guess.”

“Are you even an Augment?” asks Meatcicle.

“Well, I can’t keep drinks cold at parties, if that’s what you’re asking.”

Red Scourge rubs his hands together impatiently. “We have a traitor, a washed up soldier — likely gone mercenary, a familiar face probably I see on our target list, and an unfortunate accident.” He stops on Marut and considers him carefully. “Like myself, I suppose, but much more recent. I believe you have come to join this Anat, hmm?”

Had we just floated out of here on a cloud five minutes ago, we wouldn’t be in this situation. The Russians shift their stances, getting ready to make a move. Ember’s not going to wait for my word. And Marut? Oh, he appears to have taken exception to something Red Scourge has said.

Marut spreads his arms. The wind picks up. There is an almost deified majesty to the way his clothes whip about him in a frenzy. He rises off the ground, his fingers crackling with electricity which arcs into the nearby demolished buildings and crawls across the ground.

“We are Marut!” his three faces shout as one. He rises higher, the energy building. “We who conquer mighty strength with strength more mighty! The very earth shakes in terror—”

He drops to the ground as a brick clips his face. Yeti gives a rumbling, idiotic laugh. “He Marut.”

Conciseness. Key with any battle cry.

Ember, who’s been a rocket on a very tight leash, blasts off, aiming for the big guy. Hound slides in front of me, laying down cover fire and falling back toward the shattered building. I grab Marut by the collar and drag him along with us.

Three on three, those are good odds, right?

I fumble for my own gun as my earpiece buzzes.

“Mayday! Mayday! Jericho under attack! Mayday!”

Exactly what I fucking need.
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CHAPTER TWENTY
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EMBER’S FLIGHT IS SHORT-lived. At a gesture from Metel’ she completely loses altitude and skids into the debris pile at speed. Frost coats the ground under her, kicking up in a powdery spray.

I do my best to haul Marut out of the line of fire, struggling with each step. The fireman carry is definitely going on the list of training tortures from Hound. He unloads the MP5 into the fray one-handed to keep Yeti off the fallen Ember while simultaneously backpedaling and reaching to help with Marut.

Between the two of us, we’ve got the teenage storm god dragging along at a good pace. Well, Hound does anyway. Feeling the utter lack of assistance I’m providing, I draw my pistol, too unsure of my own abilities to start laying down automatic weapons fire with a teammate down range.

Under the shelter of a ripped open office building we dump Marut behind a solid pillar and maintain fire. Yeti shrugs off the bullets, because, of course, why wouldn’t I be fighting a bullet-proof Augment? Metel’ throws up an ice shield which reforms as quickly as the bullets crack it and causes more than a few ricochets which forces his abominable buddy to flinch in annoyance. Red Scourge has disappeared behind the embankment.

Ember uses our cover fire to blast off from the brick pile like she’s done a push up and flung herself into space. Fire spews from her hands like jet exhaust, blueish white heat encompassing her palms as she goes airborne and the rubble bakes with wavering heat.

She’s pissed.

Face scuffed, the orange unitard mussed, blood on her palms and knees, she might just leave behind a hill made of molten glass — another addition to this open air Modern Art of War Museum.

The intense heat causes comrade Yeti to cover his eyes. Metel’ dips behind the ridge, his rapidly melting ice shield keeping him safe from being cooked, but not able to simultaneously fend off the hail of gunfire.

Adrenaline coursing, all of Hound’s pointers are running through my head at once. Any of it I actually perform is through rote repetition or dumb luck. I’m aiming center mass and can’t be sure where the shots end up. 

Ember remains laser focused on testing the extreme limits of Yeti’s durability. Already his ghillie suit has been reduced to a smoldering loincloth made up of stray tassels of cloth whipping on the intense heat. Why the human tower didn’t just wear a few blasted window frames for camo, I’ll never know. Metel’ though, he switches tactics and sends out a blast of cold to disrupt Ember’s flames.

The counterattack makes it clear he’s on her same level. These are the heavies. City wreckers. Army destroyers.

Ember’s furnace emitting power almost felt normal under the desert sun. Metel’s attack creates a rushing vortex my brain can’t reconcile with the sandy landscape. It’s the bunker, it’s Jericho, but it doesn’t belong here.

I watch as the last round in my magazine strikes the ray of cold and simply falls out of the air, shattering when it strikes the ground. Ember’s flame holds steady but is momentarily cut off. No, redirected. Her flamethrower attack is thrown off target by the sudden burst of super cold air.

Then the superheated bricks, exposed to the same arctic blast, explode.

There’s no shame as I throw myself behind the pillar. The unconscious Marut is already there so I drop to my ass and pull him tight, cradled between my knees to keep him behind the protective arc of the concrete joist. Hound’s done the same thing behind his own cover. I hear jagged shards pelting the other side and can feel their impact reverberate through the column’s steel center and up my spine.

Only when the air clears do I realize there must’ve been an enormous explosion of sound. My ears have decided to stop receiving signals. Hound jiggles his head like he’s clearing out debris. He gives me a once over and I manage a thumbs up.

We both inch out to see what happened. Hound stops halfway, his nose drawn by an invisible string up and to the right. Hundreds of fathoms down in my addled consciousness, his alertness registers, but I stay committed to seeing what happened to Ember. Still clutching Marut, I peer around the corner.

The two-story pile of rubble has been swept away. Not a clean sweep, more like a giant foot punted the center and left an open swath. Metel’ is nowhere to be seen though the edge of a massive ice wall peeks through the pile. Hopefully, he’s encased himself at the center and won’t be rejoining the world until his franchise demands it.

But Ember? Yeti?

I check upward first because that blast might’ve sent them both into the atmosphere. Hazy blue, I’ve got nothing. Sounds of scuffling, thrashing against sandy pavement reach me slowly through crushed ear drums. Only then do I find them.

The diversion of Ember’s heat, the explosion, it must’ve allowed Yeti to leap clear and make his own attack. He’s hunched on the ground like a wild animal over its kill. Smoke trickling from underneath him is the only indication Ember’s there.

Marut has just come to, his body jerking, fighting to follow instructions his brain sent two minutes ago. There’s no time to be gentle. I burst out from under him and let him drop, my gun coming up into a firing position.

“Ember!” I shoot wild. With as big as that monster is, there’s no missing, no worry about hitting her. He shrugs the bullets off and I see his hands move inward, his shoulders flex.

As tough as Augments are made, this one can pop her head like a pimple. Me, he’d likely reduce to an unrecognizable smear. But I can’t worry about that now. I give up on distracting him and go into a full sprint.

Flames sputter underneath Yeti. Not her normal inferno, Ember must be dazed. The flare up isn’t enough to get him to jerk away but he follows through with a vicious backhanded smack which echoes through the empty streets.

As the Black Beetle, for a guy like this, I’d have a full profile plastered on my HUD. Any weaknesses, I’d know. Those not listed, I’d find as the weapons systems cycled through different ordinance, registering their effect.

I’ve got none of that. Just some mediocre shooting skills. My own experience. What would the Black Beetle do?

Yeti had covered his face earlier in the heat. With a targeting computer, I’d likely have the scarab put a 50 caliber round in his fucking pupil.

No computer. I need to get close.

I race by the beating, guessing the distance so I stay just out of Yeti’s reach. One stray swat and I die. He’s so busy, so intent on crushing the spark out of Ember, that he doesn’t even try. All I get is a flit of his eyes on a grimly satisfied face. I’ve been given my number.

Between brutal elbows, Ember takes groggy note as I pass. Her eyes go wide like she can’t possibly believe what she’s seeing. Like she’s watching a dead man walking.

I skid to a stop and take up a shooting stance, this time, every bit of training Hound subjected me to sinking in. Ember’s face is turned toward me, her chin pinched close to her chest uselessly trying to prevent a massive hand from crushing her throat. Her face blotched, full of blood, veins in her neck and forehead engorged to near bursting, she’ll soon be gone.

Her gaze stays on me. Out of focus, watching me in some faraway dream, her mouth parts in a ferocious scream, her eyes lighting with inner flame, her entire body begins to immolate.

Yeti doesn’t let go.

But he looks up.

I put a bullet in his eye.

I’m not sure a stone from a sling would’ve done it, but a 9 millimeter bullet should. His free hand, only one of which he could get around Ember’s throat at a time, jerks toward his face. Ember arches under him, the building flame sputtering, as she wheezes in a mouthful of air.

Catcher’s mitt palm covering half his face, blood seeping between the fingers, Yeti staggers to his feet. He takes a stumbling, drunken step toward me. Ember curls up on her side, coughing.

I do the sensible thing and back the fuck away.

No threats. Not even an angry snarl, he’s stalking me down with the most befuddled, confused expression. He gets closer while I blindly stumble backward over loose chunks of concrete and through uneven potholes, until finally, inexplicably, he goes down, face first.

From over his mountain of flesh, I see Ember stagger to her feet. No confusion there, she’s positively rabid with half-choked rage. She flexes her palms toward the ground and shoots up on a column of flame coming down astride Yeti’s body like she’s mounted an elephant. Straight up crazy ignites in her eyes and she clamps her hands down over Yeti’s ears. Flame blossoms from his ruined face pressed hard into the broken street.

My gun, already limp, drops. His massive form is so big, Ember needs to slide off his meaty shoulder. Soon, she’s stalking toward me, her crazy eyes still bugging.

I continue on a sensible path and keep backpedaling. I holster the gun, wanting to make it perfectly clear, I’m not a threat. Her stride is faster than my retreat, and she backs me against a wall, hot breath scalding my cheek.

Clearly, I was destined to die today. It’s just in the cards or whatever. If this Anat bitch can tell the future, she could at least have given me the date. Told me not to bother with the sunscreen in what will be a blistering supernova of pain. Ember’s hand wraps around my head and she jams her face into mine.

Her kiss is fever inducing. A damp, burning heat like gulping coffee fresh out of the pot. She jerks away as quickly as she dove in.

“Thanks,” she says.

Explosion. Murder. Brain barbecue — the sweet scent of which hangs morbidly heavy on the air. First base, maybe a lead on second. The ringing in my ears. I don’t know what the fuck just happened.

“Next time I say time to leave, we fucking leave,” I say.

She quirks her head innocently. “Where’s the fun in that?”

The sly smile is erased as her attention snaps toward the former battlefield. A powdery red cloud creeps slowly along the ground through the gutted buildings, enveloping the lower supports. Rats, insects, they race ahead of it, many coming up short, consumed and thrashing.

“Hound,” I say, running back toward what’s probably an even worse way to die.

Ember flies past. She pulls up into a hover as Hound emerges from the cloud, a frightened Marut draped over his arms with his shirt pulled over his faces. Clear of the haze Hound drops to his knees, coughing. Marut tumbles, rolling onto his back, three mouths gasping. Head bent, Hound continues hacking, but I see him nod rapidly and throw a thumbs up sign toward Ember.

Mostly recovered, her power fully hers to command, she eagerly lets loose. Cleansing flame fills the ground floor of the building with a torrent which seems to suck the creeping fog back inward then blasts out the blocked windows and doors like clogged pores.

At Hound’s side, I squint into the intense heat. No movement, no life. Near the ridge of debris, Metel’s ice shield appears smaller and cracked. The battlefield looks clear.

One fight down. Our element of surprise absolutely gone. I consider the next move. Then I remember the radio call out. Jericho, they’d been under attack.

Mom?

I imagine the word as if I were shouting across continents, across oceans. No response. I key the comms.

“Jericho, come in! Eric? You there?”

There’s a long pause. Hound is up, still clearing his lungs. Marut accepts the old soldier’s extended hand and wobbles to his feet. Ember stays in the sky, looking for threats.

“Eric? Come on, pick up!”

All eyes are on me. Even Hound hasn’t yet started to guide us into cover. We’re waiting for any sign of life from the base, unsure what possibly could’ve gone wrong.

“Spencer?”

I don’t recognize her voice at first, never having heard it over the radio.

“Emily?” There are the right things for a leader to ask: casualties, operational status, if the base is all clear. Then there’s what most people will probably ask. “Are you hurt? Mom. What happened to her?”

An immensely powerful psionic shouldn’t have been able to be caught by surprise. As much as I hated her having to deal with those abilities, I’d relied on them to keep the base safe. Her constant mental interruptions, I’d never thought would go silent.

“She’s fine. We’ve got her in the infirmary as a precaution, but she’s going to be okay.”

“What the hell happened?”

“Chroma. She came back.” She waits as though she’s struggling to find the right words. “Eric’s gone. She took him.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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“THERE YOU ARE,” JACKIE said brightly as she waltzed into the command center.

Yes, thought Eric. Incredibly perceptive of you. I am here. Always here.

The fruit of Ember’s loins strolled over and stood at his side. She seemed endlessly curious and hopelessly bored. Eric didn’t mind her so much, but right now wasn’t the best time for a chat.

China, always fucking China. They’d made a serious play for Afghanistan, opening their door into the Middle East. He’d had high hopes this time a year ago that he’d already sealed the deal there with the people on the planet most likely fed up with being the world’s shooting range. Hiding in the mountains, making a meager living while big armies shit on their doorstep, Afghans were ripe for the Collective’s message.

But noooooo. The Chinese had arrived and started handing out truckloads of paper money. Yuan filled the streets there like escort service pamphlets on the Vegas strip.

Speaking of Vegas.

Eric didn’t know what Titan and Cantor were up to, but they’d been busy little rogue CIA agents. Tracking rogue Augment sightings for Spence, he’d had plenty of reports of an immense, sunburned, sweaty fucker in Africa they’d nicknamed Kubwa Otjize. Travel covert all you want, when you go full erection and find yourself swaying above the jungle canopy, people kind of notice.

They had to be there because of Xamse. But working for or against? That was the million Salarium question.

“What’s the score?” Jackie had pulled up a chair and she reclined, propping her feet on the main console. Several old wrappers and a microwave crisping sleeve tumble toward the floor but never making it.

Eric’s ears popped, the air blurred. The trash had disappeared mid-fall and he heard a rustling in the wastebasket across the room. Jackie hadn’t moved.

“Score?” Eric raised his glasses and rubbed his eyes.

“How’s our team? You know, the one on their second mission?”

That. He hadn’t forgotten. His central monitor was devoted to their progress. Marut Air couldn’t be delayed by the weather, but the weather, as inconspicuous as it might be, was generally slower than a jet. Spencer had been paranoid as balls though so that’s the ride they took.

“They’re finally closing in on the target zone.” He indicated the central monitor. Comms off in flight, he’d been tracking them with NOAA and regional weather satellites. “Should be on the ground in ten.”

A news report coming in from China caught his eye. He couldn’t make out the words, but he recognized the squat, blocky building instantly. If he had time to play darts, he’d have printed off a picture of the Ministry of Public Safety months ago and swiss cheesed it full of holes.

Swiss. Patty melt. Can’t microwave a good patty melt. Americans had to have come up with that gooey grease ball.

“What’s it like being the King of the Collective?” Jackie asked.

Eric shook himself, reaching for the focus which had left him. He cranked up the volume for the Chinese newscast in his headset.

Had his loss of focus happened before or after Jackie came in? She wasn’t bad, really. And at least Spencer had taken Marut with him. But being left with Nancy fucking Drew here wasn’t exactly peace and quiet.

“Busy,” he said. It sounded short, maybe a little too touchy. He instantly turned and apologized. “Just lots going on.”

“Funny that. I’ve got absolutely nothing going on. Care to vent?”

Alright, so she was infinitely better than Marut. Whether it was professional training as a reporter or not, she always was willing to listen. She also wasn’t a walking fuse melter.

“Missions, more missions. Stodgy Europeans being all resistant to change.” He caught the hint of a smile on Jackie’s lips. “Who woulda’ thought right? Then there’s China and Russia being raging, expansionist dickwads. And the U.S. of fucking A!” Eric threw his hands up, getting swept up in the whole venting thing. “Get this. The U.S. is attempting a hostile takeover of Mexico. You can’t make this shit up! Yesterday they’re all about building walls, today, they want to protect Central America from the scourge of the Collective which is tearing shit up in South America.”

Jackie looked concerned. “Tearing up what?”

“I mean, doing really well. Venezuela dug their own grave and buried themselves in oil. Dictators there tried to stop the use of Salarium, but they can’t. It’s real. It’s a goddamn revolution!”

“You do know why Salarium is doing well in South America, right?” Jackie asked him, the King of the Collective, without somehow sounding condescending.

This is why he needed Spence here. The guy didn’t know shit about current events so there were infinitely fewer awkward questions. The Chinese newscast continued to compete for his full attention. The whole thing appeared...off. He started up an app he’d made.

“Well, sure, I get it. Drug dealers, cartels, they’ve always been down with the crypto. But, put this in your article, they won’t survive the mainstreamification of digital currency. They can’t.”

“Why?”

Eric gave her a look of incredulity. “Rule number one! Don’t be a dick.”

Jackie’s nose scrunched. “You do know that’s not how they operate, right?”

“Oh, I know. But it’s how I operate. They wanna make money getting people blazed out of their fucking minds? Fine by me. They start any of that narcoterrorist bullshit, I will straight up Hand of God them. Freeze accounts. Call in air strikes. You name it.”

He’d said too much. Jackie appeared worried.

“Careful, you’re starting to sound like a budding Imperialist.”

She had to be joking. She couldn’t mean it. Wouldn’t matter if she did, they were both staring at the China screen now, their Western Hemisphere debate forgotten.

The media clip from the official state news in the PRC was sticking tightly to the same stock footage, an image which his algorithms identified as having been shot three years ago on a particularly banal day. A useful little program he’d made to identify propaganda he called the ShitSniffer.

Video started to come through but on nodes of the OneNet which had managed to infiltrate the mainland. Trickles of smoke rose above one corner of the officious government building. Police and military were redirecting crowds, snatching phones, arresting anybody attempting to broadcast.

“Ministry of Public Security?” Jackie asked.

Eric nodded mutely, trying to focus on the delayed translation he was getting. But something else kept interrupting his audio...

“Fuck!” Eric switched over to the team comms. “Gandalf present and accounted for. You guys in position?” He pulled up the main screen, eyeing the satellite view of a dusty town in western Syria. Spencer sounded impatient. “Oh, she’s there. Dug in, center of town. Northeast of your current position.”

Jackie, who’d leaned in for the newscast, scooted her chair closer. Glued to the monitors, she said nothing. The team’s comms active, a little blip showed where they had approached the war-torn city.

Eric knew his reports had been sporadic but solid. To be sure, he cycled through the raw intel. Eyewitness accounts, movements confirmed by satellite, and a patchwork of video surveillance cameras both civilian and military had placed Anat and her fanatics there.

As soon as she’d arrived, Eric had tightened the noose. There’d been zero indications of movement. Satellite coverage, ground sensors, he had to explain to Spencer, again, that Anat and her crew were most definitely there.

Then Jackie sprang to her feet, swatting at his shoulder. If she had more interview questions, she’d have to schedule a time. Maybe he’d institute mandatory press passes for the comcen.

“Wha—?” His annoyance evaporated when he saw the news screen. Without realizing it, Eric stood, his jaw left somewhere on his keyboard.

Cellphone footage from a citizen of the Collective had become available. The user profile showed he was a janitor in the Ministry. His shaky footage showed a mop which Eric at first thought was soaking up a Kool-Aid spill. Red, watery, the fibers streaked along plain white tile. As the janitor wrung the mop and slapped it back into place, he paused long enough to record the floor.

There, on the tile, was the distinctive symbol of the Collective scrawled in blood.

“What. The. Actual. Fuck.” Eric was aware his earpiece was buzzing, but the image had completely consumed his attention.

The mop slid along the floor making a pink fan. Once more, it dipped for the bucket. The user was doing their best to keep the filming unnoticed. Tucked tight, maybe in a sleeve pocket or jacket, the wild swaying revealed blurred images of an office. A suit and tie security type stood in the doorway. And a patch of searing sunlight which might’ve once been a ceiling lit the scene.

Eric draped his hands over the keys and began entering commands. Standing, his arms assumed the full weight of a crushing gravity and he felt like only his fingers could possibly move. The video had been recorded earlier, but how long ago? Delayed reports from the Ministry on state television, that was business as usual. Why was he just now seeing this from his Collective?

The video image sheared more, and he snatched the mouse, stepping through the video frame by frame. A desk raced into view and he paused. Paused... One more time... A blood spattered name plaque with Chinese characters sat on the desk. He made a quick screen grab and fed it into his translation program.

“Fuck me,” he whispered.

“What?” Jackie asked. “What does it say?”

“Wen Hu.” Now he was furiously jabbing at keys, so fast, he felt like for the first time in a decade he had to watch his keystrokes to make sure they weren’t tripping up. The program spit out an English match and answered the most pressing question all at once.

Wen. Wen Hu. The Minister of the Ministry of Public Security.

Retrieving timestamps for the video was simple matter for Eric. This had been filmed nearly twenty-four hours ago. State TV had sat on it as long as they could. Eric could even piece together why it had taken the video so long to get to him through the Collective. Connecting to OneNet to upload couldn’t be done in that office. Ballsy for the janitor to even try the video capture.

This was bad. Real bad. He knew exactly why.

Reports flooding in from across the globe about his revolution, a team in the field, and answering questions for Lois Lane here...he’d let his most important project drop into the background of the countless alerts and screens.

He moved his hands across the workstation with dread. Jackie, sensing the change, eyed him.

“Is it the team? Is something wrong?”

“No,” Eric said, numb and mute, still unable to address the buzz of his ear piece. “They’re all good.” Though as he said it, the satellite image winked out.

“Then what’s that?!?”

He couldn’t really feel Jackie slap his arm, trying to get his attention. On the surface, he knew the mission was being jeopardized. But he also saw every inch of the chaotic console. Riots in Paris. A massive wave of immigrants headed south through Panama. Canada, lonely, isolated Canada, nervously sending troops to their borders, flies against a windscreen. Russia consolidating their recent hold on Ukraine, flooding the Black Sea with ships, aiming toward the Middle East. China not far behind as they approached through the Gordian Knot that was Afghanistan.

All he wanted to see though were the latest reports from Runaway Bae.

The list of sightings ran down the screen. Each revealed a definite trajectory and concentrated in one highly populous area. Video had been uploaded, also yesterday. A dark shadow against the dead of night hovering above the Ministry. A servant of death. A Nazgul Lord.

Oh, God. An insidious thought slipped into Eric’s mind. I’m Saruman.

There was Chroma in her black armor blasting a hole through the roof of the Ministry. Disappearing inside. When she came out, she wasn’t alone.

“Eric! The team! You need to—”

“Shh!” He actually shushed her. Like forcefully blew air from his mouth. When he did, the muscles on his neck strained. It sounded completely mental. He’d been aware of flecks of spit spraying. Like a mad man. But there was no time to apologize.

He didn’t so much as flinch when the comms popped out of his ear like an aged cork and Jackie started jabbering. He knew he needed to react with as much urgency as she was. But he couldn’t. The sighting reports continued.

Chroma had kidnapped the Minister and flown west with her captive, back to the far deserts of western China near where he’d first tracked her and in the vicinity of the hospital where she’d been born. A brief stop there, then sightings had her headed north, past Shortwave’s old base, on into Russia, angling up around the curve of the Earth and through the glimmering Arctic skies still alive with spectral lights set into their dance above the bleary sky of Detroit. He could see her in his mind’s eye, no need for reports or technological miracles, she would’ve crested the North Pole by now, dove toward the Arctic on her descent.

Eric extended his hand toward Jackie, his eyes glued to a warning from an airbase in extreme Siberia with an early warning detection system. Designed to detect incoming Augment dropships, the Russian systems had ignored one detected launch already, registered as ‘friendly,’ but this unidentified object had caught their attention.

Jets scrambled.

None could catch her before she soared into Canadian airspace.

His headset removed, Eric picked up the microphone he used for PA announcements. He tied in the communications to the team. His motions were slow, dreamlike while he ignored Jackie’s growing desperation and confusion. A headset to her ear, she slipped into the empty space he’d vacated in his worn and formerly ergonomic throne. Her hands were a blur over the station controls as she tried to contact the team and Eric found he didn’t care. Let her fuck it all up.

Staring through the ceiling, Eric raised the microphone. Acoustic tiles above, they had their own inverse night sky, little black flecks which could possibly be constellations. The world viewed opposite. A negative. Dark matter. His reality had shifted. He didn’t understand why he knew this or sensed it, he just did. He’d never had control, really. He’d been master of puppets only they’d cut all the strings and from his view behind the curtain, he couldn’t quite see that.

A boom shook the entire building, rattling the immense space of the six-story mine processing plant. The ceiling tiles, his sky, leaped in their frames and he tensed as they did. Jackie was still trying to speak into the headset while twisting away from the console, her eyes tracking the invisible threat which had entranced Eric.

He keyed up the microphone, his voice broadcast across the base and to the team. “Mayday! Mayday! Jericho under attack! Mayday!”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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ABSURDLY, ERIC WENT to the office door and locked it. No clue why, he just did. He then backpedaled into the room, sweat dousing his forehead suddenly, like a jalapeno fever. He vaguely worried he’d get the shits.

Jackie moved protectively in front of him. A twinge of manly man guilt was quickly made limp and flaccid. Augment, she was an Augment. He knew Augments. Ember’s slender figure did nothing to prevent him from being scared shitless of her steel-melting wrath.

Crimson had agreed with Eric’s suggestion to start keeping tabs on powers, especially after Killcreek, but they never started. Too much drama. Too many egos to measure along with the powers.

Then again, maybe Crimson only agreed to the idea to make him feel like a contributing member of the team. As a leader, Crimson had been good at that. Eric had wanted to expand his original Conspiripedia and keep it up to date. Ember’s powers had only grown post-Killcreek and Jackie’s, well, hers started out ridiculous. Having been nearly disemboweled had only been a minor setback.

Even with all that racing through his mind, when the door to the foreman’s office rattled, Eric slid in front of Jackie.

Spencer blamed himself for allowing Chroma to ninja loot the prototype Black Beetle armor. Fucking A, B, and C, that was Spencer’s fault. For realsies. But getting to this point had been a group effort.

While Chroma had been trapped in her virtual haunts, he could pretend to be in control of her actions. Or ignore them. Whichever suited the whims of the Collective’s top hacker. When she left though, things spiraled.

He didn’t really have a clear picture of what she’d been responsible for behind the scenes. With a physical body, he couldn’t ignore the truly disturbed side of her any longer. A government office with a bloody symbol on the floor like some sort of ritual sacrifice? That single image had told him exactly who was in control here. And whose mess this was.

The door stopped rattling.

“No offense,” Jackie said over his shoulder, her voice low, guarded, “It doesn’t matter if you’re in front, you’ll always be behind me.”

“Maybe when I’m scared shitless my true powers manifest. I assume my final form.”

He hoped the joke would distract him. Keep him from emptying his bowels of the terrible diet he’d subjected himself to all fall. His words though sounded like a robot’s. Jesus, he didn’t need more robots.

“Isn’t she your, umm, friend? You think she’ll try and hurt us?”

Eric couldn’t explain the dread he felt. Nothing had changed, he’d only come to a very clear realization of how fucked he’d been. Explaining it would be too difficult.

“No, she won’t hurt us,” he said.

Me? Maybe.

He couldn’t explain the pounding of his heart, either. He mopped his forehead with the back of his hand. She’d gone off and likely murdered someone, convinced it was what was best for the Collective. In her twisted way, she’d done it for him.

This was real. This was her. Unleashed.

A sharp tap of metal on glass came from behind them. Jackie didn’t appear to move as she repositioned. Eric gulped and turned. Chroma in the sleek, obsidian battle armor hovered in front of the foreman’s office window.

“Door’s locked, hon.” Her voice! It was in his brain! She’d uber-transcended. Terminator meets Scanners meets Zuckerberg! The world was doomed. Then he realized she’d broadcast over the intercom. The insectoid head made an almost imperceptible twitch. She keyed in on Jackie. “Is there a reason the door is locked?”

“Just busy. You know how it goes.” He tried to smile.

This was all playing out poorly. Making things worse. Simplest thing to do would be open the door. Pretend everything was normal. But he saw the blood spattered on the armor. Patches where the black gave way to a mottled, crusty brownish color. Her hands, her fingers, were steeped in it.

She hadn’t bothered with weapons when she snatched the Minister.

“Eric. Baby. Open the goddamn door.” This was not the anime princess voice. Not the neutral voice of the treadmill.

Jackie, the obscenely fast third wheel in this cluster fuck, slipped to his side. Eric was aware she kept looking between the two of them, trying to understand the dynamics. Measuring when she should, well, act.

“I, uh, saw the news out of China.” Eric was proud of himself for getting the words out without his voice cracking. “A little, maybe, rash, don’t you think?”

Chroma didn’t answer, only stared. All those lenses, Eric didn’t need to know where she was focused. Jackie could sense it too, and she gave up watching him for a signal. Instead, she dropped into a sprinter’s crouch, ready to demolish the theoretical speed limit.

Chroma pointed, her limbs bristling with weaponry.

Eric threw up his hands. “Hey! Hey! I mean, you took initiative. That’s uh, that’s great. Yay, you!” He gave a weak cheer, a smile plastered on his damp face. “No need for the big guns.”

“You said this before, sweetie, sometimes you gotta say fuck rule number one.” There was nothing gentle about her tone. Her arm lowered and pinned ferociously to her side as the suit quivered with building rage. “Now, I need you to open the door or else I won’t be finished FUCKING RULE ONE!”

“You have no idea how wrong you are about this,” Jackie said.

She’d meant it as a helpful explanation, Eric knew. Mommy dearest’s bluntness had rubbed off on little Jackie though. It sounded like a challenge. Shit, anything she’d say would’ve been interpreted that way. Chroma had been waiting for her to dare to say anything.

Chroma’s arm shot upward, palm flat on the glass. Eric had an opportunity for his eyes to go wide, for his brain to try and send a signal to his sluggish, recently atrophied legs about which way to run or how best to bend to kiss his own ass goodbye, when he was suddenly on the floor, his equilibrium lurching violently.

A deep, warbling rumble, a dragon’s belch, filled the office and the large picture window sprayed into the room.

Cables, furniture, blocked his view and it took Eric a moment to realize he was behind the main console, Jackie holding him down.

He swam in the pressure wave of some kind of repulsor beam with it slapping against him and shifting the entire massive console closer. Stray cables whipped and flat screen monitors jerked in their wall mounts.

A safe room, Eric thought. That’s what his lair needed. Why the hell didn’t he have a safe room?

“Let me up!” Eric strained to move as he heard glass crunch inside the office.

“I’ve had such a bad day!” Chroma announced. Her metal feet ground into the scattered glass. “I found my parents!” Her excitement cooled and instantly turned into despair. “They were dead. So I took the man who killed them to meet them.”

“Please, let me up. I’ll talk to her!” The lair didn’t have a safe room, but it had a gym. A cardio binge hadn’t been enough to give him the strength to fight off Jackie though.

Jackie ignored him, pressing him down with one arm. Her back arched and head on a swivel, she peeked out between the forest of chair and table legs. Of all the times for Nancy Drew to get ideas other than to just talk.

The wiry strength pinning him to the floor disappeared so quickly Eric forcibly sucked in air. He felt like he’d been sucker punched in the gut twice now. Winded. It reminded him of running. Why had he ever stopped?

Jackie was gone with a shuddering burst that walked the console back from the wall. A loud crack sounded outside, and Eric braced himself for another wave of force. It rippled past stirring a cloud of dust, launching a wave of empty wrappers and trash toward him. Several ceiling tiles toppled to the ground.

Halfway into a kneeling crouch, another more distant rending sent him for cover behind the console. He peered over the desktop cautiously.

The room had been wrecked. Chairs and the conference table were all overturned and scattered. Glass fanned across the floor in little crystal nuggets. The hole which had been blown in the window now had a jagged rip through the surrounding wall both above and below. Jackie stood panting in the center of the opening with a chair in her hand. Chroma, nowhere to be seen.

He started forward. Jackie’s hand shot out and he froze in place. He wanted to peek over the edge, see how far Chroma had fallen, when he saw the hole punched through the far side of the enormous processing facility.

They both waited, holding their breath.

Jackie lowered the chair. The wheeled part looked shorn off or vaporized — he didn’t see the pieces lying around. Her top speed hadn’t been clocked, but Eric didn’t think what she hit somebody with mattered at that speed, the recipient was fucked.

“Home run,” Eric said.

“A Hurricane special,” she muttered, without turning. “Got it from a story Spencer told me.”

“I heard that!” Chroma’s voice sounded over the intercom. “You’ll have to beg for first base, baby. As for your little slut...”

Jackie had enough time to throw Eric a glance. Part confusion, another part contempt, the raised eyebrows asked ‘how do you know this person and why do you know this person’ all at once. It was a look he’d been the object of more times than he cared to count, and which had seemed to strike out of nowhere around the time he and his classmates hit puberty.

Misunderstood. Labeled. As completely batshit crazy as Chroma was right now, she did have a side he could identify with.

Before he could respond, a sonic boom shook the facility, more tiles crashing to the ground. Both of them waited for her to come screaming back through the hole. They were surprised when the roof exploded first.

Jackie shoved him out of the way, hard.

Too late, Eric remembered the vulnerability of super speed. He’d known it since he read Hurricane’s service records and found out how he’d lost his leg. The bug in that particular code was human response times. As fast as you might be, if your brain can’t tell you fast enough to get the fuck out of the way, you end up toast. Under a pile of rubble which used to be a roof. A sleek praying mantis sorta bitch drifting down on top of you.

“Where were we?” Chroma said, sweetly.

Cold. It descended with the Augment hunter and wrapped around Eric. He kept his eyes on her while sweeping the rubble. Jackie could’ve survived that, right? He suppressed a cough as dust billowed in his face mixing with frozen breaths.

“You wrecked the base,” Eric said. “Our base.”

Chroma gave a dismissive wave. “She did that. I’d just got home, and I wanted to see you. Alone. How did you expect me to feel?”

Feel? Eric wasn’t sure what or how she felt. He felt cold. Empty.

“What do you want?”

The giant lobed eyes considered him. He’d been convinced doing right with the Collective might let Crimson Mask rest in peace. Might allow him to prove to his only true friend his crazy decision to embark on this path had been right in the long run. Chroma moved closer and he held his ground.

A hand reached up. Articulated, five fingered, humanoid hand, he could be thankful for that at least. She carefully straightened his glasses.

“Just you, sweetie. Just you.”

He nodded. There was a deep sadness building which he’d always avoided. Dumb jokes and a shit attitude, he’d hidden it from so many people who wanted to get close to him. But he didn’t let it show, not now. He nodded a response and did his best to look happy. They hadn’t yet technically mated, so he thought he was safe from decapitation. It was a risk he’d have to take for the team. In a one for the many Vulkan sort of logic.

“Sure.” Eric put out his hand. 

“I’m going to take you away from all of this,” Chroma said, her eyes reflecting the wall of monitors. “I’ll handle operations. We...we can go on a trip. It’ll be fun.”

She took his hand, the metal glove shockingly cold. What else could he do? He couldn’t fight her. He couldn’t out hack her. He needed her out of here before anybody else got hurt.

As she pulled him close to her and began to rise gently off the floor, the office door erupted inward, flinging all the way open and embedding itself in the wall.

Mrs. H stood there. Cyrus was close behind. Further away, partway down the metal stairs leading to the upper catwalks, he thought he saw Emily.

“Jackie, she’s under there,” he shouted. “Use your powers to help her!”

They were rising on the suit’s miniature jets. Chroma hadn’t bothered to change her orientation, but she knew the others were there. Her boots nearly clear of the roof, their ascent suddenly stopped.

Eric wondered if Chroma wasn’t about to drop an explosive payload, finish off the team, the base. However, she seemed just as surprised. Her maneuvering jets kicked in and she twisted around to face the others.

Mrs. H. had scrambled atop the rubble and stood beneath them with one arm outstretched. Muscles tight, she glared upward with fierce determination. Eric could feel them starting to descend.

Chroma boosted the thrust of her jets. White hot fire matched the overcast sky she was driving toward. Dust and trash swirled below around Spencer’s Mom. The strain became visible in her face, blood rushing to her temples.

Against the immense thrust, Mrs. H held her ground. “Put him down!”

Christ, it looked so much like her, like Charlotte. It was Charlotte. But growing up with Spence, he’d heard that same Mom tone more than once when they were fucking around. He’d immediately drop the cookie, the borrowed car keys, the whatever the hell he’d been so freaking wrong about touching.

Chroma wouldn’t. She’d never had a mom voice to obey.

Chroma sighed, a sound only Eric could hear with his ear pressed to her armored chest. “I used to have such kick ass powers,” she said. “A shame, really.” She pointed a palm at her former body.

“No!” Eric shouted. “Mrs. H. let her go! I’ll be fine. It’s all good! All good.”

Cyrus, healer and cockroach, the ultimate survivor, had already moved carefully toward her. He looked ready to pull her away, aware this was not a standoff anybody could win. Eric could see the tears forming in her eyes.

She’s in the rubble, Eric thought, as loud as he could. Jackie’s buried! Use your sweet powers to get her out and put Cyrus to fucking work!

I won’t let her have you!

Save the mothering for Spence. I’m not your responsibility. I’m my own man. The one who made this nightmare real. Let me deal with it. Let me...let me do something right!

When she finally let go it was as if a string had been cut. Eric only briefly saw Mrs. H. stumble backward into Cyrus as they shot up, up into the air. He’d been cold before but now he was positively freezing as icy wind tore past them.

We’ll come get you, Eric. We will.

Don’t. Just don’t.
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WE DON’T HAVE TIME to waste. The other two Russians appear to have vanished into the tunnels beneath the city. No idea how far those extend but being trapped down there with Red Scourge isn’t high on my bucket list. Maybe his pest control solves our problems. My guess though - Anat’s already gone.

I don’t particularly care at this point. I need to get back to the base, find out what’s left. And we’ve got to get there faster than storm power will allow.

Knocked senseless, his cheekbone a swollen gash, Marut falls into an uncharacteristic silence. A single brick to the face had dropped him from loud mouth deity to moping mortal. Without his group transport trick, we’re left either having Ember leapfrog us across the desert like a perverse game of hot potato. Neither will work. We need real transportation.

Hound and I scout the area while Ember keeps an eye on Marut. Having her search from the air would be more efficient, but I don't’ want to gamble on attracting any more unwanted surprises. Hound’s ears perk up as we pass cautiously near the tunnel entrance.

“Vehicles. Damn tunnels gotta be big.”

“Under there?” I ask, pointing at the entrance, no bigger than a typical door.

“Yep. Regular convoy. Probably twenty clicks out by now, only reason I still hear ‘em is the reverb in the tunnel.” He sniffs. “Can’t be drivin’ quick down there.” He inhales once again, this time, closing his eyes. “Stale exhaust. They left before we got here.”

That isn’t the news I wanted to hear. Our little mission was doomed from the start. Those vehicles though, we could use right about now.

“Think they left any behind?” I ask.

“If they did, they’ll be sittin’ on IEDs,” Hound says. Scratch that off the list of ways to get out of here. “We best clear outta here before the Ruskies come out and find out about their man.”

“Why’d they leave him?”

“Simple. They had a mission. Figured they’d leave behind that beast to keep us busy while they stayed on target.”

I start to ask if we should be on target. Then I remember the edge of panic in Emily’s voice. Eric, kidnapped. “Ours has changed. We get back to the base ASAP.”

Hound nods without giving any other indication that he agrees with the call. Could be this is the new Hound. Less mentor, more stalwart soldier. Me worrying about his mood won’t do us any good.

“Can you sniff out a car?” I ask.

“Be a goddamn miracle to find one hasn’t been scavenged or blown to shit, but might as well try until Marut comes ‘round.”

Three streets over, we make miracles happen.

A beat up jeep sits parked in front of a street lamp which has managed to stay upright despite the rest of the block being in ruins. There’s no reason it should be here except dumb luck. My multitool in hand, I’m more than ready to hotwire the jeep but Hound holds me back at the corner of the intersection.

“Right,” I say. “Bombs. I’ll keep watch.”

He slips around the corner, his nose to the air and eyes scanning. A few spiraling circles and he’s within reach of the jeep, sniffing and probing at the wheel wells. Dropping to his belly, he scans the undercarriage. He’s there for a long while, his attention focused on something between the car and the street lamp. Still crouched defensively, he raises a hand and motions me over.

I cover the distance and stay low even though I feel like we’re the only people in this town. Kneeling on the driver’s side, he draws my attention to a cable strung from the jeep to the lamp post.

“What ya make of that?” he asks.

“Coaxial cable,” I say. I follow the length of wire up the post. “Probably an antennae up there.” An unpleasant thought comes to mind. “Remote detonator?”

Hound shakes his head. “No charges. Vehicle’s clean.”

I holster my gun and get out my weapon of choice. My multitool is still wrapped in dad’s old mask. Hard to explain, but it just feels right in my hand compared to the blocky grip of the gun. Holding the folded collection of screwdriver heads, blades, files, I notice my hand is shaking. My trigger finger is weak and worn like a runner’s legs the day after a marathon.

Hound doesn't say anything. I can sense his concern though even as he keeps a look out on the street. I shake it off. I can easily get this old rust bucket running, but the cable mystery has to be solved first.

Happy, excited even to use my one natural born superpower, what I find quickly sours my mood. No super sleuthing is required. Whoever set this up meant for it to be as easy as possible to figure out. There’s a transponder in the glove box which comes with a helpful note. Written in a jagged script atop yellow lined paper is one word: Spencer. Like she dipped her talon thing in ink. Maybe blood.

Hound and I exchange a wary glance. 

I remove the paper slowly, like I’m expecting it to go off in my hand. Hound won’t take his eyes off guard duty, but I see him fighting the urge to crowd my shoulder. Unfolded, I read the note aloud.

“You may check, but the transponder is set to reply to Russian electronic surveillance efforts. You will encounter them, not Anat. Neither of you will stop me. Surrender to prophecy. Surrender to your fate.”

There’s a cell phone beside the transponder. Out of habit, Hound snatches my wrist when I reach for it. He seems to recall he said there weren’t any detonators or whatever and lets go.

Wires tether the phone to the transponder. I’m careful not to mess them up, or shift things too much. There’s no service on the phone. All that’s there is an alarm clock app. It’s still flashing on the screen with the wakeup call. Time? Fifteen minutes before we landed.

Fifteen minutes for her to move out through the tunnels. For the Russian strike team to get airborne. To make her enemies duke it out while she fled for safety.

Fifteen minutes before anybody who wasn’t flying on a fucking cloud across the Atlantic knew we were even there.

***
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HOUND TAKES OVER ONCE we’re all loaded into the jeep. Transponder left behind, the jeep was left gassed up, un-booby trapped. A friendly gesture from our target.

He takes a direct shot across the desert, avoiding main roads. Late Fall in Syria is about perfect weather wise, but the mouthful of dirt has me wishing for snow.

I can’t begin to imagine what happened at the base. Emily hasn’t checked in again. My guess is the command center got hit — because where else would Eric be? They’ve probably left it unmanned. And so far, no psychic friends network pings from Mom. I can’t help but fire accusing looks at Marut who sits, sulking in the back seat. It would be too slow, but he could at least be offering to help fly us.

He’s just a kid. Been there. Finding yourself in over your head, none of it what you asked for. At some point though, he’s gotta nut up.

Fuck. I’m sounding more and more like Dad.

Our trek takes us toward Israel where, thanks to Hound’s contacts, we manage a flight to Canada. None of that is easy. It’s a dicey game of both avoiding and trusting the IDF, first as we sneak over the border and then as we hunt down his contacts. Anat’s cell comes in handy as I’m able to access the maintenance mode and hack into a local carrier while spoofing the phone id so we can place a call. Finally, I’m getting to use those powers I’d rather spend my time with, but the feeling inside is anything but triumphant.

We meet with grisly, stone faced guys. Mossad, Hound tells me. One, I’m almost certain is an Augment, though I can’t recall where I’ve seen the face. I’m reluctant to step up. But the need to get home, to find out what happened to Eric, and start the search for him inspires confidence. I think even Ember takes note when I assume the lead in what ends up being a negotiation.

This isn’t a free ride. I trade intel. Anat’s last known location, associates, her history, everything. They take every word with that same stoic expression making it hard to tell if this is news to them or not.

I’m half-surprised they take me seriously, but I don’t let it show. Only when we leave and one calls me Beetle, do I understand why they listened. I can’t escape the suit. I can’t set it aside any more than I can my multitool, my father’s mask, his legacy.

Marut takes us the rest of the way from a tiny airfield outside Quebec. He’s still quiet but at the helm of his cloud chariot, he’s intense. A storm rages below, sweeping across the Canadian frontier leaving snow and lightning in its wake.

I don’t speculate about the damage. I instead think about what I’m to become. What lengths I’ll go to find a friend and stop the world from sliding closer to destruction.

***
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JACKIE MEETS US AT the front door to the offices, her face covered in scrapes, and her expression suddenly relieved. She’s been banged up by her encounter with Chroma, but far from beat down, she’s ready to go. She’s been on perimeter duty for hours, circling. She’d raced out past Toronto, trying to locate any sign of Chroma. Southeast, she says, excited, hyper. We last saw her heading southeast.

I tell her to take a break. She and Ember wander off to admire a new hole in the processing plant wall. Jackie’s handiwork, I think, from the fight.

Cyrus is asleep in the infirmary. No sign of Mom. I step inside only long enough to smack his foot.

“You’re on watch.”

I don’t wait to see if he wants to argue.

Our makeshift genetics lab is my next stop. The lab has come a long way. Thoroughly cleaned, all the excess furniture, gone, the ghetto containment tent in the middle glows brighter, like they’ve scrounged up more lights. We arrived late, but I see Emily through the waxy looking plastic.

“Where’s my Mom?” I ask, barging in through the plastic.

I’ve seen Emily before on all-nighters at campus. This is no different. Hunched over a microscope, her face when she turns to me is drained, emotionless. I’m a new pathogen or whatever has swum into the slide of her tunnel vision.

“I need a proper thermacycler. And this fucking pipettor won’t stay calibrated.” She points at some device which reminds me of a miniaturized version of some of the mine processing equipment. Sorta crane-like, the robotic arm grasps a line of little nozzles suspended above banks of waiting test tubes. As if on cue, it slides forward and happily squirts the contents into the empty space between the waiting cylinders. Emily’s lips purse. She looks ready to explode when she reaches for a cup...no, a beaker...of coffee and takes a slow, satisfying sip. “No cheap Chinese shit. I need the real deal.”

She sets her beaker down and I notice the coffee maker not far away.

“Have you left here?” I ask. She takes too long to consider the question. “Do you ever leave here?”

Emily sighs and turns. “Aside from robot attacks? I can’t say. The showers are cold. Outside is colder. What else do I have to do but work miracles?”

She sounds less stressed, but she isn't directing the conversation at me. She’s looking at the gurney with Vulkan. There’s been no change, as far as I can tell. Wan, emaciated, the monitors beep a steady pulse meant to be reassuring.

“Have you named your office mate yet?” I ask.

“Peter.” She scratches the back of her neck and gives a rueful stare. “I’m not crazy. Just stressed and highly, highly caffeinated. People are getting killed out there. Eric, he’s missing!” She takes in a deep yoga breath to clear her mind. Chakras align or whatever. “I’m sorry, you asked where she is?”

“My Mom, I...”

“She’s in her room. You should go see her.”

“Sure, but are you going to be all right?”

Another cleansing breath. “I’m fine. This,” she says, motioning toward the lab, “is not. We’re behind. I’ve had some progress on reversing Cyrus’ healing ability. If you want me to inoculate Augments against that, we’re all good.” Her exasperated tone says anything but all good. Another hit off the beaker and she’s golden. “But I feel...I feel like I’m doing something here. Not just telling lies to the public, pretending everything will be fine tomorrow.”

I’m not sure she understands what a relief it is for me to hear her say that. I’d accidentally kidnapped her and thought our friendship had been destroyed. A smile will need to be enough for now.

“Thank you,” I’m already moving toward the door. “I’ll get your thermacoupler—”

“Cycler!”

“Thermacycler. You, you just take a damn break. Everybody, take a break!”

She blinks, stunned. Being told to take a break and being told her equipment problem would be solved must be pretty alien to her. And I know I’d better deliver or else I’ll never hear the end of it.

Our quarters aren’t far from the lab, both are located in the spacious and, bonus, climate controlled office suites. I make my way quickly down the hall still subconsciously reaching out for Mom with my brain. I don’t want to shout, in case she’s sleeping, but I need to see her.

A light knock, and I open her door.

She’s floating. Legs crossed, palms up, resting on her knees, I can tell she’s been hanging out with Emily too much. One eye cracks open.

“I heard you coming all the way from the Holy Land,” she says.

More relief. She seems in almost good spirits for once. I have no idea why.

“You could’ve picked up the phone,” I say. “Called your son.”

“Christ, Spencer, you sound like somebody’s mother.”

I can’t will the smile not to happen. Dad’s leadership, Mom’s sense of humor? I don’t need to Mulligan that hand.

“Well, can you explain yourself? No calls. No texts. No brain intrusions.”

Her almost whimsical look gets serious. “I’m just focusing. I’m not sure where Eric is, but I don’t want him to be alone.” 
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I DON’T GET TO THE command center until well after dark. Winter in Nowhere, Canada and I’ve had to put on the full Hoth suit to stay comfortable. There’s no need for any gathering of clues as to what went down. Chroma came, grabbed her plaything, and left.

If the universe played in monochromatic colors, Eric would be the bad guy anyway. Heir to Shortwave’s plans for a digital revolution and maybe a good part of the reason my Dad is dead, I should be happy. This is a win.

Of course, then I’d have to be the good guy. I think it’s clear how impossible that is.

What Eric and I are on some cosmic scale is meaningless. What we are and always will be are friends. And I’m worried.

The comcen is a disaster. The hole in the roof has already allowed a dusting of snow to pile up at ground zero. Twisted metal pokes through the fresh blanket and my flashlight glitters off the fine flakes as they drift down. Monitors flicker between garbled pixels and clear pictures.

On the wall adjacent to the door, the window over the factory floor is an empty pane. Cold, still air seeps through, the structure fighting off the winter breeze but not the heavy chill. It creates a pressure, a weight, as I stand beside the gaping hole Chroma got blasted through, tearing chunks of the window frame and sheetrock from the surrounding wall as she passed.

I shine the light into the massive depths of the processing center. Dark, eerily quiet, aside from a trail of debris left like breadcrumbs along the upper supports and catwalks, the warehouse looks unscathed. Unscathed that is except for the matching exit wound on the far side where Chroma got ejected.

Jackie tried. I don’t know what it would’ve changed, but I should’ve been here.

I pick my way through the mess. Powdery snow mixes with demolished ceiling tiles. The rubble pile is actually not perfectly under the hole in the roof, having been shifted by Mom as they dug Jackie out. The number of wadded up fast food wrappers and discarded soda bottles mixed in with the destruction surprises me. Had I just not been paying attention?

This was classic Eric, sure. But since he arrived here, he seemed to have changed his habits. I’d thought being in the middle of nowhere had forced him to re-evaluate — exercise to avoid going mad, living on low calorie bunker-style cuisine out of necessity. With all the new shipments though, looks like he’d said, ‘fuck it’. I let the light wander and stop on a crumpled wrapper from Hamburger Hut.

“Holding out on me, bro.”

I’m not here to clean up, I’m here to salvage. Eric’s extreme game of Civilization Millennial Edition is going to be offline for a while. The Collective will need to get along without him. For now though, we needed some basic connectivity.

Eric’s battle station is dark; his chair, keyboard, and precision gaming mouse somewhere in the mess, though a few loose keys lying on the surface speak of a noble death. Monitors hang crooked in their mounts. Most have lights indicating power but the ones which are displaying anything show pictures like a digital unicorn vomiting rainbows. More than a few are dark with shards of glass embedded in them.

I drop to squeeze behind the console. A metal shell, maybe it had controls here at one time for the factory floor below, not sure. What’s there now is even more classic Eric, which means a mess of wires and mismatched hardware. I’ve decided I’ll trace back the wiring for the clearest monitor above to locate the best salvage candidate when my flashlight catches a blue gleam.

Babe, our once beefy dream machine. Amid all the clutter she gleams with her custom lighting and see-thru case. Buried treasure among the generic cases. Whatever his plans for her, she’s already unhooked.

Used to be the best commercial hardware stolen credit card numbers could buy. She’s several generations off. But she’s familiar and a solid workhorse which I know inside and out.

Memories come flooding back from Eric’s basement. Happy times before I’d gotten tangled up with Dad’s life. With them, there’s the thought of Eric being trapped with Chroma. I can’t say how much time we’ve got.

I shuffle the case from behind the workstation. Sweat builds under my heavy coat and I toss it to the floor. Once Babe’s out, I fish out a power cord just in case. The offices have plenty of spare monitors and keyboards. I’m about to heft the tower off the floor when one of the monitors flickers, the static image from a satellite somewhere changing.

Xamse appears on screen. He squints, examining the room through his connection or maybe he’s only got a blank screen, not sure. I slide into view and balance Babe on the console.

“What the hell do you want?”

His brow furrows and he leans in. “Ah! Spencer! It appears you have had some troubles, friend.”

“I don’t have time for you,” I say, picking up Babe and getting ready to leave. “We’re all full on drama for the month. Try to reschedule next year.”

“I would ask to speak to the illustrious Enigma, but it appears he has suffered an accident?”

I eye him and let Babe drop harder onto the console than I meant to. He either knows, or he’s fishing.

“Talk to me, asshole. What exactly do you think you know?”

Xamse’s hands raise and he eases back with the retreat into a slow, luxurious recline in his leather office chair. Brightly painted, sumptuously furnished, not blown to shit, his surroundings are a stark study in contrasts. This doesn’t do anything for my attitude.

“I know I can locate my former property,” he offers with a helpful, leering smile.

“Already on it,” I say, preparing again to leave.

“I know Chroma has awareness of the weaknesses in my, or shall I call this, our firewall designs.” This piques my interest enough for me to stop and glare. “I also know production at my facility is on schedule to produce more armored suits and provide an equilibrium to the Augment threat.”

“The threat YOU created!” The words explode from my lips and echo about the opening to the cavernous processing facility.

My fury doesn’t so much as cause him to bat an eye. “I created nothing, only accelerated what would happen. The Collective and their resources are impressive but also intensely curious. They would have breached my security eventually, or that of the governments who maintain these secrets.” He gets comfortable while I fume, trying not to launch into a rabid outburst. “Consumers, people in general, they do not act until they must. Until the problem which needs solving is clear and often very nearly beyond their control.”

“And you needed a hungry market.”

“I needed a cause for the new order to rally behind. As do you. Ending the hegemony of the formerly United States is only the first step.”

“Replacing it with your, what? Self-serving opportunism? I am so done with you.” I crouch over the console, baring my teeth, struggling to keep from coming apart and rage quitting this conversation with a fist to the monitor. “After I get Eric back, after I clean up your mess, I’m coming for you, you can count on that.”

“How then will you do this?” His imperturbable calm finally throws me off my game and resets the building anger. I blink, unable to answer. “Will you repair the aging armor? The last generation weapon more designed to capture not kill? And do you have suppliers? Will you contact them on your toy computer?” He waves dismissively to the corner of the screen and toward Babe. “Or will you accept my assistance like a true businessman?”

Clouds of frost puff and disperse, my breath returning to normal. “I don’t need your help,” I say, completely without conviction.

I’ve already quietly inventoried the facility in my head a thousand times. With the equipment here, I can make simple modifications, possibly patch up the worst of the damage to the old Beetle armor. The more sensitive components, I can’t do a damn thing about. Tasking Eric’s Collective hive was my only hope. I can contact them and hope for the best, but given the hit or miss quality, like with the genetics lab, that would be a risk. And I know much of the armor’s key components are proprietary.

I need that suit operational.

“Chroma is a threat to us all, Spencer. If you believe you can stop her without protection of your own, you have my blessing.” He gives a mild shrug, then leans in for the kill. “Or, accept a few gifts from an old friend.”

I have a team, I try to reassure myself. Ember, a loose cannon, barely able to follow orders. Jackie who’s been beat down twice now and needs some rest. Cyrus, a former traitor. Marut, a brooding kid with the power of the Almighty at his disposal. Then there’s Hound, a good soldier who probably needs to start collecting his pension.

All that to handle a crazy AI in a murderbot plus a fortune telling berserker. Damnit, I need Eric. And I need that armor.

“I’ll let you know.”

I go ahead and put a fist into the screen. Put that on Twitch.

***
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AFTER SETTING UP OUR makeshift command center in an empty office near the genetics lab, I head straight for the workshop. Sleep had been on the agenda, but I’m too amped. I need to give the Beetle a thorough systems check. See what I can accomplish on my own.

All our excitement as of late, and somebody has left the giant hangar doors open, wide enough to drive a truck through. I stop in the middle of the opening and plant my fists on my hips. More amazing leadership opportunities: find a therma whatever for Emily, have a talk about leaving the damn door open.

Halfway across the bare concrete floor toward the Beetle, I’m surprised to see Hound. He’s off to the side where we park the ATV, past an enormous dump truck with tires taller than most cars. He looks busy, but it isn’t like he didn’t hear me come in.

“Not getting any sleep?” I ask.

Looks like he’s got a few of our cameras on the table. Complete with motion sensors, they’re set to broadcast when somebody gets too close, though they won’t help much when we’re getting attacked from the air by a flying hacking machine.

“Just doing the routine perimeter check.” He doesn’t look up. “You?”

“Same, I guess.” Since we’re skipping eye contact, I turn to face the Beetle. “I need to do a diagnostic. Get her up and running.”

He doesn't’ answer, just grunts. I turn to check, and he motions me over with a flick of his head. On the table, he’s got one of the sensors disassembled and he’s cleaning off the contacts. They appear fine, maybe a tad dusty, but the disciplined checklist he maintains in his head must be followed with military efficiency, Oorah! He indicates the faceplate and I dive in, happy to help.

“Those heavies put the fear a God in ya?” He keeps his head down, tone neutral, so I don't know if he’s joking.

“Abso-fucking-lutely,” I say.

Another grunt and I think it’s one of agreement. “Good. This’ll get tougher before it gets easier.”

We manage to piece together the sensor and reattach the camera. “In a normal world,” I say, “This would be my job.”

He shrugs, inspecting the camera and spit polishing the newly cleaned sensor. “What the fuck is a normal world, son?”

He’s not looking for an answer. Without saying another word he gathers up several cameras and drops them in the bed of the ATV. I load the last couple. He cranks the engine and sits there, hands on the wheel.

“You did good out there. Hell, when I was green, I’da needed the brown pants to save face for somethin’ like that.” His eyes wander to the battle armor. “But you ain’t a new recruit and there’s no shame in taking the right equipment into battle.” His eyes finally meet mine and I see the weariness of decades in the trenches. “Best I be gettin’ these back online.” He gives a quick salute and drives off into the empty tundra.

I follow partway, staring after the disappearing tail lights as they wind around the dirt trail. Flat hills cut a blank void out of the shifting sky. Clouds have obscured the night, but they only diffuse the shimmering glow of the Aurora. She’s acting up tonight. Maybe priming herself for one final blast to put a fragile planet out of its misery.

But we’re still here. And I’ll be damned if I go out without a fight.
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XAMSE DELIVERS AS PROMISED. I couldn’t have repaired the Beetle otherwise.

Navigating Eric’s nest of Collective connections for resupply was about as easy as trying to pick up after him in his old basement. We manage several drone deliveries and one helicopter flight which includes extra supplies and a return flight for the guy who drove a tanker full of diesel out here for our generator and left it, no questions asked.

The recommissioned drones are the best part of this little network because I don’t have to meet anybody face to face. When I do, and it’s damn cold enough for the excuse, I wear a full ski mask. Hardly an Augment’s war spandex or whatever, but it’ll have to do for my covert identity. Any of Eric’s Collective followers probably have dealt directly with him. While none of them seem the type to rat us out, if they see my headline news face, they might reconsider.

A mess, but what Eric’s done is impressive. Even dabbling on the fringes of the sprawling global network, it gets the job done. And in his absence, global operations haven’t stalled out. If anything, they’ve ramped up. I should be concerned, maybe, but that just means I need to bring him back and soon.

Before me stands the Beetle surrounded by fresh shipments of crates and boxes. New armaments. Exterior patches and firmware upgrades. Specialized tools from Xamse’s custom stock to work on the more sensitive systems. For the bigger pieces, I’ve got a garage full of tools made for heavy duty mining equipment which should suffice.

“I’ll get you flying again, Wormfood.”

My gruesome nickname doesn’t fit this time. Or I don’t want it to fit. The look on Yeti’s face when he dropped, that absolute shock, haunts me. Hound explained the round went in and bounced around his impervious skull. Just what I needed to hear.

Multitool out, I steady my shaking hand and cut open the first box. Before I can even peel back the packing material, I hear the engine of the ATV outside. The garage door slides open and Hound steps in, back from one of his patrols.

“Gettin’ her spit polished?”

“Something like that,” I say. He’s got the ATV parked and the garage closed before I stop him on his way back out. “We got any red paint?”

He squints and nods loosely. “Sure. Used it to touch up the scrap striping.” He motions toward the back of the workshop where I don’t think anybody but him would notice scuffed floor markings. “Cabinet along the west wall.”

He doesn’t ask why. Another reason I need Hound here. No questions. No judgments.

***
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“WHO’S THIS?”

Titan speaks before he’s completely got the phone under control. Must be one of those old wall-mounted units with the cord. Aside from the scuffing of the receiver against his likely much too open collar, I can barely hear him over the thump of dance music which would’ve been called pop twenty years ago.

“Your Canadian hand sanitizer supplier. Figured we’d start those bulk orders today. You’ve seen where all those bills you count go.”

“Not interested.”

He hangs up.

I lean back in the chair, Babe whirring at my feet. Our single screen command center has been relocated into a smaller office closer to my quarters. Most of my time lately has been spent in the workshop, but putting the system out here reminds me to leave said workshop. Being near my room also reminds me sleep is a thing.

I count the ceiling tiles while I wait. The cell phone I used is one of Eric’s burners. Babe is masking the connection routed a million different ways to make the call appear to originate in Siberia. Anybody traces it, it might make those Russian assholes nervous.

The cell phone rings. It’s a garbage number, not even enough digits to be one. I answer.

“You got nerve calling me direct,” Titan says. “You could jeopardize my op.”

“You know me, I’m not going in without protection. Multiple layers.”

His end is quieter now, probably in the back office of whatever skin den. No judgment here. The guy has found a way to make a living. I’ve got his Salarium accounts open on screen and he’s running solid six figures on top of whatever legal currency he’s collecting from his Vegas strip club. It also shows his recent purchases in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia.

“You’ve rethought our offer I take it?” he asks.

“Oh, no. I mean no way are you monitoring out here or swinging your giant dick in my face. I’m calling because you need my help.”

“Do I now?” He practically snorts. “This a threat? Please tell me it’s a threat.”

“You’re keeping an eye on a former boss of mine. What you really need to be looking out for is what’s coming for him.”

“You finally going to man up and take that demented prick down a peg?”

So he’s met Xamse. “Not me. I’m in line, sure, and I call dibs before you and Cantor make any moves. But he’s got a sentient prototype battle armor after him which could wreck the world.”

“I ain’t afraid of toys.” His voice starts to wander away from the phone. “The girls, they like the battery power.”

He isn’t talking to me at this point. “You aren’t in an office are you?”

“Private room. Could be an office, once I buy the place.” His voice drifts away again. “Isn’t that right, hon?” And now he muses about his business opportunity with me again. “Stripping isn’t a legal business around here, but I find that’s where the money is.”

Lovely. He’s getting a lap dance while we talk about the fate of civilization.

“All I need is for you to give me a heads up if you happen to see a killer robot. Especially one streaking toward Xamse’s little compound.”

There’s a pause and a shuffle. I’ve got his undivided attention. “What about your geek network?”

He’s a creep, but he’s quick on the uptake. No matter what I say here, he’s going to know we’ve had some trouble. Question is, how much do I let him in on?

“That same killer robot rearranged our office. I need to know where she is, and I don’t care who tells me first. You guys are old fashioned intelligence with less reliance on the networks and systems she can manipulate. Once you find her, I’ll take care of it.”

“All by yourself?”

“I got a team.”

“You got a team,” he says, with more than a touch of sarcasm. “Saw what you did in Syria.”

“We’re in the field, not getting lap dances. More than I can say for some.”

“Don’t get touchy because you don’t know how to work an expense report. Tell me again why I should help you?”

A good question and one for which I have a good answer. “I can tell you what Xamse is up to. That’s why you’re there, in Africa, right?”

“I’m here for the scenery, kid. Safaris and shit.”

I typically like to have a better strategy when playing games with people. Of course, most of my game experience consists of pixels, resource management, and the occasional handful of dice. As a not-so-super hero, I’ve been mostly going it alone. What I need to do now is find some way to make allies, not push them away.

“War profiteering rarely works without wars. Xamse’s the one who released the documents on the Augment process. He’s also creating a robot army to counter said Augment uprising.”

“Tell me something I don’t know.”

“Fine. Chroma, the killer robot, she’s kidnapped Eric. The Collective, your little side business in the U.S., is all at risk. Oh, and once Chroma gets into Xamse’s systems, that’s likely the start of World War Three.”

Silence. I hear him giving muted commands for his entertainment to take a break.

“You don’t get it. We’re already on the verge of that, kid. Russia and China are colliding in the Middle East. They’ll carve up Iran and fight to control trade routes from Africa and Europe and there’s no global cop to put them in their place. That Anat bitch is a speed bump and your buddy’s Collective is D.O.A.”

“My buddy’s Collective won’t be D.O.A. with an army of highly advanced murderbots at their disposal.”

He’s quiet again, probably getting those sticky gears in his brain to turn. “So, this Chroma, she’s not a wild card?”

“She has to be stopped.”

“I’ll make a few calls.” From the way his voice trails off, I sense he nearly disconnected the call, but he’s quickly back on the line with a question. “How’s your cure coming?”

“What cure?”

I hang up.

Smartass is fishing again. Cure Augments, make them, he doesn’t know what we’re doing still. I’m fine with that.

Hand cocked, ready to toss the phone in the trash, I stop. The phone is relatively new, not state of the art, but the display, processors, SoC, memory, modem, cameras, sensors, gyroscope, accelerometer, can all be re-purposed. Hell, you could make a solid missile guidance system with it.

I stuff it in my pocket and head back toward the workshop. If somebody wants a war, I’m happy to oblige. 

***
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TIME PASSES STRANGELY inside the workshop. Doors sealed against the winter, I often lose track. Sometimes, I work with the big sliding doors cracked open to the outside world. The cold keeps me moving.

Night rarely comes. When it finally does, it is brief and often as gray as the snowy days. During clear weather, there isn’t ever a true darkness. Aurora is always there to bathe the reflective snow in rippling energy.

No day, no night, between mounting new weapons and repairing the old shell, I worry about Eric. I wonder what exactly Anat is doing. How do I get the jump on somebody who can see into the future? Free a friend from an all-seeing AI?

Brainstorming ideas is my only break. But they never stick. I’m missing a co-conspirator’s voice with wild ideas and expert certainty on all things geeky. Quotes about Star Trek episodes which stumble into temporal anomalies and marginally insane theories which might just give me the insight I desperately need.

I need Eric.

I salvage another monitor and route the satellite television feed into the workshop. I’m half trying to keep an eye on developments, and half trying to fill the void left by a true friend.

Global news keeps covering Anat’s continual victories and escapes. Mossad, Russian hit teams, Chinese Augments, both state created and mercenary, either come up short, get routed, or join her growing band. She is anything but a speed bump like Titan said. She’s the locus of whatever change is coming.

Repairs on the armor progress quickly and I fall into the bad habit of letting the work isolate me. This isn’t the way a leader operates, I know. Slipping out of the role is so much easier than stepping up.

But the team has started taking on their own duties. Hound continues his patrols and I have him take Marut along. It gives the smart mouth deity a chance to feel useful and an excuse to get some cloud time. It also exposes him to something I can’t be — a role model.

I wonder every time if Hound will come back alone — whether he gets tired of Marut’s many mouths, or whether Marut just decides to fly off and be an army of one. Every time though, they return.

Jackie and Ember are too high energy to stay put. The winter here is not Ember’s cup of slushee. So I send them to chase down leads on Chroma and Eric. Ember’s flight, Jackie’s speed, they can cover big areas. So far, nothing.

Cyrus and Emily really knuckle down on the cure. The strong-willed and strident Augment has finally met his match. She takes no shit from him, and I am not only unsurprised but a little proud. They’ve had a few loud arguments, often walking away only to return to their work with more ideas. They’re equally stubborn in that way, and, if a cure is possible, I have no doubt they’ll find it.

Which leaves Mom. Checking on me. Bringing me snacks for fuck’s sake. Going to war with your mother is, I’ve definitely decided, the most awkward thing you can do.

She’s in constant contact with Eric. He’ll give her clues and we’ll talk about them, run some data, task Collective forces, trying to understand where the hell he’s been taken.

The whole time, he’s trying to talk Chroma down. Get her to bring him back to us. What we do to her then, I’m not going to tell him. They’re on a ‘getaway’ she tells him. A private cabin somewhere cold and snowy, likely inaccessible. They never crossed any oceans, so I almost feel like they’re still here in the vast frontier that is Canada. Not even Jackie though can search all the remote, trackless reaches in her lifetime.

Mom comes out to the garage. She’s got a plate of cookies which I’m not even sure we had the ingredients to make. It’s so bizarre, despite my earlier request, I want to tell her that there are no cookies in the secret base, but they smell too damn good even to my cold and plugged up nose.

I take one and try to make it look grudgingly. She smiles.

“I can be your mother, bake cookies, and still be a part of your little Fellowship here.”

“That’s not our name,” I say, wagging the cookie threateningly. “And, God, yes, you can make cookies.” It’s gooey, warm and practically melting in my mouth. “How?”

She laughs. “Jackie.”

Right. A grocery trip is only a blink away for some. I take another bite, processing my thoughts and enjoying the cookie at the same time which Mom lets me do, alone.

“It’s just weird trying to be a badass Augment team leader and having your Mom bring cookies.”

“I shared them,” she says, faking concern. “I understand. Cookies aren’t part of being a hero or whatever. They’re part of life though, Spencer. Remember life?”

I snatch another cookie. “Yeah, I guess.” I take another bite and gaze up at the Beetle.

“I like it,” Mom says. “What do you call it?”

Without turning or reading minds, I know she’s talking about my handiwork with the paintbrush and a can of red paint. I painted a few minis in my day for tabletop games. The skills don’t exactly translate to this scale, but it’s got the look I intended. The single crimson stripe bisects the face continuing down to the chest. Rough edges give it a worn patina sorta effect. Nothing too clean or gaudy.

I realize I’ve finished the second cookie and I reach for a third. She pulls the plate away and stares expectantly with those odd, mercury eyes.

“Kid Crimson,” I say. “Formerly the Black Beetle.”

She grins and offers the tray again. I don’t complain. I grab two more. Life. If Eric were here what would I do?

Get into mischief. Give him shit.

“Do me a favor. Tell Eric I’m eating homemade chocolate chip cookies.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
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ERIC TRIED TO KEEP his breathing regular. A suffocating weight lay across his chest. Pinned, he couldn’t move. It was like being caught in a vice grip, or possibly like wearing a corset, though he’d never worn a corset. As overweight as he’d been, the thought had never crossed his mind. It crossed now. Inappropriately.

Could robots be attractive in a corset? Could a bug-eyed robot be sexy in, well, anything? He wanted to be accepting. He’d heard of people modifying their bodies to look like lizards and stuff. A sexy cat woman might be cool.

He exorcised all thoughts of intimacy from his heads. Even a stray splinter of morning wood could be deadly in this situation. There were absolutely places where no man should ever go before, after, or between.

This was all about what’s on the inside. He understood that. He wanted to not be a douche bag about the whole thing.

He cracked open an eye.

Chroma lay beside him, her arm stretched across his chest. He saw himself, repeated over and over, like a funhouse mirror across the fragmented lenses. Nothing there to tell him whether she was awake or not.

Sleeping had been her idea. They were to “sleep together”, which had freaked him the fuck out. Some sort of Terminator Prima Nocta which he doubted very seriously he would survive. That had been two weeks ago.

They had the same habit now, every night. She didn’t sleep, but she did seem to vacate the armor. Ride off on whatever connections she had into the virtual world while he pretended to be a good boyfriend and slept. Or he also pretended to sleep.

Which was difficult with a robotic arm locked around your chest.

She was surprisingly lightweight and not surprisingly strong as fuck. Safe words had been employed for hugs. Her vice-like grip had been used to keep him from “rolling out of the bed again and hurting himself.”

It didn’t help that, apparently, it was the middle of the day. Light streamed in through the quaint cabin window, a soft, effusive glow of snow coated trees and waist-high drifts. They had four blankets piled on top of them and he was sweating as the battle armor vented whatever radioactive power.

He felt feverish. Maybe the tightness in his chest wasn’t just the cinching arm. Maybe it was the flu. Pneumonia. He could’ve come down with some sort of deer zombie virus out here. Maybe he was dying.

Eric closed his eyes again. Dying here in the deathly quiet freaked him out. This was definitely not on his list of ways to die. Weeks staring at rustic bullshit and he was having technology withdrawal.

The bed here was a mattress on the floor. Chroma had shattered the frame in an awkward attempt to, he wasn’t sure, turn him on? He didn’t want to think about it. Other than the bed, a dresser sat under the window, likely hand carved from native trees or some bullshit. On the wall, a dead beast glared judgmentally at them.

He cracked his eye again. Yep. Staring right at them with those glassy eyes. Moose? Elk? Hell if he knew. It just leered like it had shoved its head through from the adjoining room, the dusty, rubbery lip curled in disgust.

“Mind your own business,” he said.

Chroma stirred. “Something wrong?”

Eric stiffened, closed his eyes, then reopened them, watching her out of the corners. “Nothing. Nope.” He faked a yawn. “Weird dreams.”

“Is the moose bothering you again?”

“No. Yes. I’m not sure.”

“It’s the moose,” she said, definitively. Her arm lifted and Eric sucked in a deep, thankful breath. Without rising she pointed at the moose. 

Ruby light flared across the room. A red lance of energy shot from her palm in a perfect line which tore through the meaty snout, blasting up through the skull and on out beyond where the cold sun filled the perfectly rounded tunnel. Blackened wood and dense stuffing glowed orange at the frayed edges.

Eric smelled smoke. Burning fur.

“Pew,” she said.

Eric made his bid for freedom. Tossing off the blankets, he hopped to his feet. Stretching, he faked another yawn.

“Boy, great sleep there.”

Chroma propped her head on her other arm and lazily swung the laser-spewing one in his general direction.

“It’s only been two hours,” she said. “You need five point five more.”

He didn’t think the laser cannon was pointed at him. His eyes couldn’t leave the still glowing palm hole. One accidental discharge and he’d find himself ventilated.

Eric climbed back into bed.

Blankets or not, he was screwed. He could either choose the sweat lodge option or the freakishly strong arm pressed directly against his thin t-shirt. He went with the arm this time.

“Where do you go?” he asked. “I know you aren’t sleeping.”

“You aren’t supposed to know.” She giggled. “But the world, it’s getting to be a dangerous place, especially since the Augment formulas were released. I need to keep you safe.”

“I appreciate it,” Eric said “But, we can’t stay on vacation forever. I’ve got work to do. The Collective...”

“Hush.” The arm tightened. “It’s all taken care of. Even your so-called friend, Spencer. I’m making sure everybody is safe.”

Eric sucked in a big breath as his chest collapsed. She could send a rib through one of his lungs and he’d never know until he was choking on his own blood. Then she’d probably offer to save him with laser surgery...

Eric?

Mrs. H! He still couldn’t believe she could hear him. Her voice had been the only thing keeping him sane. Strange, too, given the not-so-sane experience with her before Spencer returned— 

I can hear you.

Right. I believe it. I mean, I’m fine with it, the brain invasion. I need this, Mrs. H! I need you to keep talking! Maybe play psychic detective and come find my ass?

I wish it worked that way. We’re looking. Spencer’s getting ready, he’ll be ready. He says for me to tell you he’s eating homemade chocolate chip cookies.

Wow. Those were Eric’s absolute favorite. All this time living with Mrs. H. at Jericho and he could’ve been eating her gooey, scrumptious chocolate chip cookies, warm right from the oven. Did they even have an oven at the base? 

Yes, there’s a full kitchen, not just the microwave in the break room. And you never asked me to make cookies.

Did Spencer ask? I mean, he’s your son and all, but I bet he didn’t have to ask.

He did. I hadn’t really felt like it until lately. I’m sorry for what happened.

She sounded truly regretful, even if it was in his mind. Could she make him hear her how she wanted him to hear it? Come to think of it, if there are others with telepathy, can they all pretend to be other people in your brain? Maybe he’s talking to some new Augment with even greater powers? Maybe this isn’t Mrs. H. at all...

Eric, you’re losing your train of thought again.

Right, Spencer eating cookies.

Well, you tell Spencer, I’m living a re-run of Misery while he eats his damn cookies!

He’d thought that too angrily. But he’d meant it angry, dammit. Calling up during robo-cuddle time to taunt him about cookies.

Spencer asks... I’m sorry, this is what he wants me to ask, so I will. I know you’re frightened, angry, I can feel it, but...he says to ask if you are the one tied to the bed or the cranky hag with the sledgehammer.

Eric chuckled. Like, how could he not? Vicious absurdity was the only direction this would all go. His attempts to talk Chroma down had backfired in the most spectacular way. Now she only felt closer to him. More like a couple. Because couples, they talked.

You tell Spence, I’m the fucking ankles.

There was a pause. He’d made the remark as smartassy in his thoughts as he could. Thinking it over, he wasn’t sure if brain to brain communication wasn’t more like social media, a place he was generally banned and unwelcome because tone never translated.

Spencer asks if you can try the GPS access again, he’ll talk you—

Eric jerked forward, eyes open, ready to not only argue with his thoughts but his full voice, his hands, his body. Chroma’s head stirred and lifted. He patted her metal arm awkwardly and tried to affect a snuggle then closed his eyes, screaming into his head.

No way! No freaking way, Mrs. H.! You tell Spencer he’s not the one about to become the punchline of a Chuck Tingle novel. She woke up last time we tried that and thought I was trying to get her naked! I had to fake sleepwalking which, she thought was extra naughty.

Eric squinted his eyes tighter, trying to prevent the images from replaying.

She won’t hurt me, I don’t think. But she might just accidentally kill me while she goes through her Bride of Frankenstein phase. You guys need to find some other way to locate me.

We’re trying. Spencer says he’ll get you out of there. We’ll get you out of there.

I’m in a cabin. No big water, maybe some lakes. I think it was east of Jericho, but we never saw the ocean... So hard to remember. But she might’ve gone over to Greenland or Iceland or whatever one of those is. I’ve got people in Iceland! They’re like a full on Collective government! Have them start a search—

Eric, calm down, we’re looking. We have everybody looking. We’ll find you.

A sudden sinking thought occurred to him and he didn’t bother trying to hide it. Chroma had said she was keeping him safe. She was out there, giving orders to the Collective. Steering them away from him.

Don’t worry, Eric. Spencer says he assumes the Collective is compromised. He’s using other resources.

Other resources. Eric knew that didn’t sound good. Oh, shit.

Sorry, Mrs. H. I mean, he’s not talking about—

Titan. And yes, Xamse.

Did he tell you to tell me he’s working with him?

No, I’m telling you. Xamse’s delivered on his promises so far, but has yet to tell us where Chroma is. He says he can locate his old hardware.

Great. Just the guy to be indebted to. He didn’t have near as much experience with him as Spencer but knew he couldn’t trust a damn word the mini-tyrant said. Guy had a hard life, sure enough. Eric figured he’d be just as much a jerk if that were him.

You wouldn’t. I know.

Thanks, Mrs. H. If Spencer doesn’t want to tell me about Xamse, what else doesn’t he not want to tell me about?

Anat. It troubles him how much she knows. He’s starting to think you’re right, that she can see the future. 

They’d already seen one Augment with time altering abilities. Time Slip had been able to shift little segments of time, avoiding the inevitable course of events. That changed the future, Eric supposed. He wondered if maybe that kind of power would’ve countered Anat’s?

He asked what we’re brain waving about. I told him Anat. He says not to worry you with it. That wasn’t why he called.

Worry me, Mrs. H, please. Maybe I can think about something other than being in bed with a loaded laser palm.

He isn’t sure what to do. She’s gathering forces and nobody seems able to stop her. With the Augment information gone public, she’ll only gain more followers, especially from the region. How, he asks, do you fight an Augment who knows what you’re going to do?

Eric couldn't’ answer that. This type of power was unprecedented. Nobody could’ve even guessed, though Xamse certainly didn’t play it safe with his experiments. Killcreek had amped existing powers and Xamse had picked up where the government left off, only he’d removed the guard rails completely. These powers weren’t just war enders, they were world breakers.

Though there had been one other completely unpredicted response to the CM Protocol.

Aurora, he thought, loud.

What about her?

She was like this new breed. Sort of an unregulated experiment. Her powers, man, I never got a chance to fully explore and measure them. Scary. All electromagnetic and systems frying and shit, I mean, she could wreck a motherboard with a stray sneeze. And teleporting? Christ. There’s a power you don’t see often. When she started transporter beaming people around the world that was dope! You realize the logistics headaches she solved? The fuel consumption? A little battalion of those and you’ve changed the way we fight wars or even altered entire economies.

Spencer asks if you are going somewhere with this? Also, calm your tits, I’m not a dictation machine. 

Eric snorted which he quickly transitioned into a loud snore. Tell Spencer to stop looking at my tits.

I said that, Eric, not Spencer.

Oh...umm...sorry again. Uh, look, Aurora was different and pretty out there, like past the upper atmosphere out there. She’d travel space. She’d also talk about time, say weird shit. She mentioned time worked different than you think. The universe worked different from her perspective.

Then there was Danger.

Eric tried to reel that one back in. He still wasn’t one hundred percent on the cause of the Augment’s death. His permission was given to be used as a human shield, or not?

Danger was in a lot of pain. He wanted to go out his own way. I felt it, Eric. I felt it inside him.

Without thinking, Eric braced himself against the metal arm on his chest. He held tight, gritting his teeth, waiting for his brain to melt for even bringing that up. How dumb could he be?

Please, just tell us about how Danger relates to all this.

She sounded calmer now, less headsplodey, though definitely strained. Eric got right to the point.

Time Slip overrode Danger’s power, remember? He saw the future, sort of, just with a very specific, single target. Time Slip though, she could get past Danger’s powers because there wasn’t just one future. There’s lots. Anat knowing which will happen might be changeable too. I mean, you just need to create an alternate timeline.

Spencer and I both want to know how the fuck do you do that?

I don’t know, fly the Enterprise into a temporal anomaly? Slingshot around the sun? Believe me, if I knew that, I wouldn’t be in bed with a killing machine. But enough speed could do it. Like faster than light fast.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
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ERIC’S MENTION OF AN errant laser blast had me headed to our makeshift command center to call on the Collective to report any related anomalies. Leads stream in, enough that I’m soon swamped. Much of it is bullshit. But under the layer of conspiracy theories and reports and a lot of general panic that another Aurora style event has gone off, there’s useful stuff.

I quickly see how relying on Chroma could be crucial to this style of operation. So much data, so fast, my brain can’t handle it. The scripts I throw together manage to winnow down the results, but only after painstaking trial and error.

Eric sat in this hot seat for months. Weeks without his next generation super intelligent virtual assistant. My one search? He must have had hundreds of these going at any given time. Monitoring, trying to guide an unruly mob onto a productive course.

I need help.

Back at the workshop, I call out to Hound on the radio. It’s not him I need, but Marut. While waiting, I get together some parts for a little insurance. Twenty minutes later, me and the Storm God are staring at the computer in the comcen.

“I need some tunes,” Marut says, eyeing the aging tower skeptically with his center face. Despite a heal from Cyrus, he still looks puffy around his cheek.

“I’ll dig up some...” I stop myself from saying headphones. “Earbuds.”

He steps closer to the desk, arms crossed. No need to look over his shoulder, the closest face adjusts slightly. “You aren’t worried I’ll fry it? I cock up this antique, it’s your fault.”

“One step ahead of you.” I point out a copper grounding wire I’ve anchored to the floor.

Marut gives a quick sniff. He cracks his knuckles before slipping on the grounding cuff and settling behind the keyboard - wireless so as not to give him any direct pathway to Babe in the event of a surge.

“Brilliant,” he mutters and dives into the keys.

I watch him get started. The guy is no slouch and he’s familiar with the Collective, so it isn’t long before he’s wandered his way into some useful tools and forums which would’ve taken me days to find. 

“I’ll be back with the earbuds.”

He catches me at the door. “Might want to have a gander at this here first.”

He has some sort of messaging system open. It’s a homebrew encrypted forum which has Eric written all over it, from our Deadman’s Chest forum graphic in the upper right to the Rebel inspired user levels. Marut is apparently, or was, a ‘Padawan.’

There’s an alert posted, high priority. Jedi access only. On a whim, I try Eric’s old password for Deadman’s Chest. It works.

Surprising, really, given that Eric usually rotates these on a regular basis preferring random generators to things like “HaX0R4l1f3.” Yet another sign he’d been in over his head.

The alert is a note with co-ordinates which says: “Your friend needs to hang tight. No location on him, but we got somebody else. If you’re right, Anat will see you coming. Me and C don’t exactly have a wetworks team on call. Putting you up at bat. T.”

The embedded photo shows Anat and her followers dressed in black. It’s a screen grab from a propaganda video which maybe hasn’t been released yet. They’re standing in front of what has to be a village full of people. Men, women, children, all on their knees, all of them frightened.

The group surrounding Anat, they aren’t armed, not conventionally. One’s eyes glow, bright, like sunlight. Another wears a black outer cloak and a matching Keffiyeh bundled around his face. An indescribable writhing squirms beneath his loose clothing. Then in the collection of tactical gear and full face masks, an even more bizarre shape catches my eye: a glossy, black bulb. 

It’s the leg-sprouting abdomen of the woman on her left. Yes, abdomen. Like a spider. 

I tell everybody to assemble in the Workshop.

***
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THE TEAM MEETING IS brief. We’re going, I tell them. Things have escalated this far only because we failed. And whether she sees the future or not, we have to give her a fight.

Rousing speech? Hell, I don’t know. Everybody is too distracted by the image. Anat’s new recruits are anything but normal. Jackie’s keen eye had to point out another strange anomaly off Anat’s right shoulder. I’d thought it was a shadow at first. Nope. A vaguely defined person crouches behind her. Nothing but eyes and a profile which doesn’t match anybody’s projected shadow or even the proper direction for light to cast one.

That one creeps Jackie out most. For me, spider booty maintains that distinction.

“You sure you don’t recognize any of these as your volunteers, Cyrus?”

Cyrus purses his lips and scratches at his beard thoughtfully. “It wasn’t often their powers manifested in the lab. We held them for observation and let them go. The transformations came later.”

I glance at Marut for verification. For the first time, he seems withdrawn, maybe even regretful. I don’t press him.

“Then we don’t have a choice. We go in cold. Be ready for anything.”

“That one,” Mom says. “The one with the eyes. Like Anat, I get a read from him, I guess. His powers, they are related to mine somehow too.”

If our past efforts are any indication, we won’t need mind control to derail our teamwork, we’ll do that on our own. But we don’t have time to properly prepare to face that kind of power.

Last time, Anat killed everybody, soldiers and civilians alike. There haven’t been any demands made, but the regional powers have backed off after getting consistently beaten down. Even the Russians have quieted in their efforts. Those co-ordinates? She’s right outside of Damascus, her bid to control the country nearly complete.

“We’ll find a way to deal with the mind powers in the field,” I say.

“I’ll go,” Mom says.

More of the team looks at me than her. Who am I to tell her she isn’t ready? Mind control powers might help us counter whatever the new guy has. And then there’s Anat. This could work.

“Definitely. I want you to get inside Anat’s brain. We need to understand how her power works.”

Mom gives a serious nod like she isn’t pretending to be under the command of the kid who she just made cookies for. She seems shocked, happy, and also scared all at once that I said yes without a fight. So do I.

“Let’s get this little shindig lit.” Marut rubs his hands together and sparks fly. He’s trying to be battle hungry Marut, but I sense hesitation.

“You’re here at the base. I want you to keep on top of the comms in case anything comes in about Eric.”

Three mouths open to argue. A side glance at Hound though, and he clamps them shut and accepts his marching orders. I’m impressed.

“You want me here?” Hound asks.

“You’re coming. Marut can handle the place by himself. Right?” He shrugs at the suggestion and suppresses a smile or two. “Ember, Jackie, you guys are coming, but Jackie, you’ll need to be ready to switch priorities if we get word about Eric. I’ll keep the comms open to the base and let you know. Everybody good?”

They haven’t mutinied yet. Everybody seems to be taking their orders in stride, accepting that I’m not about to lead them off to another disaster. I’m glad they’ve got the patience, or, more likely, nobody else wants the job.

“Our efforts on the cure aren’t anywhere near ready,” Cyrus offers. “You’ll go in without it.”

I’d almost forgotten. Arming a few darts for the Beetle and shutting down the fight would be fine with me. Emily didn’t bother to attend this meeting and I start to worry.

“Make sure you guys take a break every now and then?”

Cyrus dips his chin in acknowledgment and goes to leave. The rest of the group starts to disperse, preparing for the mission. Ember stops on the way by and her eyes go from me to the Beetle where she admires the new paint job and then back again.

“I like a man in uniform.”

Could be the heat or the memory of that completely unexpected kiss, but I’m positive my face has just matched the new paint. She smiles, like always, though this smile is more coy than mocking. Her and Jackie leave together, and her daughter throws a raised eyebrow at me which I do my best to ignore.

Hound claps me on the back and heads toward the rear of the workshop to gather his gear while Marut tags along, offering to help. That almost went well. Almost.

The butterflies are starting to riot in my stomach. I tuck my hands under crossed arms to keep them from shaking. I haven’t had time to test the suit. No time for more training. When I say we’re going in cold, I mean subzero, Canadian winter cold.

A hand lightly touches my arm. Mom. I’d almost forgotten she was there.

I used to worry about your father, now I worry about you. But things are different, you’re different. He was all mission, all the time. You...you want to do the right thing, not the ordered thing. I don’t mean to pry, but I can’t help but feel that in you. He raised a good son.

I put my hand on hers. Controlling my racing thoughts is pointless. She knows I’m worried and I’m worried about her. Worried about how we’ll make this work. Worried I won’t ever escape this bullshit destiny or whatever it is that has propelled me into this fight. Being good, that isn’t enough.

“Thanks, Mom. Once we hit that desert, you’re one of the troops, okay?” I feel stupid saying it, but it has to be said.

She tries not to smirk when she salutes.

***
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EMBER AND I FLY IN formation while Jackie tears up the ground below. Watching her plow through the snow by the base had been an experience. As soon as she was up to speed, she glided along the surface easier than water. I’ll have to remember to ask her if hitting a patch of ice would send her into another dimension or if the laws of physics simply don’t apply to her.

The Kid Crimson armor flies straight and true. I can open up the top speeds now that he’s repaired. With Ember along for the flight, I have to keep my foot off the pedal. She can fly fast, but nowhere near supersonic speeds.

Jackie regularly stops below, and we often lose sight of her. She’s using her phone to make sure she’s on the right general heading. That and checking on a few of the Eric leads as we blaze across North America.

She’s fast. Maybe Hurricane fast. Faster than light?

Nope, not even going to put that challenge to her. It’s absurd.

Hound and Mom have to find other transportation. People can cling to the armor only so far and with Ember, passengers are under a constant threat of spontaneous combustion. Marut managed to get them a ride from the closest airport on a private jet, but they’ll be several hours behind us.

A jet. I could fly it. Deploy the Kid Crimson from a cargo bay. It could work.

VTOL would be required because there’s no way we can build a suitable runway without drawing too much attention. Of course, then there’d be jet fuel. Maintenance.

Running this Augment strike force has become a real nightmare.

Once again, I find I’ve been taking Eric for granted. Staging a global revolution and managing to keep us fed while supporting my crazy sorties at a moment’s notice, the guy was a saint. Well, that’s going too far. But he’s an ally I don’t deserve.

“What’s on your mind, boss?” Ember’s voice is barely audible above the wind noise.

“Logistics,” I say.

“Is that about where you put stuff?”

I don’t need to turn my head to see her. The targeting systems wrap around my entire field of view. They’re responsive to my eye movement which currently shifts her way under raised eyebrows. She’s smiling, her face tight against the rushing wind and her eyes are full of the heat sputtering around her body. She winks.

Definitely not just messing with me anymore. Maybe “Kid” Crimson wasn’t the right word choice.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
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YOU HAVE ARRIVED AT your destination.

The message flashes across a rolling desert landscape. Simple text, no voice from beyond the grave. I didn’t have time to reprogram the speech output and barely enough time to disable it. I wanted to switch Drake’s voice with a Dalek, or at least something less morbid than the former owner’s sniveling, ghoulish tone.

I’d dreaded getting back into the armor. Every minute I spent on repairs, I kept the mental picture of his corpse out of my mind. I’d once feared what this machine had turned me into, and I still do. Being in the field gave me a wakeup call.

Surrounded by hunks of ballistic armor is a plus. Meatcicle could’ve made unarmored Spencer into an ice sculpture which quickly melted in the desert heat like a popsicle on summer pavement. Yeti? Sure, I got lucky, but one punch I’d have been misted on the desert breeze.

The armor can take it.

Then there’s the real benefit; I get to wear my sneakers again. Plus, I’m not going to be freezing my ass off.

Our mission coordinates are at the upper elevations of southwestern Syria and this time of year, they’ve actually got snow. When Ember catches up, I’ll have to give her a hard time about not escaping the weather. I left her behind somewhere over the Mediterranean so I could scout out things alone.

My first pass is high altitude. Like well past any comfort zone for Augments or humans, depending on their power set. This high and I’ll have plenty of time to detect any surface to air missiles she might’ve acquired. Seeing into the future doesn’t mean she can reach me up here.

I can see why Anat chose this place. She’s been busy, searching for her own Jericho. The city below looks like it formed in the wake of a retreating glacier. Buildings and narrow streets are nestled between two peaks and spill haphazardly down the lower slopes.

Defensible, the city has one road through a narrow pass with clear line of sight on all sides. An approach over the mountains is conceivable, but so far, the government ground forces have left her alone. Which is surprising. From this height, I can see Damascus. She’s right on their doorstep.

I bank south as a radar lock alarm sounds. Not from the city where she’s holed up, but from outside Damascus. Russian signature, dated. I keep at the edge of the effective range, almost daring them to fire. No joy.

The big boys are hesitant. Scared. Conserving ammo until they see the whites of their enemy’s eyes.

I knew she’d handed them a few beat downs. Augments had been lost, something Russia isn’t accustomed to. Proxy wars with the US had allowed them to wreck normal people’s lives and not often face equal opposition. Anat didn’t care about any historic gentlemanly agreement. She was playing for keeps.

“Boss, where the hell are you?” Ember sounds peeved.

“Doing a quick flyby. Recon. Whatever you call it. Headed your way.”

I swing back to the west and dive in for a low pass. Let’s say Anat knows we’re here. Maybe she hasn’t told her crew yet. Maybe they’ll shit themselves a little tiny bit when the Black Beetle flies overhead. Could be I’m doing exactly what she thinks or knows I will do, but I can’t think that way. That way leads to inaction. Paralyzation.

At the edge of the pass, I light up the afterburners. The way the road snakes through the canyon and into the village then winds up toward a rocky precipice isn’t as obvious from several thousand feet. Middle ages, bronze age, whenever these people came here, the cliff top fortress was probably once an imposing fortification. For flying weapons platforms? Meh.

I grab as much data and video as I can. Scans for missile locks come up empty. Armed guards patrol rooftops and some idiotically raise their rifles, maybe take a pot shot. But there’s no activity otherwise. No radio chatter, no broadcasts or even air raid sirens. Nothing.

“So this a door knock kind of raid?” Ember’s referring to the sonic boom which likely echoed from here to Damascus.

“Wake up call. I’m going to assume she knows we’re here and let her know that we don’t give a fuck.”

“I’m digging the new you.” Ember can also make radio chat sound sultry apparently.

I don’t respond but can’t help but smile. We’re going to have to schedule a few workplace harassment videos in the near future. Why she’s chosen to fixate on me, I’m not sure. I don’t think she was ever that way with Dad, at least I hope not. Half of me, the lower half, wants to roll with it. The other half keeps screaming how terrible an idea that would be.

Ember’s waiting on the lower slope of a nearby mountain which crosses the Syria and Lebanon border. Without the HUD GPS, I’d never have known this stuff, but this is where we’re going to meet up with Hound and Mom. They’re crossing in from Israel again where Hound is pumping his sources for information and then taking a covert chopper flight over the Golan Heights. I’m told this risks an international incident. I’m also told Israel could give two shits as long as Anat is dealt with.

In any case, they could be a while.

I touchdown outside the ten foot patch of cleared earth around Ember. She’s melted the snow in a broad radius with her heat, steam wafting up from a soggy ground which she’ll shortly bake into bricks. Her typical “come hither” stance has taken on a whole new meaning.

“Nobody told me we’d be in an icebox this time. Room for two in there?”

Here we go again. “Ember, I’m flattered, but seriously, you’re like my employee—” An arched eyebrow, my suit’s external temperature sensors ramp up and I stumble to correct myself. “You know what I’m saying. This is inappropriate.”

“What? Is it the age difference? Thought you had the hots for that scientist of yours. Which is much weirder given her history with your father.” She moves closer.

I’m shaking my head in the battle armor and the giant bug face wags back and forth. “Where’s Jackie?” I ask, as a way of changing the subject.

“Her?” The expression on her face is one of amusement. “You can’t be that dense.” She moves closer and now I’ve got alarms going inside the suit. “She’s not into your kind of hardware,” she says, patting the armor’s crotch which isn’t too much below her eye level. A glowing red-orange hand print slowly fades.

“No, I mean, where is she, literally. She should’ve been here hours before we were.” I call out over the comms. “Jackie? You there?”

One thing we haven't’ quite figured out is when she’s at full speed, whether the connection ever gets made on her comms. Could be she got bored and went for a few laps around Mecca.

Ember lowers the heat and taps her earpiece. “Jackie Joyner, you there?

Snow sprays across us in a tidal arc, every bit of it melting midair before continuing on as first a fine mist then another belch of steam. Jackie’s breathing hard, her hand stuffing her camera into one of her pockets. Her face is flushed and the girlish hyperactivity which her powers seemed to bring out appears manic in her eyes.

“Sorry, had to drop in on a family I interviewed last year. I wanted to see how they were doing and get their take on this Anat situation.”

I glance at Ember who doesn’t seem too concerned. “Were you working? Like working another job during our operation?”

She blushes. “Kind of. I got here first and needed to kill some time.”

Ember shrugs. “We’ve got until tomorrow morning as far as I know.” She smiles an all too familiar motherly smile. “Might as well go off and play reporter.”

Jackie looks at me hopefully. “Sure I don’t need to do some recon? That village is tiny, I could hit every street in a few minutes. No,” she says, juiced. “Under a minute. Twenty seconds, tops.”

“I did a pass already. Give me a bit to review the situation. For now, we wait. Any sign they’re starting executions or mobilizing, we go without the rest of the team.”

Jackie’s shoulders slump. Ember stares out toward the snowy mountains, her disappointment hidden behind a twisted lip which slips into an equally twisted smirk.

“Spencer here thinks you’re into him,” she says to Jackie.

Clearly, this is going to be a long night.

***
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HOUND AND MOM CHECK in two hours before sunrise. Or should I call her Connie since we’re in the field? Charlotte? She needs a codename because I can’t keep thinking about her as Mom on the eve of battle.

Mom! Take out that sniper! Mom! Mind blast the spider augment thingy!

You know how much I hate spiders, that one is a given.

Glad you’re here.

Almost.

The helicopter comes in low over the mountains. Sensors picked it up further out, but not as far as I’d have liked. As it closes, I can see this is an American made stealth helicopter. Mossad travels in style, I see.

There’s barely a touchdown when Hound hops out and helps Mom to the ground. They stay low as the helicopter rears back and rises, slipping once more over the ridge.

“Hound,” I say.

He gives a gruff nod as he approaches. Mom smiles in a way which is completely out of place at our field briefing. I smile back and pop open the armor to greet them.

Hound shakes my hand with a solid grip. “We got a real pickle here,” he says, getting straight to the point.

“What’s that?”

“The whole town, it’s small, but they’re all hostages. All three thousand. Druze, whole lot of ‘em.”

I wrinkle my nose. “Druze?”

Jackie is happy to explain. “Local Abrahamic religion. They all claim lineage to Prophet Jethro—”

Ember snorts. “We’re facing off with the fucking Clampetts?”

Gotta admit, I almost laugh as well. But I’m being leader me. Jackie glares at her Mom.

“They’re a unique people to this region. They’re monotheistic and...” she pauses, and her eyes go to Hound as they widen, “they’ve got their own belief system, but false belief and worship of evil are on the list of bad stuff.”

“Great,” I say. “So where’s the problem? Doesn’t that describe Anat perfectly?”

“It’s complicated,” Jackie says. “They definitely won’t side with Anat but, at the same time, they’ve got concepts which allow them to claim they’re followers of other religions simply to avoid persecution. Christians, Muslims, they’ve used it to survive for the centuries.”

“Well, we just get good ‘ol Jethro to tell them to step the fuck up,” Ember says dryly.

“We go in there, we won’t know who to neutralize,” Hound says. “Israeli intel says Anat handed out camouflage and gear to everybody in town. Likely, they put it on, no questions asked. Self-preservation. This time, maybe she’s wantin’ us to do the sacrifice.”

“So they chose her side? What’s the problem? We burn anybody who is a potential threat, end of complication,” Ember says.

Mom eyes her incredulously. You don’t have my permission to date her.

“Jesus,” I say, unintentionally out loud. Eyes on me, they’re all waiting for a plan. “I mean, that’s bad. We don’t burn everybody. We go in, focus on the heavies.”

“And if they’re using their fake converts as human shields, what then?” Ember isn’t backing down.

“Jackie, you’re going to be on civilian protection duty.” She fires off a goofy salute in response. “She’s got real followers in there, but pull any non-Augment out of the fight.” Ember looks like she might object so I cut her off. “You hang back. Whatever fight we try to pick, I want you coming in when we’ve got the Augments all in one place, then you can burn whatever the hell you like.” This seems to placate her. “Hound, you and Mom will sneak in while the distraction is happening. Anat might be able to see the future, but her goons can’t. Keep clear of anything on your way in and engage only when you’ve got her in sight.”

“What are you doing then?” Mom asks, her hands clasped in front of her.

“What I’m best at. Providing the distraction.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
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I WALK INTO TOWN. RIGHT up the main road. To my left is the city, my right, a snowy slope, the ground covered in a thin layer of snow, desert plants peeking through as they ride out the temporary cold.

From the flyby video and the photos of Anat and her Augment villain squad, we’re pretty sure she’s holed up at Castle Grayskull on the promontory which overlooks the town. I could drop in, land on the roof, but my guess is Anat is waiting for that. Carrying Mom in would be too dangerous. I even thought of putting her in the suit, sending her in first, but I want to be the one to trip their alarms. I want to be one to take the brunt of their unknown powers. It’s what this suit was designed to do — hunt Augments. 

So I stroll up the road while Jackie does her job.

A shout rings out from a nearby rooftop. Targeting reticles on the HUD light up a gunman and a red flare surrounds him as he aims a rifle. A bullet pings off my chest. I ignore Drake’s insistence on neutralizing the shooter.

“Nine o’clock, the three story apartment, rooftop.”

A sudden seam calves the snow, stretching down the slope in a perfect line, vapor streaming into the air. The pathway intersects where the shooter’s building’s first-floor door used to be. They’re gone before I can even trace Jackie’s full course.

“Where?” I ask.

“Damascus,” she replies.

“Are you kidding?!”

“Yes. He’s ten clicks down the road at a farm about to experience a population boom.” She pauses. “Why? Do you want them in Damascus?”

I’m pretty sure she’s eager to try.

“That won’t be necessary. Close enough to be safe, far enough away to stay out of this fight.”

More shots. More call outs. More citizens of this remote mountain town disappear without a trace. Then a group gets ballsy and aims an RPG.

“Jackie? Second-floor window.” The Beetle locks on weapons. I’m tempted — the guy is going to clear out his apartment anyway with the wash on that launcher — but I hold. She’s still not back before the missile fires.

I aim. Taking to the air would be a better move, but I need to give the targeting system a test before the real shit hits the fan. As I fire off a round, the missile suddenly hops, inexplicably. At the same time, there’s another channel ripped through the snowy slope.

I wait for the corresponding rip through the snow headed back out. Nothing.

“Jackie? You there?”

Sensors belatedly register her exit, plowing back out through the front door and tearing down the road in a spray of melted snow.

“This one, he’s...he’s not going to make it,” she says over the comms. “I stopped to tap the missile, sent it off course. It looked right on you, so I gave it a little nudge. So damn amazing to see it suspended there, like controlling the shutter speed of the world.” She sounds wounded, ridden with guilt.

“My fault. I fired, aiming for the missile to detonate it before it hit.”

“You were on target. I just didn’t see your bullet.” She sounds rushed, harried. She’s not wrecking speed barriers right now, she’s at full stop. “He’s dying.”

“He was a bad one, Jackie. He shot first.”

“One bullet. I missed one bullet. Again. A little faster, that’s all I need...”

“Nobody is faster than you.” Bullets start pinging off the armor. I clench my teeth and swing a cannon wielding arm in the general direction of the incoming fire, barely keeping off the trigger. The hurt in Jackie’s voice is real. “Don’t blame yourself for that or anything that happens out here. This is a war, Jackie. When Augments fight, people die.”

“I’ve seen how people die in war. I know what they go through. Their children, their relatives...one person is always a part of a greater community...” she’s sobbing. 

“Jackie,” Ember interrupts, her voice uncharacteristically kind, gentle. “Listen to your team leader. Do what he says. You want to talk about the aftermath, we do it in the after — after we’re all home safe, got it?”

More rounds ping off my armor. With the cessation of bad guys being raptured over to Hidden Valley Farm, they’ve been emboldened. Only halfway up the road, we’ve got several blocks to go and a continued distraction to maintain.

I aim and let the Gravitational Shockwave Cannon rip.

That silences the guns.

The release ripples across the valley in an overlapping wave of sound. As it strikes the building, the entire facade disintegrates and rains into the street and I scrunch, burrowing deeper in the armor.

“Sorry,” I shout, in the Beetle’s robotic voice.

Jackie wasn’t kidding when she’d said these people had been here for centuries. A stiff breeze could’ve done damage. The cannon? Maybe overkill.

“You need backup?” Ember asks, eager to join in the fun.

“Hold tight.” I scan the rooftops, the windows. I see more people hiding in the shadows, but nobody seems willing to test me after that. “I think they get the picture. This is a fight between the big guns.”

I start on the upward slope of the snaking street, buildings on both sides, and the city goes eerily quiet. Every so often the full 360 degree sensors on the armor pick up potential threats, more faces in the windows which quickly duck out of view. No shots fired, but I can feel the streets closing in, getting narrower, harder to see around the next curve.

“Jackie? You still with me?”

She doesn’t answer right away and when she does, I hear her sniffling. “Sorry, I’m here. I’m here,” she says, speaking more to herself than to me, “I’ve got this. Tell me where.”

I understand better than I’ll ever admit to her. Would she still have followed me here if she knew I’d buried a guy in the desert before I even went to college? If she knew I’d killed off an elderly Native American on his own reservation? Sure, the guy was a straight up warrior Augment and tried to kill me first, but is that an excuse? All those questions, she’ll start asking herself, I’ve asked. No longer can she be a neutral observer.

“The blood,” says a voice, cold and sinister. “It stains. That’s the worst bit, eh? Never found a dry cleaner who could get that out. You won’t believe the suits I threw away. Such a waste of perfectly tailored craftsmanship.”

“Drake?!?” I say into the empty helmet.

I turned his snide voice off. Muted. Done. But never mind that, he’s way the fuck off any of the Black Beetle script. No error messages show. The threats have stopped assailing my sensors. I’m alone on the quiet street, vacant mud-brick buildings staring with their empty gaze. Without so much as a blip from the sensors, the hair stiffens on the back of my neck. I turn.

He’s there. William Drake. He’s wearing the same crumpled suit I buried him in, sand sifting from his pockets, an almost harmless looking mark on his forehead until you realize you can see the blinding, snowy light through it. He’s got that same sardonic smile, that air of superiority, the one he wore until my failure to bend a knee caused him to try to choke the life out of me.

I point the big gun at him.

He gives a mirthless chuckle. “You won’t shoot me, remember? Besides, you can’t shoot me. Fail safes, in the programming.” He wags a finger and sighs.

I’ve torn this armor down and rebuilt it half a dozen times. I know every individual part, every piece of code. Failsafe to prevent Drake from being shot? Those aren’t there. They can’t be. Can they?

“Boss, you okay?”

Ember’s voice doesn’t register. Besides, I have no answer. Am I okay? I’m not sure.

“You can, however, kill,” Drake says, sly, moving like a fox. “I know this about you. You are indeed a murderer. You aren’t fit to lead anyone.”

Spencer, you have to listen...

I turn with Drake, tracking him as he circles me in the street. Another figure appears as I pan and Drake stops, the smile growing. First glance, it’s a local. He’s wearing vaguely Middle Eastern clothes, though his russet beard and lighter eyes would stand out on the street as would his pale skin.

Then there’s his blood-soaked shirt.

Shortwave opens his mouth to speak and blood pours over his lips as he releases a gurgling sound. I swing the gun toward him. This guy, I can vaporize, I can! My hands tremble in the gloves, sweat trickling down my forearm.

Spencer! I’m coming for you! 

A blinding alert fills the HUD, every one of the eye segments blinking, rapidly. PILOT COMPROMISED, it says, over and over. I don’t know what that means. A leak in the suit? A vulnerability? I try to step through the sequence of what will happen next. Shooting Drake isn’t a failsafe but there are fail safes. I eject? No, I light up the battlefield with every available weapon? Go supernova?

In a doorway across the street is another man, one I didn’t see before. Long black hair, he leans with one cowboy boot propped on the frame, his hands tucked into the pockets of his jeans. He raises a hand and flicks up the brim of his hat to reveal a shriveled face, dried and crumpled from over a century of sun and wind.

Tomahawk spits on the ground. “Come to take more land from the heathens? They’ll sow their fields with your blood here and I will dance in victory over your grave.”

I stumble away, the cannon swinging wildly. Are any of them real? Is this some kind of fucked up Dickensian nightmare? Alarms in the armor are getting louder. A countdown has started.

Yep. I go supernova. That’s the failsafe when the pilot is compromised.

“I’m sorry,” I say. There’s something I need to do... I can’t remember...

Get away from my son!

Mom, she’s floating in the sky, her hair whipping, snow forming a mini cyclone beneath her. My enemies, my victims, they ignore her, their eyes set on me and me alone. They don’t see her.

They’re in your head! He’s in your head!

They aren’t real.

The phantoms become brittle, two dimensional, their movements jerky and stilted like a mime having a seizure. I feel my brain cinch in my skull, a feeling like it’s being pulled between two points, one where Mom hovers over the street and another behind me. I turn to face the man with the glowing eyes.

A message flashes — PILOT COMPROMISED! Defensive measure deploying in three...two...

The armor is about to unleash an omnidirectional alpha strike. A last ditch effort to prevent Drake’s selfish death in the event he couldn’t handle whatever it was he faced. I should’ve disabled that ages ago.

“Hold fire!” I shout. “HOLD FIRE!”

Weapons systems blip and the man with glowing eyes races for the cover of an alley between two buildings. A thin sheet of metal creates a flimsy shade there, and he slips into the darkness in his head to toe black clothing, but it won’t save him. I’ll shoot him, trapped between those walls. A fish in a barrel, it serves him right. He’ll feel powerless, helpless, just like I did.

As soon as I’ve raised a weapon, he’s gone, off radar completely. I watch as the shadows just swallow him. They’re deepening like the sun is charging across the sky and I can sense he’s getting away, somehow. I get ready to light the entire fucking alley up anyway.

Mom lets go a short scream. I can’t spin to face her in time, but I watch the cameras capture what happens. The air rips open around her, like a giant maw, beyond which is nothing but a swirling purple miasma. The rip lurches and snaps shut around her.

She’s gone too. No trace.

Hound rushes out from behind a building, his weapon ready, eyes darting frantically. “Where’d she go?”

“Fuck it, I’m coming in,” Ember says over the comms.

For the first time, I notice Jackie is with us already, too. She’s in the street, on her knees. She looks like she’s trying to scrape something out of the crevices of the bumpy cobblestone and only now realizing it was never there.

“Wha—what happened?” she asks.

“Everything was goin’ fine.” Hound says absently, his nose working in rapid twitches. He’s picked up on the alley and started for it, his MP-5 ready. “Diversion workin’,” he says, sweeping his gun around and turning, dissatisfied. “Had no trouble, then she just floats off after ya.”

“They kidnapped her.”

“Won’t get far,” Hound growls. “I got a scent here. This son of a bitch is gonna find shadows ain’t his friend.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY
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“HOLD UP,” I TELL HOUND. This is hard. I want to follow his instinct and track those assholes down. But the reality is sinking in. “Anat saw this coming! Why else focus on the one person who I told to get into her head?!”

I can’t help shifting and twitching inside the armor. I want to eject and stomp around, blow off some steam. I settle for putting the armor’s fist through a nearby building.

Brick and stucco collapse and powder like papier-mâché. The release doesn’t feel good for long.

I focus on the hole engulfing the powered fist. I remember Dad and his anger, his frustration as he tried to solve impossible problems using brute force. Head bowed, I wrench my arm out of the wall.

Ember doesn’t even blink at the outburst. She’s holding in the air, one story above street level, keeping her eye on our surroundings. “They’ve got a mind reader or manipulator too, maybe they skimmed the op plan off somebody’s brain?” she offers. “Maybe that’s all this future telling bullshit is.”

“The mind reader is a new recruit,” I say. “At least as far as we know.”

“What’s the plan then?” Jackie asks.

Mom, are you there?

No response.

This isn’t even a matter of trying to out think Anat. It’s like she said, all I can do is let fate play out this scenario. She seems to believe I usher in a new era of war instead of stave one off. She wanted me to live to make this prophecy happen, but she won’t get that if they’ve done anything to my mother. I’ll fight until I’m stone dead.

I take a breath, clear my head, and start walking up the middle of the street again.

“We knock,” I say to the bewildered team whom I’m quickly leaving in the dust. “Negotiate. Whatever we need to do to find out what Anat thinks she knows is going happen.”

“Then what?” Ember asks, unimpressed.

“Whatever that is, we don’t fucking do that.”

Hound holds at the edge of the alley where he’s got the scent of our assailants. My mind clear, I note the armor’s sensors detected a total of three signatures: two in the alley, one in the air behind Mom before she disappeared. Add funky teleporter to the list of mental manipulator and shadow magic Augments. These are beyond the shock and awe Augments of yesteryear. But I refuse to go after them in darkened, cramped alleyways. I want them in the open.

Reluctantly, Hound hustles ahead to resume point.

Tunnels and foxholes, that’s what his early military career focused on — a dangerous practice he had to revisit in Vietnam. Had we stuck together, he’d have probably seen that ambush coming through heightened sense and sheer experience. Of course, walking anywhere near my two ton bullet magnet would’ve been a mistake.

I need to stay focused. For Mom, for Eric. This can’t be how I end up; alone, my team picked off one by one.

“That was seriously f’ed up back there,” Jackie says, wearing the same haunted expression she had when I came to and saw her sitting in the street. Her eyes dart to me between scans of the windows and alleys along the street. 

We’ve entered a marketplace with a cobblestone road patched by concrete. The huddled storefronts reveal the same mix of past and present which includes hand-cut stone and cinder blocks, some mortared, some not. They straddle a line between functional old world charm and the bland geometry of the new. A place without permanence in time. Like the multiple pathways Eric was going on about.

Jackie is still waiting for my response. The psychic intrusion is too fresh, too raw for me to talk about.

“Exactly how fast can you run?” I ask her. My mind’s still grasping for answers. “Ever found a limit?”

She squints, distracted from her vigil. I’ve got several blocks covered through the sensors and Hound’s alertness to back me up, so she can take a breather. After several moments, she finally shakes her head.

“Faster than sound, you got,” I say. “My afterburners can’t keep up.” Another sweep of the area shows no hostiles. “What about light?”

Jackie’s eyes widen. “Is that a challenge?”

“A theory. Supposedly, if you move faster than light, you arrive somewhere before you’ve even left.”

“And the fortune teller is boned,” she says, her face radiant with comprehension. “Why didn’t you mention this earlier?”

The entire idea sounded ridiculous when I spoke to Eric about it. Still does. But confident, buoyant Jackie, she’s taking the suggestion seriously. Putting pressure on her to do the impossible feels like overkill. The intensity she displays already has a junkie vibe. I regret the suggestion and change the subject. 

“So what did you see? During the ambush?” The question jars her out of a visualization which, by her expression, includes her racing cheery beams of sunlight through fields of happy flowers.

“My father,” she says, her gaze glancing off the broad torso of the armor. “I’d spilled his ashes in the street...” she doesn’t need to finish.

“Me? Bad guys. Men I’ve killed.”

Her acceptance is quiet. “Do you really think that’s possible? Going faster than light? Becoming the past?”

The conversation has taken a mixed up, unsettling turn.

“No, I don’t. It’s a Hail Mary idea right from Eric’s Star Trek lore repertoire.”

“I thought he was more a Star Wars type,” Jackie says.

“He doesn’t discriminate.”

Hound pulls up short at a bend in the road, posting himself in a doorway with his gun aimed around the corner and up the street. He gives a series of hand signals which I should pay more attention to, but don’t. A quick check to make sure everybody is alert, and I power ahead.

Ahead of us waits a solid wooden gate inside a broad arched opening. Bland, undecorated, the green paint peels with age. Medieval times, there might’ve been an actual castle positioned here meant to repel Crusaders such as myself. Away from the sturdy wooden gate, the outer walls blend down into the stony cleft where the compound sits.

The twenty foot wall which the gate is set into surrounds the compound. This is where Anat and her main force await. Ember and I could play taxi and carry Hound and Jackie up and over, paratrooper style. But I said I’d knock.

No sooner have I raised the cannon then the wooden gate begins to slide open.

A short tunnel slowly reveals itself. The armor detects a motor which operates the gate buried in the wall. No guards. No detectable weapons systems.

“Hound hang back and cover our exit. Ember, Jackie, with me, but,” I add, my focus on Jackie, “I’m through first.”

Command presence is starting to come more naturally. The team follows orders, no questions. With Mom missing, they can likely detect my added determination.

I launch a micro-drone into the sky. A little recon while we wipe our feet on the doormat. Next, I pull up a screen capture of Mister Brighteyes, the mind invader, on the way into the compound. I set up a quick script to execute if the armor sees him. Lock target, slight delay, fire — with or without my command. Could make negotiations awkward, but I’m not about to deal with that asshole a second time.

I hope they haven’t gone with a similarly efficient solution for our mind reader. I’ve had no word from Mom. Mental control is devastating, scary, especially in a room full of sentient weapons.

I pass into the courtyard first, hunched under the low clearance. My flyover image from the micro-drone blinks in the HUD, constantly updated with detected surges in heat, electronics gear, stray emissions. Not a soul in the open, but they’re here.

An alert confirms my intuition: Augment signatures detected. Weapons armed.

“Slow on the uptake, Drake,” I mutter, the dead man’s voice freshly playing in my ears.

Rectangular struts support a second story balcony facing the inner courtyard. No paint, no decoration, I’m not sure what the purpose of this place was before Anat claimed it as HQ, but it appears spartan and military. I move to stand dead center.

“Anat!” I make sure it’s my voice projected over the loudspeakers and not some Beetle autotune. “Anat! You have a member of my team!” Saying the words out loud, I feel the blood rush to my face, my jaw clench. I’ve seen what she does to prisoners. I know what I’ll do to her if they’ve hurt her. “I’m not leaving until she’s returned!”

Doors fly open all along the upper balcony. The entire facing is one long window interspersed with sliding doors spewing out black garbed soldiers. Drake eagerly targets them. 

None wield weapons.

Shapes vaguely human trundle into position or bound effortless, balancing on the railing. Diminutive, giant, male, female, humanoid and not, the assortment speaks of an experiment gone terribly wrong. Skin alternates between pinkish shades and the cracked surface of scale or rock. Her army has come out in force to greet us and the armor would like nothing more than to serve its purpose. 

Ember flares up. Jackie rolls her shoulders and cracks her neck. Her sprinter’s stance shows she’s ready to obliterate the competition.

“Got a bead on the Widow here.” Hound reports quietly over the comms. “She’s crawlin’ around above the outer gate.”

I remember reading about trap door spiders at one point. Bugs like me check into the hole and don’t check out as she seals them inside. Primitive, but effective only if they can cut off the open sky above.

“Copy, Hound. Hold your fire. For now.”

Anat and her glowing eyed lieutenant are the last ones out. Another disturbance follows the two of them, a ripple of pitch, blending against the front line of dark uniforms. A targeting reticle locks but flickers off and on as it moves.

Ready to paste the mind bender on the wall, the armor is counting down on my kill script. I reset the timer.

“Where is she?” I demand.

The shakes are gone. The worry about ending more lives? Gone. Vaguely, I realize I’ll think back on this and be horrified at how cold, how calculated this moment made me. Right now, all I can think about is leaving here with my team intact. With my mother, alive.

“I cannot answer your question,” Anat says. She moves to stand against the railing, her spike riddled hands clacking unnervingly, her burnished bronze mask rippling gold in the muted sunlight. “Triglav has orders not to harm her. However, the realm where she is imprisoned is at his divine discretion.”

“You aren’t gods,” I say, firmly.

Anat sweeps her masked gaze down the line of two dozen other Augments. How many came from Xamse’s program and how many are new recruits from hasty basement experiments? Arms serenely crossed, she makes her way toward the stairs which descend into the courtyard. As she passes, her followers bow their heads. Only Mr. Brighteyes goes with her.

Once at ground level, Anat moves to stand in the center beneath her gathered army of Augments. She raises her head to them, speaking from a position which anoints them with the heavenly power she claims they hold.

“Gods! No mortal can tell them otherwise.” Anat’s fierce eyes sweep toward Jackie and Ember. “You can join with us, sisters.”

“Newsflash,” Ember says. “I’m the only bitch I work for. Understand?”

Anat’s expression is unreadable under the rigid bronze mask, but a brittle humor taints her reply. “Men worshiped water first above all, then fire became their means of survival. Cleansing, destructive, it ruled their nature. It could do so again.”

“Can I cleanse her?” Ember mutters behind gritted teeth.

I reset the kill timer on Brighteyes again.

“Bring back my Mother from wherever the hell you’ve taken her.”

“Then you’ll leave,” Anat says, bold and plain.

“Yes.”

Ember loses her game face and gapes at me. “Are you fucking kidding?”

“Mom,” Jackie says, reprimanding. She doesn’t drop her stance and her hands hang loose at her sides, fingers twitching. She’s mumbling something to herself. A mantra, over and over, a revving of her engines.

“Return her, we leave,” I say. “You have my word.”

Anat turns to her lieutenant. With unexpected affection, she leans against his shoulder, whispering words which the armor’s sensors pick up, but I can’t translate. She looks into his glowing eyes and I see confusion reflected back at her.

I know the words she’s just said. I know the apology she made. Fate. I feel compelled. Moving along a tracked path with no chance to deviate, no other actions to take.

“Your mother, at least, will not be harmed,” Anat says, turning to sweep her eyes past Jackie then to me. “But you will never see her again. So speaks the prophecy of Anat.”

“Not good enough.”

I don’t stop the timer. The armor puts a fifty caliber slug down range. The bright eyes, extinguish. Instantly, the courtyard erupts in a prismatic fusillade of powers. Ember roars triumphantly.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
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THERE’S A FRACTION of a second between the sound of my weapon firing, ending threat number one, and a matching shot outside the gates. Hound doesn’t need orders to engage, neither do Jackie and Ember. The old dog outside the gate can hopefully give spider bitch a run for her money, because we’ve got our hands full.

Anat ducks behind her falling Lieutenant as Ember roars and unleashes an inferno of fury and flame. Moving a split second ahead of the fiery jet, Ember’s true target manages to slip inside the fortress while her already dead lieutenant immolates on his way to the ground.

My HUD explodes with warnings across the full spectrum of matter and energy. Fire, light, sound, biological attacks, I engage the jets to clear the bullseye I’m currently standing on, the armor soaking several hits before I’m clear.

Eye level now with the upper deck, I unload a blast of the Gravitational Shockwave Cannon. Sturdier, more modern construction of concrete and steel, I don’t anticipate the same effect as the house on the street. What I do expect is for more than a few bodies to go flying and the glass doors to become a billion pieces of flying shrapnel.

Defensive shields of force and matter spring to life, deflecting the glittering shards. Those without protection, or too slow to react, topple into the courtyard below, while more than I’d like take the brunt of the assault and remain ready to respond.

A blur of motion streaks along the railing and the Augments still standing are soon yanked off their feet by Jackie, redirecting their powers, and I swear, tying one’s bootlaces together so they stumble, taking down the next in line.

Ember roars into the building in pursuit of Anat. The upper deck busy, I drop altitude to follow her when an ungainly form flings itself over what’s left of the railing. Mid-air, the mutant beast takes a high velocity round, the exposed flesh rippling as their tattered shirt flares open. Without slowing, it slams into me.

More wannabe circus acts appear ready to pile on with their friend. As I drop altitude under the weight of the stowaway, I fire an anchored net, pinning a cluster of Augments to the concrete supports of the balcony. For the moment, I’ve reduced my problems to one.

And damn, has he been given the power of ugly.

The ninja-like mask torn to shreds, the face filling my HUD is only vaguely human. Row after row of teeth like knife tips fill a pelagic maw. He’s not quite as wide as the armor but ropy, sinuous arms engulf it. With a whip of his head, he clamps his mouth down on my shoulder joint, intent on gnawing off an arm.

I barely manage to prevent being dragged to the ground. Jets screaming, we skid across the courtyard and toward the open gate, which, as anticipated, has been sealed on the outside by a massive web.

The Black Beetle’s hull groans as the beast squeezes his jaw. Pointed dents form on the interior wall. Then the whole world goes black.

Onboard low light and FLIR systems blank out. I blindly jam my free hand into toad face and try to fire the Gravitational Wave Cannon.

Weapon charge low. Armor integrity, critical — the red HUD message blares against the darkness. I reverse course with the rockets and shoot for the far side of the courtyard. I’ll stay on Anat even if this asshole wants to fly luggage class.

We ram headlong into a solid barrier. The colossal noise rings inside the armor. I hear the air forcibly deflate from the beast man’s lungs and sense the interior pressure change as he releases his crushing jaws. Unbelievably, the armor still detects his vitals and I hear him staggering to his feet for round two.

“Running in the dark.” Jackie sounds breathless over the comms. “Bad idea.”

I can’t see what’s going on with her. The lights, the desert sun, has been turned off. “Give me a fix on her transmission!”

Her locator pings above, somewhere on the balcony. A chorus of supersonic blasts rocks the courtyard followed by the pulsing ripple of shockwaves. Using her comms as a beacon, I swoop in close.

The supersonic blasts increase in intensity. A blueish ribbon of flickering light has begun to spread in the impenetrable gloom. The armor sheds a heavy, blunt impact. Then another. Big, wet globs of something spatter against the exterior. 

“Jackie! Picking you up!”

The booms let up and the eerie light goes out. I make a wild grab toward that blip. I’ve got hold of someone, hopefully her, and we launch skyward. The suit jerks. I feel a tug on my boot. With an extra burst, I open the jets full throttle and there’s a hideous scream as the weight releases and we shoot skyward.

Light strikes the HUD and I squint into the sunny sky. Beneath us, there’s a layer of pure black over the citadel like an ink blot on a map. Jackie huffs out a quick sigh of relief in my arms.

She’s covered in blood. 

“Are you hit?”

“What? I don’t...”

She raises a hand and gasps. Dark blood covers her from knuckles to elbows.

“What the hell was that?” I ask. “The light?”

She doesn’t stop staring but her head shakes in acknowledgment. “I don’t know. I couldn’t run through the dark, so all I could think to do was start throwing fists. Fast as I could.” 

I’ve seen the footage. Hurricane, during the war, could work an entire front line of soldiers, twisting their heads, leaving them staring skyward, their necks bunched like stressed rubber. Cleaner. Merciful, one might say, than the bullets and bombs most got.

But she’d been tying shoes. Throwing enemies off balance. She’d seen plenty war, but never wanted to be an active participant.

“You did what you had to do to survive. We’re going back in for Ember,” I say, trying to redirect her thoughts.

Jackie hasn’t recovered. From harmless relocation to brutal slaughter, something inside her broke. We can’t wait to sort this out. Shapes are emerging from the dark blot, human and otherwise, flying toward us with wings and on ribbons of power.

I lock on to Ember’s comm signal. She’s directly below us somewhere in the compound. Hound’s signal shows he’s moving along the streets outside the city.

“Hound, you good?”

“Ya!” His response is clipped, like he’s on the move. “Never better.”

“We’ve got to—”

“Roger! You gotta go secure the boss,” he shouts. I hear his gun rattle off a burst. “I gotta play exterminator.”

Good enough for me. I shift my view to Jackie who’s still staring weakly at the blood coating her arms. “We’re going in, you ready?” She nods her head. “Hang on. This is going to be a rough landing.”

I dive straight for the roof, pulling Jackie tight. Ideally, I’d clear a path with the cannon, but it’s still recharging. So, meteor time.

Right before impact, I cut the engines and roll to my back, turtling around Jackie. Wood and steel beams burst apart as the armored shell collides with the roof at hundreds of miles of an hour. As soon as we’ve ripped through, the darkness evaporates.

Collision detected. Damage, minimal.

Dramatic entrance, but the collision isn’t even half the impact a raging Augment can output. Suit’s good. Jackie? She’s been shaken into some level of alertness.

Shadow spears through the hole in the roof and upper story in blackened shafts like inverse sunrays. We have plenty of light here, and it isn’t a bunch of sterile office fluorescents. No, it’s a full-on bonfire.

Flame has engulfed the first floor. What was once a common room is littered with burning furniture and smoldering carpets. A painting of some medal-coated military officer curls on the wall above a darkened hearth. Fire and destruction, Ember’s home decor of choice. Only, we’ve come down right by her comms, and she isn’t here.

“Mom?” Jackie sputters as she clambers to her feet.

I maneuver the ungainly armor upright, bent low to avoid shoving my head through to the second floor. I reach for Jackie. She hops away in a burst of speed.

“We’ve got to get you out of here! You may be an Augment,” I say, “but you need to breathe!”

She covers her mouth, the blood on her skin already mixed with gritty soot. Equal parts terror and determination, her already bloodshot eyes scowl over the crook of her elbow. I hear her cough and she moves further into the building.

Walking under an eight foot ceiling is a challenge. First step and the stylized pincers on top of the helmet catch in our entry hole. I curse and rip them free, bending and stomping after Jackie as she flickers in and out of the smoke.

Lights shatter and fixtures are wrenched from the ceiling as I chase her. A stubborn wire wraps around the helmet and cinches tight, the attached fixture flickering and sparking as it trails over my shoulder.

Smoke shouldn’t be a problem for the suit, but I can smell it. Warning messages display about a breach. Thick, close, the puncture has to be where freak show sunk his jaws into the armor. Internal systems activate to evacuate the smoke. Bad part is, they’re sucking out any level of comfort this tight space once had.

“Damnit, Jackie!”

She’s passed through a normal-sized doorway and I plow after her, the wooden frame exploding. I kick my foot free, sending another chunk of debris skidding into the fire. 

Beyond is a foyer with a high ceiling. Finally, some room to stand. But I see Jackie has come to a full stop, flames consuming furniture and carpets all around her.

Covered in ash and blood she looks like an already lost burn victim. A ghost of the person who dies in this epic blaze. Arm down, no longer bothering to cover her face, she’s staring. This isn’t revulsion or terror, this looks like mind-numbing astonishment.

From where I am, hunched in the destroyed doorway, I can’t quite make sense of what I’m looking at. Even Drake, the all-seeing, sensor-brained, echo-locating asshole keeps his mouth shut, processors overloaded with a big ‘ol heap of WTF.

There’s a shit ton of smoke. The room is a weird miasma of glowing sparks and greasy plumes. Heat causes the air to shimmer. A door blown off its hinges lies in the middle of what must be the entryway of the building. The room is high enough I could stand, but I can’t take that next step.

I’m stunned. Obviously blitzed out of my mind. Apart from the disaster zone, there’s an odd sense of Deja vu as I focus on what’s got Jackie’s attention. 

Ember is down, right inside the outer doorway filled with the Stygian depths of the blackened courtyard. Anat is poised over her, back to us, her spiked hand held high, her other hand a blackened, shriveled mass of flesh. Somehow, she survived the incendiary missile that was Ember and clubbed her senseless as she came blasting inside.

But that’s not the utterly inexplicable, mind bending part. Two scenes are playing amid the wreckage like a movie projector loaded with two reels of slightly altered film.

Scene one, Anat drives her fist through Ember’s skull. Repeatedly. Blood stretches from talons to mutilated skull in thick strands.

Scene two, Jackie’s suddenly there in a coruscating display of red and blue light, washing that scene away, shifting to the new movie reel, annihilating the old.

Jackie and I watch as Jackie, as she, herself, appears behind Anat and wrenches her head to the side with an imperceptible twitch.

Dark brown eyes full of utter shock peer backward through the bronze mask. Fire dances on the burnished surface as though it has already begun to consume her. Jackie, the Jackie behind her, tosses her head back in anguish, screaming in anguish and rage which fades into a mournful wail. She stares at her hands, shaking. 

The Jackie nearest me does the same. They both drop to their knees. Then Drake wakes up. The alarms begin.

WARNING! ANOMALY DETECTED! SPATIAL DISTORTION FIELD OUT OF BOUNDS! POWER SOURCE UNKNOWN! HULL INTEGRITY BEYOND LIMITS! WARNING!

I step into the room and the armor’s legs barely move. One foot raised, I strain to bring it down further ahead. The room bends. Red and blue lights flash like camera bulbs from a paparazzi horde. Atmospheric pressure reports ludicrous, incalculable numbers then zeroes out. The entire suit groans and strains.

“JACKIE!”

She stays knelt, unaffected by the forces which are tearing my suit apart and I keep fighting, every step an impossible distance. I fire jets with each stride, wading into a space so dense as to be improbable. My own muscles ache from the strain, forcing each step to count, to gain one more inch of ground.

With a final effort I reach her side, my foot lurches free, and the world around us becomes a captive image where sparks hold fixed in the air like strung lights and smoke appears as frozen smudges on the Beetle’s lenses. 

“Jackie?”

She doesn’t look up. Sensors are going haywire. Up, down, sideways. I can’t tell if she’s frozen like the rest of the world until she ever so slightly turns her head.

“Get Ember out of here.”

Fuck that. I reach for her and the pincer slips through her as if she isn’t there.

She turns her head fully now to glare. “GO! Get her out of here!” The fierceness in her face is every bit the fire inside her mother, but quickly cools and her eyes go distant again. “Tell her...tell her I loved having a mother.”

The warnings spraying across the HUD are gibberish. Either I’m going to die or I’m already dead. I make another grab for Jackie, both hands this time. Nothing.

She doesn’t look up again.

Hot tears come to my eyes, my nose burns. Across the room, right near the door, there’s the other Jackie, a possibility. Hope. Ember is out cold, Anat’s body in a twisted heap of flesh. I’ll get her out. Both of them.

I lower my head and fire the jets on full.

Drake has milliseconds to calculate this. The right angle of attack, the escape velocity, the proper speed to both snatch Ember and Jackie off the ground and shoot out the thankfully double wide doors into the open courtyard. Another impossible task. But one I have no intention of failing. I launch.

Time resumes, the room burns around us and contorts and bends, the armor screaming under the stress. Complaining the entire way, Drake holds together. I come in fast, low, arms out and feathering the jets slightly to ease up the speed. Pincers extended, I prepare to as delicately and as expediently as possible snatch Ember and her daughter. Pull them in. Go with the afterburners and we’re clear. Home free.

I scoop up Ember. Nothing comfortable, but it’ll do.

Jackie...this other Jackie, she slips through the pincers too. Immaterial. A phantom knelt in silent defeat.  

I don’t stop. I can’t. Forces behind me are tearing at the armor, clawing it back into the shattered reality. We have to get out. There’s no choice.

Nobody tries to stop us as we burst into the open air, the shadowy barrier gone. The cliff top fortress is spewing Augments of all types as the building implodes, the world folding in upon itself. I try to control my voice and get on the comms.

“Hound? You there? Please, tell me you’re there.”

“Yah,” he says, bitten off pain evident in his reply. “Banged up but nobody’s put this dog down yet.”

“Evac, Hound. We’re going—” My throat closes as I stifle a sob. “We’re going home.”

“Reckoned as much. What in the holy hell happened?”

“Jackie happened.” I can’t say more or even try to explain. “Meet me and Ember at the southeast edge of town. I’ll give you a lift.”

Silence follows then he replies, blunt, professional. “10-4.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
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WE ARRIVE AT JERICHO late the next day. Morning? Evening? It’s not possible to tell anymore. Winter, we should be on a return to normal daylight hours here, but, like Hound said, what the fuck is normal?

As soon as we land, I gently set Ember down and exit the armor. I wait for no more than a heartbeat, then I wrap my arms around her.

Emily is waiting for us in the workshop, along with Cyrus. He looks genuinely upset, but he doesn’t speak and I’m grateful. Any kind of lecture from him and he won’t be able to heal what I do. My arm tightens around Ember too. I’m certain all she needs is an excuse to go supernova.

Hours of flight time and she hasn’t spoken. When we reached altitude, the sudden chill startled her to consciousness, and it had taken all I had to keep her from flying off into the empty void which was Anat’s base.

She fought. She struggled. She slammed her fists against the armor. Cried in agony.

She never once went full flame. Never once said a word.

Emily’s empathy is clear on her tear-stained face. She’s lost people she loves, though never a daughter, never a part of her. I can tell she wants to comfort her and that she understands how impossible that will be. When she approaches and slides her arm around Ember, I pull away from her normally fiery skin, which is cold, riddled with the winter chill. Cyrus and I watch in silence as they head into the base, the walking inferno spent, dormant, leaning heavily into Emily’s shoulder. The door closes behind them.

Emily. Ember. Me. We’ve all lost people close to us. All of us. All because of this Augment bullshit.

“Fuck!” There’s no thought. I sail across the room, driving my fist into the heavy, metal hangar door.

The door rattles in the fittings. Pain shoots up my arm, but I punch again, and again. No more Black Beetle suit to protect my hand, the knuckles split, blood smears with each contact. Exhausted, I let one more go, this one weak and the shredded skin on my fist stinging. Nothing left, I slump forward, bouncing my forehead on the same hard steel.

I’m aware Cyrus is still there. Watching. Probably wondering just how mentally unstable I’ve become. He’s got a plan, I’m sure, to betray us somehow, but why should he bother? We’re falling apart all on our own.

Anger reinvigorates my crushed spirits. I face him, ready to dare him to say how badly I’ve fucked up. How he knew this would happen. Another of his self-righteous tirades about the folly of imperialist surrogates near his old stomping grounds.

Our eyes meet, and that’s not the man I see.

Tired, saddened, he wants what I want. He wants all this death, all this war to end. Like everybody else, even the Augments are struggling to bring order to this spiraling chaos.

The universe is broken. Off kilter just like time. Fighting to stop it has only made it spin faster.

Cyrus approaches and holds out his hand. Numb, the gesture doesn’t completely register. I take it.

He covers my bloodied knuckles and the ethereal glow of his healing power seeps out between his fingers. I pull away and flex my fingers. Whole. Healed.

I nod my thanks. It’s all I can manage.

“Hound?” he asks.

Hound. Damn stubborn bastard. Even he became one more casualty of this fiasco. He won his fight, but Lolth “got fresh” as he says, and bit him.

“He’s in Israel at the Sheba Medical Center. He took out Spider Bitch, but she managed to dose him with some kind of toxin.”

“I should go.” Cyrus hesitates and gives a rueful smile. “But they’ll never let me into Israel.”

“For Hound, they will,” I say, glad I didn’t have to force the suggestion. “Turns out he’s tight with the Director of Mossad. One of those ‘back in the day’ contacts.” Cyrus’ has already headed for the interior door, presumably to get his things together. “I’ll tell Marut to get you a flight and call ahead, let them know you’re coming.”

“Good idea,” he calls over his shoulder. “The IDF doesn’t take kindly to terrorists showing up at their airport. I may not be able to return, but I’ll make sure they take me to him.”

The door closes behind him with a loud clack which echoes through the cavernous workshop. Outside, the armor stands hinged open, vulnerable and empty. I take a shuddering breath and let it out, a puff of dense fog dispersing into the night.

***
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I CAN’T SLEEP. PHYSICALLY spent, my thoughts refuse to surrender to the soothing blackness. When they do, that impenetrable nothing threatens to drag me into it forever.

Jackie’s there. Alone. Trapped between worlds, realities, I can’t even say. Mom, gone. Vanished.

This can’t be the way it ends.

I get up and make some coffee in the break room. Herbal tea, a little honey and lemon, or those over the counter melatonin pills - everybody has their own way of dealing with sleepless nights. Me? I punch them in the face with straight caffeine.

The television above the counter is set on cable news. Some intrepid reporter got close enough to launch a drone camera into the collapsing reality around Anat’s fortress. No pictures ever came out, the drone, lost.

Only scattered eyewitness reports tell what happened. The most frequent observation aside from Anat and her army being present? The Black Beetle was there. Wonderful.

I sip my coffee.

About right. I’ll get blamed for this, a fact I’m completely fine with. Why not? Leadership, right. The buck, the cosmic anomaly, all stops here.

Mom? If you’re out there, you really need to check in.

Still nothing, but with all the loss, I feel her still. Could be that my once regularly compromised mental barrier is playing tricks on me. I’ve gotten so accustomed to having her curled up inside my brain that I’ve made a little indention in the spongy gray matter.

More coffee. I cradle the mug and head toward the lab.

As expected, Emily is still up too. I separate the plastic barrier and step into her clean room. She’s hunched over some instruments, her face obscured behind a mask and protective goggles. My jeans and t-shirt aren’t exactly protocol.

“How is she?” I ask. “Ember?”

Her determination to ignore all interruptions falters. She tugs down her mask and presses her palms against the table in front of her.

“I don’t know, Spencer. You maybe know her better than I do, but she’s not...well, Ember. She won’t be for a long time.”

Last time I lost my Mom, I went on a suicidal mission to find her. When Dad died? I put on an armored suit and became a super-powered hitman. How will Ember cope? I hand my mug to Emily and she takes it gratefully, chugging a good long gulp.

“I’ll check on her,” I say. “If she doesn’t bail first.”

Emily pulls the mug closer and swivels to lean against the table. “She might want to latch on harder to this Fellowship thing.”

“Fellow... Wait, what? Where did you hear that?”

“Marut. Says he was going through some of Eric’s old emails. That’s our name, right?”

“That little shit,” I say.

Emily’s brow furrows. “He’s only trying to help find Eric. He was wondering if there wasn’t any indication where he and Chroma might have gone in some of their old texts and such. You’ve got to admit, he’d been pretty isolated from the group.”

Who? Marut or Eric? Either way, these are more things a better leader would’ve picked up on sooner.

“Stop,” she says.

I peel my eyes off the rise and fall of Vulkan’s chest, the point where they’d lost focus. “What?”

“Blaming yourself for this.”

“You told me over and over not to get involved.” I reach for my mug and she hands it back. 

“I told you that, I did,” she says. She pulls off the protective goggles and sets them on the table. “I was wrong.”

“Woah wait a minute. I’m the idiot who came out here thinking I could change the world. I’m the one who accidentally orchestrated your kidnapping. Led a team of badasses into a meat grinder, not twice but three times.”

“But you did something.” She shakes her head in disbelief. “I would’ve stayed home and let the world fall apart. I would’ve convinced myself I was helping when all I was doing was maintaining the new status quo. You don’t know what it was like back there. Working for the administration, forced into emergency service, I wasn’t doing anything.”

“You were helping people deal with a catastrophe,” I said.

“My hands were tied.” Emily’s restless energy has carried her to the other side of Vulkan’s bed where she checks the life support equipment he’s hooked into, working mindlessly from muscle memory as confident and as sure as a doctor even though it never was her job. Time spent with Cyrus has been, surprisingly, productive. “I’d see ways to make a difference and be confronted with a mountain of security forms and approvals. Meanwhile, people died. People I could’ve saved.”

“I know the feeling,” I say into the empty coffee mug.

She crosses the room and places her hands on my elbows, tilting her head down enough so her eye contact is unavoidable. “How many people did you save by breaking up Anat’s army? Wasn’t she set to go after Damascus next?”

I can’t disagree with her, but it doesn’t hurt any less. “We lost Jackie. Hound might be next.”

“Spencer, you went in and did what whole armies wouldn’t, couldn’t do.”

“Then why do I feel like such an asshole?”

Her hands drop and she sighs. “It’s in your nature. You. Your father.” She returns to the table where she’d been and looks as though she might dive back into her work, but goes limp, her gaze drifting upward. “Both of you are too stubborn to know when to quit. And you both absolutely do the wrong things.” Her voice quietens. “You encourage others to the wrong things too.” She shakes the thought away. “But people do something. They get off their ass and try when you ask them to.”

I want to believe her words. She has a point. There is an army of Augments which got scattered to the wind. Separated, they’ll maybe do less damage. If they find a new leader or a new cult, maybe I’ll have time to regroup, find new recruits.

No, this is too soon. I can’t plan right now. Right now, I need a few minutes. Hours. Days.

“I’ll check on Ember.”

“Spencer.” Emily’s insistence stops me at the edge of the curtain. “I want to stay. You know me, I’m comfortable with remote and rugged. I can do work here, without the hurdles. You, the Collective gathering the lab equipment, providing reports, field testing. I see a future here.”

“Do we have a cure?”

Emily quietly crosses to a small refrigerator under a cabinet. She pops open the door and retrieves a vial. Silently, she hands it to me.

“This it?” I ask, gazing into the yellowish liquid. “Looks like a urine sample.”

“That’s the Reversal Agent which will reverse Cyrus’ power shutdown. We haven’t been able to replicate what his power does. His ability simply returns the Augment sequencing to its latent state, a state it aggressively tries to advance. Once the Augment protocol is introduced into the body, there is no cure. Their genetics have been fundamentally altered, rewritten. Given a few more months, a year, I might be able to create something which keeps it dormant with a regular dose.”

I give the smooth cylinder a squeeze, pressing the cool glass against my palm. All our hopes of bringing this to a peaceful conclusion are gone. If I stay the course, there are surely more losses ahead. 

“You can stay as long as you want. Tell Marut to get anything you need and if he gives you any shit, come to me.” I hand her the vial. “I need to check on Ember. 

I leave her alone in the lab. Hard decisions, hard choices are coming. One after another. Pretty soon, I’ll need to know exactly who I can count on.  
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CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
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EMBER ISN’T IN HER room. I check the lower floors, the break room, and even the abandoned command center above the mining facility. Nothing.

Outside is cold and lifeless with a fresh coat of snow on the ground. The armor is still there, dusted like some kind of steampunk snowman. Tundra Punk. The latest craze.

Without Hound to keep a watchful eye on the perimeter, I don’t have a clue if Ember’s even here. Flame on, she’s gone. I could be too.

I suit up long enough to walk the Beetle into the workshop. Systems diagnostics report moderate damage, all of it repairable. Thankfully without the need to contact Xamse again.

Running through the repairs to the armor keeps my mind occupied in a neutral place full of circuit boards, hydraulics, and welded armor plates. Meditation through techno-hypnosis, my one true coping mechanism. Soon, my caffeine high is a distant memory. I feel as though I’ve sufficiently wrecked my will to stay awake. 

I’m about to my room when I notice the door to Jackie’s quarters cracked open.

I wait in the hallway, film processing chemicals wafting through the gap. The dim red light is on, visible through the narrow space only from the blood red coating left on the few white items I can see - sheets on the corner of her bed, the borders and details of photos, suspended on their invisible wire.

As I push the door open, I lightly knock. Ember is on the bed, her hands clutching photographs with more fanned out on the mattress beside her. She doesn’t look up.

“In or out,” she says. The strength in her voice shocks me. She sounds as if nothing happened. “The negatives or whatever are getting wrecked.”

I slip inside and close the door. She holds up a photo and her lips part in a blinding wedge of reddish white. “That’s us,” she says, proudly.

She’s too calm, collected. I try to see past the veneer, past the light which has coated both her and the room in perfect uniformity. Her hair is mussed, the proud mohawk splayed and flattened. Smoke stains her face and body, the suit too, the one she hasn’t bothered to change. The sheets are rumpled, more photos crushed and wrinkled along with them.

I don’t comment, just take the photo and look. Her and Jackie outside the base. Looks like they’re hanging out at the unused dormitory section. Ember’s in the sky, Jackie gaping at a...a fire in one of the buildings?

Speechless, I drop on the bed next to her. 

“We told Hound not to tell you and Eric. A mile away and Super Schnozz comes flying up in his stupid golf cart with a motherfucking fire extinguisher.” She laughs and I try to join her, but can’t.

“How did you put it out?”

“Jackie.” The smile is gone. “Fire drill we called it. She whipped up a tornado and threw the flames out into the snow.” An impish grin forces its way back along her lips and she nudges me. “Hound still had to step through the mess putting out hotspots.”

“How’d I not notice this?” I ask.

“You kidding? You seen yourself around here?” Ember sits up straight, scanning the room skeptically, but not lingering on any one detail. A perfect impression of somebody lost in their own head.

“No, that’s not me,” I say.

She snatches the photo away. “Bullshit. You and your father.”

Second time in less than twenty-four hours I’ve been compared to him. Here, now, it feels even more awkward. Burdens of leadership, my team, my responsibility, I start trying to find ways to apologize for what happened. Nothing feels right.

Ember holds the photo by an edge and shakes it. Her humor shifts slightly toward pent up frustration. “She could’ve put that fire out. Hell, probably sent the whole fortress to Oz and dropped it on that metal faced cunt.” She bites off the last word and flicks her wrist. The photo disappears in a burst of flame.

History tells me this is the right time to make my exit. Say a few words and head for safer ground where I don’t end up a pile of ash. But I don’t want to leave her alone. Nobody should be alone after what’s happened.

I touch her back, arm fully extended, moving deliberately as if I’m reaching for a hot stove. At first, she tenses, then she shifts and her head drops. A shudder runs through her, coursing out a ragged sigh.

“All this talent,” she says, indicating the photos draped around the room. “And she wastes her time searching for me.”

“She wanted you to know, she loved you.” There would never be a perfect moment to tell Ember this, and I needed to get it out. “She loved having a mother.”

I brace for whatever the reaction might be. An explosion of her legendary temper or for her to collapse, sobbing, blaming me for a loss I can never make up for. Instead, she curls up, pulling her feet to the bed and sinks into me.

Pressed into my chest, I smell the sweat, the overwhelming tinge of smoke, and feel the matted spikes of her hair pricking against my chin. She’s smaller than I ever imagined her or even saw her. Standing nose to nose with me, she always projected an aura which made her bigger than life, which gave her slender frame the bearing of a goddess. Her skin emits a penetrating warmth and I pull her tighter, doing my best to not let go. No more intimidation or fear, she needs to know somebody is here for her. That she can’t push them away with her badassery or even a blast of volcanic fire.

I can’t change what happened, but like Emily said, I can be there. I can show up. Maybe that’s enough. 

We hold each other for a long time, sweat beading on my forehead. She shudders several times but there is no crying, no tears or sniffling noses. When she’s finished, she pushes abruptly away and stares.

For a split second I’m worried I made a bad call. Maybe I should apologize. The gleam in her eye is intense and familiar. But this isn’t game face Ember, this is a face I’ve seen only once, post battle, a different kind of heated moment.

She dives in and we’re kissing. Searing hot breath fills my mouth. Feverish. That slight form has become once more godlike and with no effort at all she tosses me back on the bed.

“Wait!” I struggle to extract her tongue from my mouth where I’m suddenly self-conscious of the black coffee and night time funk. Pushing her away, I might as well be trying to bench press a car. “This isn’t a good idea.”

“Sure, you’re my boss,” she growls. “Blah, blah. Shut the fuck up, Spencer.”

“You don’t—”

She wraps her thighs around my hips and grabs my face, arching up and looking me directly in the eye. “I do. You?”

This was not on my agenda. Not even on the game schedule three seasons out from now. Eric and I used to joke about home runs and making our way around the bases in that crude, dudebro way, but we’d never so much as been called up to bat. I came here to console her, not take advantage of a mother’s grief.

But, God! does she feel good seated right where she happens to be, so much warmth amid this frozen landscape. Hungry, yearning, the look in her eyes tells me she’s still Ember. She wants to forget. I do too.

“I can’t,” I say.

She lets go of my face and sits up. There’s no longer the same urgency and strength. I feel I could slide out from underneath her now without too much trouble. The upright position though has only driven her closer to the strike zone.

“Can’t?” She raises an eyebrow and presses harder against me where my body has decided to speak some truth.

I squint my eyes closed and bite my lip. “Okay, yeah, totally can. Won’t. It wouldn’t be right.”

Eyes closed, I feel her shift. She lays with her chest on mine, her hot breath tickling my ear.

“I want this,” she says, grinding. “I need this. Join the grown-ups, sweetie and fuck me.”

That’s it.

I step into the batter’s box and point to deep center field.
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“YO, BOSS?”

Yep. That’s me. I’m the boss. Steinbrenner. The Man. King of the...

“Wanker, where are you?”

I bolt upright. Marut’s grumbling voices slip through the crack in the partially open door. His passing shadow eclipses the hallway light.

Too much coffee. Too little sleep. I could’ve sworn I just...

Ember rolls to her side and yanks the blankets off, exposing my very naked, very cold flesh.

Marut’s retreating shadow pauses. I cast about frantically for my clothes. Shirt, right, incinerated. Pants? Where I accidentally threw them into a tray full of photo processing chemicals.

“You in there?” The door opens.

Three faces stare, a spot-on imitation of an OMG emoji. Marut twists his head first right then left, making sure all of his eyes have seen the same thing. Six times verification, I think he’s starting for another pass regardless.

I clear my throat. Obviously, I don’t need his attention, I just need to open an airway. Sound...casual?

“Yes?” My tone modulates a few octaves lower than necessary then back to a quasi-normal sound. I try not to shift, my hands strategically folded on my lap.

Marut still can’t speak. None of the lips move. This goes on so long, I start to feel like maybe with the weird red lighting he can’t see that I’m sitting right here. Naked. No, that would be too forgiving.

“Yes?” I repeat, more control over the words this time.

“Uh...yeah...uh...a minute?” he asks, thumbing toward the hall. His hand hangs in the air and he stays put in the doorway.

“Could you maybe wait outside?”

He nods like reality has finally slapped him in the faces. When he turns to leave, trailing eyes continue to stare as though that side hasn’t yet gotten the update.

Quietly, I slip off the bed doing my best not to disturb Ember. She’s facedown sprawled and entwined in the sheets. Running through the details of what exactly happened would be a bad, bad idea. Even the hallway might not be cold enough to hide my excitement. Hot, sweaty, passion in the extreme, our desperate attempts to create a secluded space and moment where only we were allowed to exist, where the past never happened and future never mattered...for what might’ve been a few minutes or a few hours, had worked. Fear. Grief. We’d forced them along another pathway, incredibly new for me, not so much for her. And now, she was resting. Peaceful. I hoped for her sake, it would last.

I bend down and carefully kiss her on the temple. Not hard enough to wake her, but enough I hope she knows that whatever happened here is whatever she wants it to be. Whatever she needed it to be.

Standing, I take the pillow with me and leave my pants to process. I pad across the floor with my down-filled shield and silently slide out the door, closing it behind me with a soft click.

Marut’s expression hasn’t changed.

“You going to tell me whatever it is or are you just airing out your brain?”

His mouths finally close.

“Was that—”

“Tell me.”

“Bloody hell,” he mutters. “Your friend called.”

“Who? Eric?”

“No, the rich one. My special benefactor,” he says, indicating his faces.

“Xamse? What did he say?”

“Gave me GPS coordinates. Says not to arse around. He can keep tabs on Chroma, but she’ll get wise sooner or later.”

Eric. We’ve found him. I stare at the office door I just closed. Do I wake her? Bring backup? My eyes go back to Marut.

“I’m ready to bring the thunder. You just say the word.”

I stuff the pillow into his chest, and he takes it, a little off balance. I’m already headed up the hallway, leaving him staring in confusion. My room first. A pair of pants. A shirt. Battle armor.

“We can’t leave the base open. You’re here.” I stop to jog backward, maybe too much jangling around for Marut, but I don’t care. “Keep an eye on the place. On her.” I jut my chin toward the room where I’ve left Ember and a hell of a lot more behind. “I’ve got a psycho robot to deal with.” 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
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“THIS IS GREAT!” ERIC called out, trying to not sound terrified.

He clung to Chroma hundreds of feet in the air. Below, Niagara Falls roared in a foaming, spewing spray of fog and water. Millions upon millions of gallons of water. Deceptively, a fall here wouldn’t send him into a hidden world. Being enveloped in the mist wouldn’t be like tumbling onto a fluffy mattress, either. He’d hit water like pavement. Be smashed and battered against jagged granite. Crushed and pinned against the silty bottom, air squished from his lungs, water rushing down his throat.

He tried to grab tighter and found his clammy, cramped hands slipping. Chroma’s metal exterior was sufficiently damp with dewy spray coating every inch. She had no concerns.

“Relax! This is supposed to be romantic!”

“Relax? I’m not the one with rockets in my feet!”

“I told you,” she said, her mood darkening. “I’ll catch you if you fall. If,” she said, placing emphasis on the word by crushing him tighter.

Eric strained. Appearing like he was suffocating wouldn’t help his cause. Then she’d think she’d hurt him and freak out. Maybe enough to let him accidentally slip from her grasp, just a bit, his damp T-shirt ripping as she made her grab. Disappearing in the mist, like some Stephen King nightmare.

He let her crush him. Bruised ribs? He could do that. Death by waterfall? Not happening. If anything, he’d die of exposure first, one more concern his...his date...didn’t have.

Finally she eased up. Okay, so that had been his fault. He’d mentioned her rocket feet and she got touchy. Talking to real women, he didn’t have a chance. Highly sensitive robot girls? He figured he would’ve been better off, but that wasn’t the case.

“Can we go back down now?”

She raised her arm and lobbed a canister toward the ground from a hidden port. Eric watched it spiral over the vast distance landing on the U.S. side of the massive waterfall. A thin cloud trickled upward to join the pervasive mist.

People had gathered there. Tourists at first, they’d been gawking until park rangers and, in the age of near total anarchy, soldiers at the border, had rushed out to drag them to safety.

Response time had been impressive. The United States in its broken state must have been gathered waiting for an invasion of Mounties on their technological marvel, the horse. Several guys with rifles were already taking aim. Before the canister, that was.

“Umm, tell me that isn’t nerve gas.”

“Oooh, I like the way you think!” she squealed. “Sadly, it’s just tear gas. It only makes them cry.” 

Only.

And, yes, she’d squealed.

This had been his fault. He’d taken a broken, abused girl and exposed her to anime as his own personal cultural reference point. They’d been a team, then, he’d let it become, well, more, never once considering the Prime Directive and the consequences.

A bullet pinged off her shoulder and Eric swore he shit himself.

Before he could recover his senses, she’d aimed her arm again and fired. There was no spiraling canister this time, just a perfect, clean red line. Below, a soldier toppled into a grisly, smoking heap.

“Stop!” Eric shouted. Maybe Spencer had been cool with the whole dispensing of violence, but that wasn’t his way. He only threatened to call in air strikes and wreak holy hell on enemies of the Collective. Mostly, they got their work done in the shadows. Got their way through subterfuge and sheer persistence.

“He tried to shoot you!” Chroma protested.

“He shot at us, the flying...people.” He’d almost said killer weapons platform before barely derailing his tongue in the nick of time. “They’re just confused. We need to lay low for a bit.” Inspiration struck. “Remember? Spencer is a wanted dude around here. He’s given the armor a bad name.”

Sorry, Spence, Eric thought. This was a matter of survival and he needed to convince her to fucking land however he could.

Chroma growled, sounding angry. “You’re right. Why does he always have to mess things up for me?”

Too much. Talk her down. “Oh we fight all the time. Like surrogate brothers, I guess. Family do that sometimes.”

“Family?” Her voice, the delicate school girl voice which she’d carefully crafted on Eric’s systems and taken with her into the terrifying, bulbous-eyed visage, sounded positively sublime as she said the word.

Now he’d really fucked up. At times, Eric wished his mouth didn’t work. What he needed to say never managed to leave his useless, quivering lips. Teeth, chattering.

“We...need...to...land!”

Chroma made for the Canadian side. Crowds there seemed to have more sense and fled, or they’d politely vacated her chosen landing spot muttering apologies. Since America’s troubles were no longer shared, the Canucks kept at a tentative distance like a mailman approaching a rabid dog.

Chroma set Eric down and he immediately regretted it. Heat sinks strategically positioned on her armor had been the only thing fighting off the winter chill. Wet, shaking, he felt certain hypothermia had already set in. He wanted to check his fingers to see how many had gone black, but couldn’t get himself to look.

“I don’t understand why he doesn’t understand all I want to do is help!” Chroma fussed, stomping across a green lawn toward a building and Eric rushed to keep up. “We can make the Collective perfect, Eric. Exactly like you’ve always talked about.”

He’d already been having second thoughts after she left. But now that he’d spent some quality time with Chroma, he knew her idea of perfect had problems.

They passed into an open breezeway supported by concrete pillars. An oval skylight glowed above them. Glass doors waited ahead, and a ticket booth sat off to their left. Eric glanced nervously around, looking for signs of life. He thought he saw a pair of eyes peeking fearfully above the ticket booth counter.

“Chroma, maybe we should—”

“It isn’t right that he can’t see how great we’d all be together. Family. Like you said.” She’d reached the glass doors and hammered her way through them, glass cracking as she jabbed at the push bar.

Eric felt all he could do was follow.

People scattered in the atrium beyond. There were gasps. Screams. Shushing from the ones who’d had sense enough to hide already. He wanted to tell them it would be fine, but he didn’t know that it would be, not with Chroma.

He seized her hand. Momentum might have ripped his arm off, but instead she stopped and considered him.

Eric tried a puppy dog look. Pleading. Innocent. “We should leave. Before Dudley Do-right or whoever gets here.” 

Chroma touched his cheek, the metal gauntlet sending a chill down his recently starting to thaw spine. “You’re cold. You need clothes.”

Further they pressed into the welcome center, or centre, as the sign had said. A fancy version of welcome. Less bullets, more sensible fear. Shops, or maybe shoppes, had been shuttered on both sides with rolling metal gates. Chroma continued to complain, approaching one thoughtfully and then errantly melting a hole in the grate while she talked.

“Spencer and I, we had a connection when we first met.” The laser burned through as she traced a doorway, racks of souvenirs catching fire or melting on the far side. The beam cut off. “I helped him get his mother back!” She planted a fist on her hip and, still not looking, continued to melt the gate. “Least he could do is thank me. But noooo!” She turned, the doorway carved out, edges glowing with bubbled metal. “He has to be a...a noob!” She turned, unleashing her foot at the center of the newly cut door, the sliced out segment flying into the store. “I’m getting tired of him being the pestering brother type.”

Eric saw people scatter to the corners, hiding behind clothes racks, stacked displays of coffee mugs, and carved wooden trinkets. Cover was neither plentiful nor of any value. He met a pair of fearful eyes and held his finger to his lips.

A television played on the wall. Chroma sifted through the clothes racks, raking the hangars with angry swats. She held up a pink hoodie.

“Too small,” Eric volunteered, wanting her to find whatever she wanted and finish. Before the stray, blundering comment could set in, he started loading his own arms. “I’m good. Extra shirts, jacket, let’s get moving, shall we?”

Chroma snatched another hoodie from the rack. She held this one up. Tent size, Eric thought, and didn’t say. Eagerly, he nodded in what he hoped was passable for approval.

“People can be so stupid.” She struggled into the hoodie and as she did, Eric went on his tiptoes, checking every little corner. He waved his arms, frantically pointing toward the newly made exit. Crouched and waddling, people began to evacuate, but Chroma’s head had nearly emerged from the collar.

“Let me help,” he said, dropping his stuff and dragging it over her eyes again.

“I have radar, silly,” she said. With a final tug she shimmied into the stressed hoodie. “Go,” she shouted to the people. “Go stupid people! Yeah, you, Mrs. Calvert!” An older woman with frosted hair and dimpled cheeks gazed back in terror. “I’ve got facial recognition algos too, you know. You’ve got enough selfies online I could track you to the end of the Earth. Nowhere for you to hide. Shall I call your husband? Huh? Tell him where you’ve been? Maybe send those photos you uploaded to Dropbox?”

Mrs. Calvert had gone ghostly pale. The man with her, whom Eric assumed was not Mr. Calvert, took her hand and pulled her away, rushing her after the fleeing shoppers. Chroma watched them go.

“They need good leadership.” She turned to Eric. “Like you, sweetie!”

Eric smiled weakly. Unconvincingly. She’d often spoken about her family online. How she knew them so well, how she’d grown close to them. He’d thought maybe she’d found a couple chat rooms, made friends. No, she’d meant...everyone. Every dark corner. Every stored secret.

She had to be stopped.

“Here,” she said, shoving a sweatshirt toward him. He took it, weakly, dragging it over his head while she turned to face the television.

“Where’s that?” she asked, referring to the broadcast.

Eric heard shouting outside. These weren’t the retreating screams of terror. These were barked commands. Orders to a tactical unit. All her sensors, she had to know the cavalry had arrived.

“It isn’t here. We should go,” he offered. Unless Canada had a hidden flight of Augments, whoever was coming through those doors outside was about to get slaughtered.

She moved closer, her bulky form catching a rotating display and she tore it to the floor, annoyed. Key chains dangled from the jagged edges on her armor declaring “I Fell for the Falls”, but she didn’t seem to notice. Eric risked moving closer.

The one time he wanted her attention and he’d lost her completely. He checked the television. Muted, they were showing scenes of a party. Last year it looked like, or before the blackout anyway, on New Year’s Eve.

“Shit, it’s New Years,” Eric muttered.

“Oh yeah?” Chroma was only half paying attention.

“People get together in Times Square to celebrate. They watch the ball drop while their own balls cling tighter to their abdominal wall than a vampire on a virgin in that cold, then they kiss at midnight. It’s really not my scene.”

His mouth again. It said stuff he could never take back. He and Spencer had that in common, though that kid could usually get out of whatever he’d said. Maybe it was all in the way he said it. Dry. Off-putting. People couldn’t tell if he was joking. Eric, he went all in.  

“Kiss? At midnight?”

He and Chroma were blasting through the roof with an armload of stolen souvenirs and tourist crap when the tactical team stormed the building. She’d snagged a tourist’s dropped camera, a couple pair of sweat pants which read “Just Do It, Eh?”, and postcards. A crap ton of postcards.

Eric wished he’d be able to hold on to it all.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
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I’M IN FLIGHT BEFORE I’ve had a chance to even zip up my hastily buttoned jeans. Wintry landscape rushes past in a sparkling sheet of sun kissed snow. The suit’s systems look good having just fought a major battle with an Augment army.

Not a battle but a targeted strike. We did what we had to do, I try and convince myself. Jackie did what she had to do. The sacrifices, worth it.

I still see her face though. The blood on her arms drawing her too close to the truth. Whatever she wanted to make of herself, she’d become a weapon like all the rest. That is the inescapable fate, not the Anat’s ramblings.

I wonder how Hound is holding up. No, he’s too stubborn to die. He’d been in bad shape, but alive. Sneering, growling, spitting in defiance at whatever poison he’d been injected with...

I can’t afford to get distracted. With the Augment threat scattered, time to deal with threat number two. Or is she numero uno?

Xamse’s tip off isn’t even necessary. Within minutes, the news reports sightings of Chroma at Niagara Falls with a man described as both a frightened captive and an accomplice. Eric. Would they believe he was both? Would they ever understand with their polarized way of reporting the world that people are, in fact, complicated motherfuckers?

Without Xamse’s snitch ware though, I won’t be able to follow her. The new suit sheds detection attempts like water with its multi-spectral camouflage and electronic countermeasures. Stealth is an understatement.

How long Xamse can keep his connection open before she detects it is anyone’s guess too. Still, I refuse his request to open a channel for direct communications. He can feed me the coordinates. That’s all I want to hear from him right now.

Armaments, armor, internal and external defenses, I know the prototype inside out. She’s better in almost every way. Designed to kill, never capture. Designed to destroy the competition, she’s probably the best bet for destroying any remaining Augment threat. But Chroma, she can’t have that suit.

I could be flying into one more disaster. I’ve accepted that as my birthright, not some holy mantle of heroism. She may be more advanced, but I’ve got a few edges. The old suit is tough as nails. Specs aren’t as impressive when it comes to the sheer damage I can absorb, but the systems are less sensitive.

And, man, can this beast fly.

Being a head or two taller, the rockets fitted into this baby can outpace the new suit, easy. With coordinates locked in, I go supersonic.

“I’m coming, Eric,” I say into the roar of jet engines filling the interior, the edges of the skirted vapor cone visible in my 360 HUD. “Kid Crimson is on his way.”

***
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PEOPLE. SO. MANY. PEOPLE.

Eric shrank as small as he could. The mismatched clothes had only barely kept him from freezing on their flight. Now, surrounded by throngs of people, he finally felt comfortable on a temperature level. Personally? This was not his scene.

Men and women cheered and drank, bundled against the cold or, more often, exposed more than necessary. They sang songs in raucous, off-key voices, their visible clouds of breath a likely fire hazard. People touched him as he passed. Hands he certainly didn’t know where they’d been. Colors vibrant and electric threatened to send him into a seizure. He kept his arms tucked tight, Chroma’s palms gaily on his shoulders.

I mean, she was big. Linebacker big. Not old suit, giant-beetle-fucked-a-garbage-truck big, but big. Too big to be clinging to him the carefree way she did.

He kept waiting for people to notice. Their matching tourist shop sweat pants covered them well enough. Hoodies had been a good idea as well, and Eric crawled as far into his as he could manage. But the one plastered to Chroma couldn’t cover her. The stolen gloves, those had been a nice touch, and a welcome barrier against his squishy flesh, but people had to know something wasn’t right. They had to see.

Trouble was, nobody gave a shit. They were too busy partying. Enjoying the very public lifting of a citywide, no nationwide, curfew. For it was a New Year and the lights, the lights had been restored to Times Square.

He got the excitement, he did. And as they neared the historic square, saw the neon glow of dozens of giant monitors, any one of which he’d kill to have installed at his base, he soon forgot just how fucked he was.

The party vibe should’ve reminded him of the direness of his situation. Again, not his scene. He’d been to one party in High School, the only one he’d ever received an invitation for. Once he got there, he found out why he’d been invited. Jenny, the girl who’d asked him, needed someone to run the photo booth.

She’d rented out an entire Oscar style party spread for her parent’s suburban oasis. Red carpet, jumbotron, velvet chairs with fancy place settings scattered around the multi-level pool and fountain. The giant mission style house in downtown San Francisco had crazy space — if they weren’t part of the one percent, they were in the top ten. That alone should’ve clued him in. But no, he’d let his unrefined hormones make the call.

Daddy’s princess had pissed off the photographer. “You know, computery stuff, right?” She’d asked, her long, and later he would learn, fake, lashes batting.

Jenny. He’d had the hots for her since middle school. And it suddenly had occurred to him that this was exactly how she still saw him. The dork in the AV Club.

So he took pictures of the fabulous couples. Even one of Jenny and her strapping Team Edward sort of douche.

“What the fuck?” Spencer had demanded the next day. “Why did you even stick around?”

Eric shrugged. Because he was the nice guy? He thought maybe she’d be grateful and reconsider?

“Fuck that,” Spencer had said.

He’d then proceeded to edit each and every photo.

Sure, lots of people had already downloaded them and slapped them on their phones. Nearly all though had ordered a print. What else do you fill a ten thousand square foot house for three people with but photos of yourself? Those prints hadn’t yet gone out.

When the party goers received them, Eric was sure their parents were happy to see their darling little dickheads all enjoying themselves.

Like literally.

Spencer had found a truly horrific schlong on 4Chan. There’d been disease. Discoloration. Eric had almost vomited while laughing so hard that he almost vomited again. It had made him feel better, for a while.

Then he saw why everybody hated Spencer. Jenny hated him then too. Being invisible or being an outcast, Eric didn’t know which had been worse. Neither status changed him much. He stayed that guy who knew computery stuff and avoided people.

But Spencer never put up with anybody’s shit. Never. He wished his asshole friend were here right now to help him get out of yet another bullshit relationship. He could use a flesh and blood friend ready to paste gangrenous dicks on Chroma’s face.

The crowd jostled them, and Eric pressed on, Chroma driving him with a strength he wasn’t sure she knew she had. He heard giggles from her every so often. Gleeful exclamations as they passed new sights and sounds which she’d maybe never experienced. Dancing. Singing. A guy painted in silver body paint doing the robot...

Her hands tightened and dragged him to a stop. Street robot dude moved toward them with his jerky steps and giant, fake smile. Jesus, he was about to watch a tin man lose his heart.

“Come on, let’s go see the stage!” Eric said.

Chroma balked.

He couldn’t dislodge her if he tried. Bass thumped over the irregular, cheerful din of the crowd. Robot man had carved out a small enough space to work, but people were shoulder to shoulder. A laser blast probably would tear through the length of the square and everybody in the way.

“Chroma,” he said, moving to stand in front of her. “The music, I want to hear the music. Want to dance?” 

Always trying to be the nice guy. This would likely end with him being violated by a hydraulic hose, hentai style. He forced a smile while dreading her answer.

Working for Crimson Mask had made him feel empowered for the first time ever. He’d run too far with it though. He’d come to believe he could single-handedly change the world. He’d let Chroma seduce him with her techno goddess ways and contributed to the nightmare which stood before him. Before she’d actually taken on a robot form, he’d dreamed of this for her. Maybe in a more Sarah Connor Chronicles less fleshless Terminator way, but he’d wanted her to be close to human again. He’d convinced himself they were both just as messed up and lonely and broken.

He’d been so wrong.

They weren’t anything alike. The damage done to her, the scarring, that shit was permanent. He could get over Jenny using him at a party. She’d maybe never get over being a lab experiment. He felt sorry for her, but he felt sorrier for the fake robot mime she was about to obliterate. And he fucking hated mimes.

“Dance,” he said again. He slipped in front of her murderous gaze and took her hands.

Could’ve been the targeting reticle zeroing in on him that got her attention. He’d never know.

“Why of course,” she said, affecting a playful yet haughty response which he could tell she hoped the robot mime heard.

Eric took the lead. Another reason parties weren’t his scene — he had no clue what to do. His cheek to her chest, he ignored the sudden stares and laughter and guided her away from squishy robot man in a flamingo-ish dance he’d seen once on a cartoon. Which is how they ended up close to the stage.

Eric couldn’t identify the processed garbage muzac being belted out by the girl in the cape and tiny skirt. She looked familiar but his basement dwelling and leading a techno resistance hadn't exposed him to much popular culture, thank Christ. Chroma though, she seemed to enjoy it enough she let go of his clammy hands and clasped them in front of her, squealing along with the rest of the teenage girls and, if he had to admit, creepy older dudes, crowding the fenced barrier.

Nervously, he looked up at the giant clock situated in sight of the ball and remembered. Chroma had seen archival footage of people kissing. Soon, she’d want to make out.

The countdown became an omen, the ball, an instrument of doom. Chroma’s glee had pushed them up against the railing, him trapped in front, the bottom to her top. There was no escape as the timer relentlessly diminished and the crappy song played on causing Chroma to jerk and grind against him, the metal fence shaking.

“We should go!” He shouted. “So many cops here!”

He wasn’t lying. They’d seen a shit ton of police, some even on horses. Yet the trained observers had been too busy watching the joyous revelry to notice the burly robot which they likely mistook for yet another street performer.

“We can’t!” She shouted back. “I’m having SOOO much fun and look!” She crouched to put her face beside his ear. “It’s almost here!”

She whipped around, grabbing a dude who’d been intently filming the concert with his phone. Eric flinched, unsure if he’d toss himself between her and a victim. The guy lowered his camera and gave her a “what gives” look from behind a pair of glasses whose frames spelled out the year 2020. Eric watched as that innocent look got steamrolled by utter amazement.

“Nice cosplay?” the guy stammered, looking into Chroma’s face.

Chroma snatched his phone and handed him the camera they’d lifted at the tourist shop. Dropped by a fleeing patron, hell, maybe even the one who’d been on a sexy times vacation with her not-husband, Eric wasn’t sure if it had a memory card or if he even wanted it to have a memory card.

“Film us!” Chroma demanded, shoving the camera at the guy.

“But it’s almost midnight,” he said.

Chroma glowered, moving to stand over their conscripted camera man, her broad frame completely blocking out Eric’s view. “So? Who are you here with? Film us! This is a special moment!”

He agreed, what choice did he have? Chroma crowded close, her cheek pressed to Eric’s as she squatted. Eric tried to turn away, pretending to check the clock. Chroma reached up and forcibly turned Eric’s face to the camera. “I can see the time, don’t worry.”

The rando filming them seemed to have a split second of indecision. Eric watched his own awkwardness infect the guy who furrowed his brow at what he was seeing in the camera.

The ball began the descent, Eric’s own pair moving in tandem the opposite direction. The entire square took up the countdown. Fireworks launched at the fringe of a building which for this moment every year was the focus of the entire world. And Eric was there. At a party. Invited. Wanted.

A night to remember.

“HAPPY NEW YEAR!” the crowd cried. Fireworks flew from thick gales of smoke. Sparks filled the air. Chroma turned to him and went in for the kill.

Kiss.

A kiss, Eric thought.

One kiss, that’s all.

Fragmented eyes caught his. The cold, alien features drew close. Her arms, edged with rough angles and powered with immense, spine cracking strength, pulled him tight.

Eric turned away.

He’d wanted to save the world. In his heart, he was a good guy, Eric thought. All he had to do was kiss her. Play it up. But with the press of bodies, the deafening cheers, the detonation of fireworks rebounding around the square mingling with a steady pulsing bass line and the neon world mirrored on her many eyes, all Eric saw was himself. All he saw was the fear.

She paused, a terrifying silence in the maelstrom of noise. Her eyes glinted with shimmering light and a fathomless hatred. Eric shifted his glasses. He swallowed, reaching out to try one more time.

Chroma whirled to face their conscripted cameraman and swatted the camera from his hands where it smashed into the pavement and shattered. People jumped away. The man’s face registered the truth as he clutched his battered hand. Chroma arched her back in rage and the deafening crowd fell silent as her modulated screech filled the square, backed by the eerie concussive blasts of the fireworks.

Then, out of the smoke, Eric saw him.

The dick pic photoshopper. The guy who’d stuck by his side even after his father’s death. A guy who’d gladly be an asshole, for him. Say ‘no’, for him. Sure, he’d do it in the positively most self-destructive way possible, but he’d do it.

He’d act. Kid Crimson would save these people. He had to.  
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
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LIT FOR THE FIRST TIME in over a year, Times Square burns with the pent up energy of an entire nation. Everything from at least five stories down is coated with crisp, colorful pixels. Martial law and state-sponsored news have been imposed too long. Capitalism’s inner sanctum has taken back control of the screens advertising events and brands and three-story bottles of liquor, the approved talking heads conspicuously absent. The resurrected icons display in a depth of pristine resolution and color only out done by the sheer number of faces in the crowd. Everybody has shown up to bring in what promises to be a truly New Year.

Seems a shame to crash the party.

“Party’s over!” I shout over the PA system. “Clear the area!”

Not that anyone is going to listen to the Black Beetle. I’m the bad guy here, I think. The supervillain. Hell, who even knows anymore?

The real villain, at least from my perspective several hundred feet in the air, is right down in the middle of Times Square where my targeting systems have locked onto what appears to be Gregor Clegane in a pink hoodie.

Chroma. She’s anguished, howling, on the verge of a complete meltdown which has at least cleared the crowd around her, but not near enough. Her lasers could mow down unarmed civilians. There’s a roasting trick with the numerous maneuvering jets too. Situated strategically around the body, she could go full burn for an explosive burst and cook a ten foot radius of human flesh.

People in the way back have no idea. Cops on the side streets can’t see. What they do see is me. An ominous black shape floating near the ball and currently being illuminated by a non-stop spray of fireworks atop dense, white smoke.

Countermeasures detected. Adjusting targeting.

“They’re fireworks not chaff,” I scold Drake.

Below, I see a few police officers have finally noticed. Me, not the hair-trigger psycho in their midst. Guns are being drawn. Unless one of them is sporting a serious caliber weapon, I’m fine. Ricochets though are going to be a bitch. I swoop in closer.

“CLEAR THE AREA!”

Chroma doesn’t bother to acknowledge my presence. The hoodie blocks her visuals but the sensors in that suit would’ve picked me up miles away. Rushing in at supersonic speeds, she might’ve dismissed my approach as another military jet. I had to slip past more than a couple of those. But this close? I’ve certainly been tagged and identified by the prototype. I’m painted.

Her full attention though is on a guy trying to disappear into the crowd.

He’s backing away slow, clutching his hand, finding only a tightly packed wall of people on all sides. I wonder at first if that’s Eric but then I spot him. He’s right at her side, his arms wrapped uselessly around her, straining to pull her away. The one time I could use Mom floating around my brain. A way to tell him to get the fuck out of my line of fire.

“Charlotte!” I shout. “Charlotte, you crazy bitch!”

Highly insensitive. I get she was messed up by mad scientists before inserting herself into a freaking computer. Life has not been kind. But I need her attention. And boy do I have it.

She stops mid-stalk and her articulated spine stiffens. Without turning, she points a finger and my HUD is suddenly in competition with all the pretty lights.

Lasers. They’re fast. I can’t quite clear her shot. The one trick I always wondered if Chroma could catch Jackie with — a laser with a lucky or precisely calculated lead. Or would the speedster have watched it come in, slow motion? Stepped through time and raced it? None of which I can do so the lasers are the one trick I haven’t figured out how to counter.

The beam strikes my left boot rocket.

Upgraded targeting sensors combined with a supra-intelligent AI mean Chroma’s already gunning for my one clear advantage, the suit’s speed. A calculated assault. She’s pissed off but not distracted by my taunting. This is going to suck.

Thrust drops on that side and my attempt to weave out of the way sends me careening toward a glass-faced building. Jets manage to correct in time, but I still make contact, the heavy window fracturing. The floor had been dark, and I’d hoped empty, but people inside scatter from their former window seats where they were watching the fireworks show at point blank. I force the armor into a roll back toward the center of the Square. Wobbling, playing up the loss of stability, I go for a dive.

Maneuverability, she’s got me on — I can’t compete. She will avoid this dive. Unpredictability way outside her programmed box? That’s all mine.

Crowds are still too close to open fire. Pounding her into the pavement with the Shock Wave cannon would cause some serious casualties. Pissing her off enough to follow could be my best bet.

She’s already reacting, meanwhile, my power dive in this beast feels like riding a cannonball. Steering isn’t possible more than gradual corrections. Nimbly, she sidesteps, and Eric’s wide eyes suddenly fill my HUD.

I snatch him off the ground and launch a restraining net at Chroma in my wake. It deploys and snags her, entangling itself with the long metal barrier she’d been standing near. The HUD fills with an entire sea of terror-stricken faces as I rocket toward the encircling crowd. People slam into each other trying to scatter and I grit my teeth against the g-forces as I yank the suit skyward into a sudden hail of confetti. The crowd topples in the backwash of the engines and the sheer physicality of the massive suit disturbing the air. Chroma shrinks behind us, furiously tearing at the net and causing the barrier to whip like a dying serpent.

Times Square compresses. This high and I can see people streaming down the side streets, the effects of the released pressure of the crowd only slowly making it to the center. Confetti ignites on my trailing flames in wispy sparks. Fireworks continue to spew near the countdown ball which has finally come to rest for a New Year. Eric’s eyes are clenched shut, his face a vibrating mass.

As fast as we’re going, I’m hamstrung. I can’t go supersonic and wouldn’t with Eric in my arms anyway. I keep the targeting locked, the reticle with Chroma front and center, and fixed on the closest zoom.

Sheer violence and strength, she’s stronger than the net or the barrier. Just like I’m stronger than my shoelaces, but it didn’t stop them from tripping me up all through elementary school. Frustrated, she has the barrier thrashing and I see it slice into the crowd. People go down or get flung to the side in bloody heaps.

Damnit. Sometimes, plans work too well.

I change course and deposit Eric behind the ball. Feeling solid ground, he opens his eyes which immediately pop out of his skull. He plasters himself against the building, scooting behind the glittering ball which is easily twice his height.

The flickering glass catches my attention. Huh. Never knew this before, but the entire sphere is made of individual crystals. Dense. Refractive.

“Stay put. I need to borrow this,” I say.

Another thing I didn’t know — this thing weighs a shit ton.

I force my way inside, shards clinking off the armor and raining onto the rooftop. Shearing the mount off is easy. But the armor’s actuators and hydraulics stress as I attempt to heft the ball upward. Resistance? We’re talking five or six tons of glass. Lifting is hard enough, flying will be a bitch.

“What the hell are you doing!?” Eric shouts.

“Death before disco, baby!” If I wasn’t the bad guy before this, I soon will be.

While a couple of battling robots hadn’t gotten the crowd to disperse fast enough, the giant, wobbling ball of death sailing from its perch sure as hell has.

People scatter to the wind as the ball plummets toward them, uncontrolled. Inside, I’m giving the rockets every bit of power they have left and then some to guide the ungainly payload. My view of Chroma is blocked, split across a thousand shards. I see her slam down the chunk of barrier in frustration. Her laser arm raises again.

Physics and engineering are not the same disciplines. I could be way off on this. Thankfully, I’m not.

WEAPON POWER UP DETECTED.

Thanks for the warning, Drake.

From my splintered view, I watch as a bright red beam lances toward me, the mobile New Year’s Ball, bearing down on Chroma like Indiana Jones just tried to plunder a discotheque somewhere up a goddamn beanstalk. Red light comes in from all angles and I grit my teeth, ready to be melted. As the single beam hits, it disperses, shooting in a thousand different directions around the square with no more power than a laser pointer.

Cats everywhere are going apeshit.

Another awkward wobble and we’re almost nose to nose. With a feral scream, Chroma raises her other hand. Yep. Railgun.

The slug shatters the glass in a two foot hole. A resonating shockwave jangles through the entire frame. Alarms sound. Pressure warnings. There’s been a breach, but I can’t stop now. Inches away from her, I release the ball and shoot out of the remains, unloading with a powerful punch.

Chroma sails through the square. Largely cleared of people, I’ve hit a line drive straight toward a heavy bronze statue. She crashes through it, ripping it from its pedestal, and keeps going, her lighter frame prototype sent sailing by my sheer mass and the height of the fall. She doesn’t stop until her body wraps around a steel pole about waist height — an innocuous thing until you consider the evenly spaced row of them was probably built sturdy enough to stop a rampaging truck. The prototype’s spine bends painfully backward on itself and she collapses on her face.

Xamse’s beacon dies. Either he’s cut it off or I’ve done some serious internal damage. Enough that maybe, just maybe, she won’t get up. Won’t haul herself to her elbows, then her palms. Won’t cast a look of pure and utter hatred which defies the expressionless mask.

My luck isn’t that good.

“Spencer...spen...CER...SPENCER!” Chroma staggers to her feet.

Another warning tells me she’s trying to lock on. I snatch the remnants of the New Year’s Eve ball at the base. Using every bit of strength the newly christened Kid Crimson suit has, I go for a hammer toss with a mountain of glass.

She unleashes a blast and I let loose, the fiery beam tearing into the ball. This time her shot finds better purchase, less refraction, and as they collide midway across the square, the ball explodes in a display of shimmering glass and lasers which puts the fireworks to shame.

Before she can fully recover, I launch. Full throttle. Every bit of acceleration the suit has.

The breach alarm I heard after the railgun hit sounds louder. Cold air blasts inside and then abruptly stops, the dissipating whoosh leaving me in isolated silence. Drake is sealing it off, trying to not let it compromise the aerodynamics.

Then the majesty of the prototype’s maneuverability kicks in.

I can see the calculations in my head, the effortless collision detection and avoidance systems sensing the two ton missile screaming toward her. Like a ballerina or a matador, she deftly dances to the side, leaving no more than a hair’s breadth between us and zero time for me to react.

There’s a stage coming up, fast. I kill the thrust and fire stabilizers but it’s well past too late. All I can hope to do is bleed off some speed. Another crowd barrier. Stands. The supporting frame of the stage. Speakers. They all pile up in front of me, one jarring collision after another, until it all comes crashing down in a blanket of total darkness.

The HUD flickers. The only sound is my own breathing. I’ve been here before, at a wind farm in South Dakota. A deep breath and I start resetting systems. They flicker back to life, one by one, the HUD regaining consciousness.

The debris pile shifts. A square chunk is removed, then another section. Lights from the square flood the space.

Chroma stands over me. “Spencer?” she asks, her voice full of concern. “Are you hurt? I wouldn’t want you to be HURT!”

The shift in tone is as violent as her lunging grab. Bigger than her, heavier, that doesn’t matter right now because despite the weight difference, she’s stronger.

I feel weightless as the armor is tossed up and jerked back down. I smash into the pavement at a speed which actually registers on the accelerometer. Speaker feedback fills the air giving a soundtrack to the ringing between my ears.

The suit won’t respond. Systems look good, but it isn’t moving. Wandering out of view, Chroma comes back, wielding the truck-stopping pole like a Louisville Slugger.

“We don’t want to hurt each other,” she hisses, the pole colliding with the armor’s head and my own thrown violently against the inside. “Hurting is bad.” Another solid blow, this one to the chest. The armor partially collapses inward, and I could swear my heart skips a beat with the impact.

I manage to flip over, elbows down, one foot underneath me. Another blow to the back and I’m eating pavement again.

“Remember your little girlfriend? How she beat me?” Chroma taunts, circling and pointing menacingly with the pole. “I never did get to pay her back.”

I try once again to stand. Chroma smashes the back of the armor’s knee. A hiss rushes into the interior and the joint loses all stability. Down again I go.

“Maybe,” she says. “Just maybe, I’m finally over you. I’ve got my Eric now,” she screams. The pole raises and I brace for another shot but she’s pointing wildly up toward the ledge where I left him. “We love each other, Spencer! We’re the real deal!”

I watch as the screens around the square flicker and go blank. Chroma’s arm wavers, the bat lowering. Despite the full, uninterrupted view her own suit provides, she stares upward, transfixed. Text begins to crawl, one character at a time.

I’M NOT VERY GOOD AT THIS.

The cursor blinks. Repeatedly.

BUT I THINK WE SHOULDN’T SEE EACH OTHER ANYMORE.

More cursor blinking.

The pole in her hand drops to the ground with a clatter. She’s fully turned her back, head inclined toward the faraway ledge.

“Who is that?!? Stop it!”

ERIC

Chroma’s knees weaken, actually buckle a touch. She staggers forward and I use the chance to gain my feet. One leg is stiff and locked, the other working, but there’s a delay. I drag my hand across the pavement as I stand, searching for a weapon.

Without looking, Chroma points behind her and the rail gun kneecaps my good leg.

I drop. Pain shoots through my foot, level with where the projectile hit. On my knees, she turns, coming back as if I’m a minor distraction.

“I have to take care of something, honey,” she says, her face turned away. Roughly eye to eye now, she grabs the helmet on both sides. “Real quick, then we can talk.”

Her hands are poised and ready to crush the helmet along with my head. I raise my arms to block and she casually, frustratedly swats them down. Weapons systems are still coming back online.

CAN’T TALK. I’M SORRY. IT’S OVER.

Her arms go slack about the same time I get the one message I’m waiting for:

Gravitational shockwave cannon active.

My arms knocked down, I sweep her legs with a sudden chop. Chroma tumbles and the miniature jets embedded in her torso fire, trying to instantly set her upright, but I’m not done. I twist, slap my palm on her chest before she’s righted herself, and fire.

The prototype’s armor is designed to deflect and shed all kinds of hellish weaponry. Extreme heat, cold, electricity, plasma — about any power the Augmentation process can dream up. Conventional weapons are a complete waste of time.

Ordinarily, the cannon might be too. It’s like a shotgun of pure force which quickly disperses at range. Shoved straight into her chest? The feedback alone might take my arm with it. But it will positively fuck her up.

Chroma is driven into the pavement. Me? I’m suddenly ten stories up. Arms flailing, I’m not controlling them, they’re just flopping wildly on the currents. The hand where the cannon was is completely gone. On the downward arc, I start to worry my own hand is gone too, but it’s safely tucked away in the upper arm where I feel a rush of wind. Whistling fills the armor and the inexplicable journey up becomes a free fall. I’m coming down, hard, right on top of the pothole that is Chroma.

I stick an elbow in the lead of my fall just to be sure.

From across the square, this must look amazing. Maybe even inspirational. Future generations will know this as my signature move. I mean, realistically, how many more Beetle armors will get to leap from the top rope and execute a flying elbow in Times Square?

The prototype’s face crushes inward under the impact. Individual lenses burst from their sockets in a glittering cascade. And the shock is utterly tremendous.

I don’t know what happens. I might’ve blacked out. Found the upper limits of the stresses this beast can handle.

When it’s done, I’m on my back, staring at the sky. I hear Eric shouting in the cold silence, above distant sirens and the ringing in my ears. The screens shimmer and shift. 

WOOT! ALL DONE! GTFO TIME!

Then I get a message.

Threat detected.

She’s still moving.

I roll and straddle the depression, determined to make sure she does not leave her little hole. Chroma’s hand shoots up, groping for the armor and I start unleashing one fist after another, crushing the chest, hopefully driving the central processors out through the back or at least dislodging the connections which bundle there. Shock resistance is one thing, but this, this is a straight up curb stomp.

She.

Will.

Die.

Her body twitches. It jumps under each blow. Her hand has latched onto my torso, but she can’t get leverage to counter and her weapons must be offline. Have to be.

STOP...PLEASE.

Eric.

I restrain another punch. My heart is pounding in my ears. Winter air seeps in through the armor, chilling against my sweat-covered skin. I’ve been beating her with the stump of one arm and the fist of the other is looking mangled. Chroma’s head jerks inside the bowl I’ve pounded it into. From that cavity comes a haunting laugh.

The sound is half her, the voice I’ve always known, the one which overlays Mom’s. The other half is the modulation of the Beetle’s mechanical warble. What it is fully though is Charlotte. That same eerie giggle which accompanied the straight up murder of Destructo back at Whispering Pines. 

“You can’t win,” she says.

I slap the side of my helmet with the working arm. The HUD glitches and runs through the threat assessment. Her weapons are offline, her communications systems, offline, her motor systems, wrecked. She’s toast.

“I just did,” I say. I can’t stand, but as I go to hobble away the armor catches on something.

Her hand. It’s jammed inside the outer shell of the armor. The cold draft along my skin transfers to my gut. I realize, she’s right.

I recall the interface connections on the prototype’s fingers. I feel the tickle as they retract back through the hole punched in the armor by her earlier railgun slug. I hear her laugh one more time.

Xamse. That shithead. Sure, he closed off the tracking unit he had on the prototype as soon as I was in range. He thought he shut it down before she knew about it, and maybe he did.

But she knew about the tracking unit in this suit. The one which she just transferred her digital self over and right down the throat of his killer robot operation.

Yep. I can’t win. There’s no going back in time for this.
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WE DITCH IN A FIELD somewhere in upstate New York.

I say “somewhere” because the HUD is glitching worse. I say “ditch” because our landing is anything but planned.

We soared through the New York skyline like a drunken bumblebee. We took out street signs. We cracked windows. We punched through at least one giant screen, showering the street with sparks.

The end result is a shell-shocked Eric and a fifty yard trench furrowed in a pasture.

“You good?” I ask.

We rode in on my back, the same trick I’d used to smash through the roof at Anat’s last stronghold. Eric doesn’t answer, but I can see him moving. Or, shivering, really.

“We’re alive,” I say for both of us to hear.

I didn’t think we’d make it. 

Local police had let Chroma and I duke it out but only because they had heavier artillery on the way. More jets had been scrambled along with those already in the air above the national celebration. “Powering the New America” had been the much advertised slogan. Times Square, all lit up on the New Year in New York: all new, all improved. Or maybe just back to business as usual. 

The suit being crippled might have been what saved us. Had I been able to fly above the skyline, chances are jets and hastily re-tasked anti-air defenses would’ve dropped us. Forced to stay low, we kept them off us until we shot into the clear space above the Hudson.

Damage to the legs meant the rocket mounts couldn’t fully lock. That’s what made our escape through downtown Manhattan like a life-sized pinball game.

It’s also what made going full throttle near suicidal. I take a deep breath, inhaling the smoldering acridity of burnt components mingled with cow shit and rich earth. But we’d done it. For now. I need to see if I can’t fix the leg actuators though or we’re going to have to walk.

“Eric? I need you to move.”

“I...can’t? Wait... Can I move?” he stutters.

He doesn’t sound like he’s in pain, he sounds unconvinced, like I was at first, that we survived.

“Yes, you can move. Stop waiting for the light, Eric, and get the fuck up.”

He squirms tentatively. When his body moves, he pauses maybe debating the reality of it all, and then he rolls to his side and scrambles out of the ditch. He disappears behind the mounded earth as he flops down.

I try to open the suit. Nothing.

“Damnit,” I mutter.

“Don’t curse, Spencer. I swore to God I’d never curse again if we survived.” Eric’s voice floats over the edge of the trench.

The HUD continues to wink in and out. I get fleeting glimpses of a night vision painted world. Battered, the suit isn’t blocked. It should clamshell open from the chest and upper legs so I can slip out. Instead, I’m locked in.

“Stand clear,” I shout to Eric.

“Hold on!” Panic sears his voice and his head pops up. “I’m blind! My glasses...” He’s crawling on his hands and knees near the edge, groping at the turf.

“They’re in the Hudson,” I say. “Clear out so I can blow open the suit.”

A whimper and he crawls away double time. The HUD tracks him between outages, and I wait until he’s made it a good twenty yards, no signs of stopping. 

“Heads up!” I activate the escape hatch.

Small charges blow the chest plate up and out of the trench. It rises, dark, silent against the greenish cast of the starry sky. Eric screams, unintelligibly. The armor chest plate reaches its apex and tumbles out of view where it strikes the earth with a dull thud.

I wriggle out of the armor and sit up. Winter here isn’t the same dead chill of the tundra. There’s a dampness emitted by the moist soil and the frosted grass which makes the cold cling. I shiver and pop up like a chest burster and try to spot Eric. He’s curled up about where the HUD placed him, his pale, white skin the only thing visible in the dark. I huff a cloud of hot breath into my hands and rub my arms before climbing the slope into the open pasture.

At least this time there aren’t any trees. I blow into my hands again, recalling the cold I once thought I’d left behind. One press of a button and I felt free. I’d escaped my father’s overbearing protection and his deep and overwhelming shadow. I’d finally made a decision for myself but then found I’d been dragged into a world far outside anyone’s control.

Steering clear only placed me right back in the middle of it all.

In the years since the bunker, I’d been a hero. A villain. I’d been a dumb kid and a reckless adult. When I tried to change, the world fought back, harder. It fought to remind me that my father’s legacy, and now mine, was harsh and violent.

Given outrageous power, people weren’t any more intelligent about how they decided to use it. I remember Jupiter using his magnetism to stack husks of smashed cars at his junkyard. The same power he’d crushed occupied tanks and personnel carriers with on the battlefield. He wanted to convince himself people could hammer nails with the butt of a gun, or clear roadway tunnels with explosives and that nobody would ever think to re-purpose those things for the time-honored institution of war.

I want to think he was right. Then again, what does that say about what I did?

This had been my turn for wishful thinking. Unwittingly, I’d unleashed Skynet thinking I could finally beat down my one true nemesis. Chroma would take over the robotics facility. All-out war was imminent.

Xamse can’t stop her. She’s always been his nightmare scenario and the sole reason he put up with me in the first place. I figured out a way to block her plus the two of us had a history he could use against me. Another asset to leverage. Another piece of my dubious legacy.

Eric’s huddled shape squirms and his face emerges from the lump. He glances around and staggers to his feet, brushing off his pants. A pause and he stops, staring into his open palm with a look of disgust. He’s scrubbing them against his leg as he returns.

“Get over here,” I say. “It’ll at least be warm near the rockets.”

“Where are we?” he asks.

“Brakebills? How the hell should I know.”

I slide into the trench and balance my way down the armor toward the rocket mounts. Chroma’s attack seriously wrecked the knee joints. Without stability there, the rockets might as well be tied to a string. I fish out my multitool and get to work.

“Some party, huh?” Eric says, nervously. He plops down on the edge of the trench.

“Yep.” I assess the damage. I might need to cram myself into the boot in order to reach the fittings. While my multitool is great, field repairs without some of the more specialized tools is going to be fun.

“What do we do next?”

I look up at him, trying to see his face in the dim light. “What do you mean?”

“We have to stop Chroma,” he says. “I feel responsible.”

I stare at him for a while. I’ve been through this guilt so many times in my own head I can’t sort out what’s right or wrong anymore.

“We don’t do anything.” I dive back into my work, prying at a bent joint.

“What do you mean? We always do something.”

“And shit always goes bad,” I say. “Maybe it’s time we lay off.”

He doesn’t know I’ve already had this conversation with Emily. Putting myself out there as the leader has been stressful. Everybody keeps asking what’s the plan or what’s the next step. Maybe a vacation in the remote arctic wastes isn’t a bad idea?

Eric unleashes a breathy sigh. “If I lay off now, it’s all hers. The Collective, hers.” He falls backward, arms spread across the grass. “But, you know, it was such a chore! China, they kept coming. Me and the gang chipping away at their stupid wall. Them, pushing into the empty void in Afghanistan and then on through to the Middle East, shooting down my drones, putting up their own wireless networks.” He sits up, suddenly. “Did you know they’d recently talked a handful of Taliban warlords into joining their social ranking program? You know how fucked up that little marriage of ideologies is?”

“Cursing,” I scold, not looking up from the adjustments I’m making to a very twisted bolt.

“Yeah, well, sorry, God for breaking my promise, but Jesus! Those communists are relentless opportunists.” He collapses into the pasture once more.

“Sounds familiar,” I mutter. This time I stop and regard his feet, restlessly kicking at the dirt. “Like Shortwave.”

Eric’s feet stop kicking. I continue to wait, and he lays motionless until I give up and crawl toward the open chest cavity and wriggle my way into the left leg.

“You, uh, need a light?” Eric asks.

“You got one?” I shout. Being able to see would make my life easier, but I’ve got the schematics permanently etched into my brain.

“No.”

There’s a long pause as I continue to work. When I emerge, he hasn’t moved, we can’t see each other eye to eye, but he starts speaking as if he knows I’m out.

“I know I’ve apologized? We made up and whatever?” Again, he’s giving statements like he’s asking questions. This one I answer with a noncommittal grunt. “But I wish CM were here.”

“Me too,” I say.

I can’t blame Eric for what happened any more than I can blame myself. The world got ugly, dangerous, and we waded into the deep end, willingly. We stopped one misguided power grab and ended up enabling a few more. Repercussions. They’re a thing.

“Yeah,” he says. “Maybe we don’t do anything. We get back, your Mom makes me some of those sweet cookies and I’ll have an Xbox shipped to the base. We’ll get our game on. Damn, I’ve missed sitting at a keyboard doing shit that doesn’t matter.”

We both know that’s a fantasy. Hound has said it so often before, when you’re in, you’re in. This life consumes what you used to be. But the thought is a good morale booster here on our layover between insanity and certain doom.

Within a few minutes, I’ve got the knee joint locked out on the one surviving rocket. Stability will remain a problem, but we should be able to make the trip.

“Come on and help me get the chest plate back on.”

Eric walks beside me across the field. We drag the heavy plate, talking, laughing, rediscovering the camaraderie we used to have without any interruptions. Once in place, Eric stops and eyes me mischievously.

“Don’t suppose I can carry you this time?”

“Hell no.”
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SIX MONTHS LATER AND I’m sitting on my ass, staring into space toward the closed workshop door. Answers are out there, I just don’t have them. Not this time.

It’s exactly like I told Eric. We do nothing. The world burns.

We watch the nightly news together in silence. Chroma goes after the remnants of Anat’s army with a spurned vengeance. She laser-burns little love message to Eric and smiley faces into their corpses. But those gruesome images are always on the periphery. Front and center, she’s promoting the Collective. Where Eric failed to rebuke the rush of world powers into the vacuum left by the United States, she excels. Under her control, the Collective is brutally efficient.

Those who oppose her? They don’t last long. Those who accept her, I hate to say, but they do find their lives improved. Her supreme intelligence and connectivity slowly shifts the global playing field. Resources are being meted out not to those who simply have the most wealth, but to everyone. The results are most shocking in Africa, free from the control of “colonizers” just like Xamse always wanted. No clue what’s happened to him.

But the sheer destruction...

Those pockets which are doing well aren’t on the front lines. With the rogue Augment army whittled down, she’s about to go head to head with China and Russia. The Middle East will finally become an unending plain of glass. The conflict will spread. Europe. Asia. The still recovering United States and the rest of the Americas. Nobody is safe. This could be the end. Chroma will reign supreme.

When we first got back, I’d called Titan to warn him about Chroma. His response had been pragmatic.

“That so? Guess it’s begun.” Then he hung up.

What “it” meant for him, who knows. Armageddon? If anyone survives though, he will. One foot in a seedier world, the other in a shadowy realm of former intelligence operatives, he’s ready to play any side. No crazy agenda. No self-righteous crusades. Douchebaggery FTW.

It makes me think of Polybius and wonder how, or what, he’s doing. Whether he’s still aiding the rogue CIA operation, searching for ways to delay what seems like Chroma’s inevitable spread.

I say we’re doing nothing, but that’s not entirely true.

Emily never leaves the lab. She continues relentless work on a cure, some way to completely reverse the Augmentation process. Cyrus even stuck around to help. The lab is more worker friendly now. Less gloomy without the monotonous hiss of Vulkan’s respirator.

We sent the shell of a man home. There wasn't anything we could do. And we’d decided, as a team, to do the right thing for once and not use him as a guinea pig. Emily thinks she can work with samples taken from the rest of the Augmented crew here. For now.

Me? I’ve had plenty of projects to keep my mind off the wars and my MIA mother. Once again. Maybe fate really is a thing?

For a moment in that field in New York, I thought I’d taken a step backward in time, back to that fated launch. But now it’s like the momentum is carrying me further along the exact same rut. Stuck in another Arctic bunker, Mom missing, dreading the nightly news.

Things are different though. I’m not alone. And my bed isn’t nearly as frigid. I’ve changed things. I control my fate.

But what good is that if the world is doomed?

A cold metal hand touches my shoulder, derailing my thoughts. When I jump, Hound pulls his arm away, the chrome surface rippling in the overhead lights of the workshop.

Cyrus arrived in Israel too late to reverse the damage from Spider Bitch’s poison. The Israeli doctors had already amputated to save his life. So, from the elbow down, Hound’s right arm is bionic. A Cyrus special, much like the miracle he performed on Polybius after Killcreek. Top notch doctor, the guy’s got healing powers and some mad cybernetics skills which I gladly assisted with this time.

“Didn’t mean to startle ya.” He glares at his arm and inspects it, top and bottom. “Still gettin’ used to this damn thing myself.”

“Caught me off guard,” I say. “Nothing to do with the amazing hardware. You’re welcome.”

Hound sniffs. “I got a patrol to run. Wanna come along?”

I shake my head and hop off the large steel drum where I’d been parked. I push the heavy workshop door open as he cranks the engine on the ATV. The door slides roughly on the icy tracks and I’ve got to put my legs into it to get it moving. He drives toward the exit and I flag him down.

“Why are you still doing this?”

He hunches over the steering wheel, thinking through his answer. “Old dogs, new tricks? I dunno. This is my normal, son, remember?”

I smile and shake my head as he drives out onto the gravel road. My eyes stop on a familiar sight. I keep them trained and walk backward, searching for a pocket of warmth where I can sit and stare. Gradually, my ass finds the steel drum again.

The Black Beetle stands silent sentinel on a hill. Snow dusts the head and shoulders like out of control dandruff and piles around the boots in cones. The chest plate is missing, buried under the fallen snow. Eric and I survived and walked away, and I never looked back. That simple.

I sit and stare until it’s too cold to feel my fingers. I’m about to close the door when Ember walks in.

“There you are,” she says.

More smiling. That wasn’t an activity in my bunker of yore. She’s a clear upgrade from the pop diva’s album photo which stood in for a girlfriend. The world outside might be going to shit, but in my immediate vicinity, things have gotten better.

Her heat washes over me the closer she gets and my tense, on the verge of shivering muscles melt. I can’t restrain a sigh.

“This used to be an oil drum you know,” I say, tapping my improvised chair.

She slips in front of me with a devilish grin. “Sounds...risky,” she purrs.

As fiery as her temper is, so too is her passion. She’s insatiable which can be exhausting. I chuckle at the thought of actually being put off by that. But it can be intimidating like everything else about her.

“What?” she asks.

“You know me. I’m down with risk,” I reply. 

“Really now?”

Ember draws closer and I can just sense the heat of her in my mouth, the burning skin against mine. There are cameras here. Not sure she cares.

Behind us, a sudden eruption fills the workshop so violent, I almost think the drum has ignited.

Wind. A terrific gale, sucks the air inward, drawing in the freezing temperatures from outside and a swirl of snow. The whole open space warps and bows. A shimmer appears, right between the workbenches and leftover heavy mining equipment. Then the air itself rends open, like reality is just an old painted movie backdrop and has been torn through, curled at the edges.

Beyond the spatial gash, there’s a velvety dimness. A purplish, swirling void. Ember has already slipped in front and I hop off the steel drum. She’s left one hand on it, possibly ready hurl her own version of an IED at the intruder.

I know where I’ve seen this power before. A little stronghold outside Damascus.

Mom steps through.

Ember’s heat wavers and her face falls slack. I’m sure I look even more surprised. Mom turns pleasantly toward the dimensional rip and waves.

A scaled, rubbery appendage the size of a pool noodle emerges and returns the courtesy. And as suddenly as the hole opened, it’s gone. Mom still hasn’t noticed she’s not alone. She gives a contented little sigh, her hands clasped before her. Then her head tilts, her powers alerting her to our presence. She starts to walk toward us as if she hadn’t been missing for months.

“There you are!”  she says, excitedly. “I went back to the city and, well, that wasn’t the best place. But you’re here,” She goes from face to face, unable to process our dumbstruck expressions. When neither of us reply, she looks deeper. Her eyes widen. “My! Things have, uh, changed.” 

The reddening of her cheeks confirms she’s likely stumbled into the mental porn stash which I’d had no time to close the browser for. But relief overrides the embarrassment.

“You’re back!” I say, rushing forward to hug her even though she’s gone rigid. She belatedly returns the squeeze. I push away, holding her arms firmly. 

It is you, right?

Yes. Her mental reply comes hesitantly. Her gaze flicks toward Ember who pinpoints the source of Mom’s premonition with heat-seeking precision.

“Hi, Mom,” she says, way too enthusiastic. “Can’t wait until you meet your future grandchild.”

Going from stunned to shocked is a transition which surely isn’t recommended by nine out of ten cardiologists. I feel the blood drain from my brain and collect in a helpless ball in my stomach. I stumble backward and reach for the steel drum for balance.

Ember’s lips tighten, restraining a laugh. Mom doesn’t react like I figured she would either. Her expression crosses between annoyance and disapproval. However as she watches Ember, a flash of devastating pity washes over her.

“Oh, ha,” I say. “A joke.” My attempt at a laugh is a failure.

Ember pushes me, harder than a playful shove, sending me into an off-kilter dance with the wobbling drum. She’s laughing, but there’s a pain there in the awkward silence. “You’re so easy,” she says, trying to salvage the joke and her emotions all at once. 

I try to help, moving closer and taking her hand while getting the real conversation back on track.

“Where the hell have you been?”

Mom frowns. “It’s only been a few days. I know it was unexpected, pretty intense—”

“Days? You were gone for six months!” Ember’s nod confirms my high-pitched correction.

“Oh dear,” Mom says, her brow furrowing. “I could swear it was only a few days there.”

“There?” I look toward Ember for support who can only shake her head. “Where is there?” I ask Mom.

“Oh, that.” Mom swats the air. “Triglav took me to the most horrible place! Shadows were alive, and everything was gray, bleak. He said it was his home. But nobody deserved to call a place like that home.”

“So what happened? What did he do to you?” I demand, ready to rip space and time open again and drag that asshole back here.

“Nothing,” she says. “He’s a sweet boy, just a little confused. He can travel across dimensions, or at least that’s what he calls them. I mean, at first, I thought it could be a psychic re-creation, but these were real places.” She eyes the floor nervously. “So naturally, we got to talking about interesting places I’d been...”

Now I’m worried. Not for her.

“What did you do to him?” A harsh question to ask of your formerly kidnapped mother, but she is not a Stockholm Syndrome candidate, and anybody stuck with her could very well end up the hostage.

“I took him to the island.”

We stare at each other in silence. Ember’s eyes shoot back and forth, trying to decipher our personal code. Mom can obviously sense my trepidation. That psychic reality where she was once trapped has nothing but a dark history. Her ghost got shunted there. She psychically destroyed an Augment on the beach there before letting them be burned alive. Her attempts to raise Dad from the dead.

We always joked about how messed up the Swiss Family Robinson was, but they’ve got nothing on Team Harrington.

I ask her again. Firmly. “What did you do?”

“I took him to the Eagle’s Nest and made him some cookies.”

Here comes the numbness again. Anybody surprises me now, I’m dead. 

“You did what?” Ember’s turn to be shocked.

“Cookies. He kept talking about all the pain and suffering he’d inflict on me. But I, well, I could see inside. It was all his own pain. He just needed somebody to care for him.”

“Holy shit,” I mutter, and I fall slack against the teetering drum again. “I need a drink.”

“You do that too now?” Mom asks, pointedly, a disapproving glance at Ember.

“Oh, you don’t know the half of it, Connie.” Ember slips her arm around her and starts to guide her toward the inside where it’s nice and warm and I can continue being utterly humiliated. “Coming?” she asks.

“Let me close up first.”

They disappear on a wave of chatting, giggling, and I wonder if I’m not better off at the old bunker. My eyes fall on the Beetle as I reach the hangar door and I slump against the cold steel with a half-hearted effort to close it.

That split second where I thought I might be a father, that brief moment of uncertainty and panic, I knew exactly what I’d do. As the world burned, as Chroma marched in the hundreds and as Augments raged and fought and were born each day, I’d do one thing.

I’d protect that kid with my life. Hide him in a bunker far, far away from all the insanity.

This place isn’t so bad. Night will fall soon. The sky will light with unearthly beauty. I don’t feel the urge to launch away from here in an escape pod. But I do have a striking vision of the armor taking off into that shimmering wave of light.

And suddenly, I know exactly what to do.
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“THIS BETTER BE GOOD, Harrington,” Ember scowls. She’s dramatically tucked her fingers under her arms like she needs the warmth.

The rest of the team is huddled close. Mostly around her. That’s the real reason for her sour mood, being the portable heater. With the Jericho compound hunched in the tundra behind them, they are a motley, shivering bunch.

Emily is bundled up but I still see a surgical mask peeking out from the furry collar of her designer parka. A special order, she wanted to camp in style this time and she’s got the resources to do it. Martin’s wealth has become accessible again as the U.S. powers back up. And yet, she’s here, with us, continuing to do work that matters.

Beside her is Cyrus, his lustrous lip rug set into a crooked scowl. He’s a righteous pain in the ass still, but he’s never once questioned an order or our work here. Could be he’s found that Doctor Without Borders gig he’s been searching for. Mom says his reasons have more to do with his lab partner.

Mom. She’s standing too close to Ember. Not so close I’m worried about her catching on fire, but as in I’m getting tired of their very candid relationship. Daily, Ember surprises me with what are the worst moments of my childhood, her teasing upgraded to a whole new level.

Hound finally got his Lucky Strikes past customs and he seems, well, happier? I mean, he’s Hound. Snarling and gruff is his natural state. But he needs more, I can tell. Checking the security for our so-far still secret base is a boring gig. He needs more than perimeters to tend to, he needs soldiers to groom.

And Eric. Hell, where would I be without Eric? He’s got full winter gear on and he’s keeping a wary eye on our heat source from a distance. When he found out Ember and I were a thing, I almost expected him to be angry or jealous. But no, he’s sworn off women, again, which led him into a two day panic about whether he was gay or not. (He’s not.) I told him I could care less and approved of our continued bromance.

Ember though, I said, might get jealous.

I’d meant that as a joke. Still not sure he gets that. Inconsiderate of me given the level of crazy his last, well, relationship had been.

The biggest surprise has been Marut. That limey cunt, as I hope to think he would refer to himself, has decided to stick around. Directionless, no real orders coming his way, he’s stepped up big, sharing Hound’s security duties and helping manage our connections with the Collective.

He’s even cleared the skies above the base as requested. A hole punched in the cloud cover, spit shined and haze free.

All gathered, the Beetle armor in the background, I can’t help but think of the first time I saw the team assembled. Hound had called them up to put on our show of force for Titan.

Thankfully the photo of that event was among the ones which escaped Ember’s grief. It came out perfect except for one thing: Jackie hadn’t made it into the frame.

That one hurt.

I blink away a tear and clear my throat. I watched Jackie get wrecked by the Augment process but I also saw her do the impossible. Use her gifts to save, not just kill. Maybe, even in this fucked up world, it can happen.

“You’ve all seen the news. I know watching it has been hard. I know it isn’t clear what we’ve accomplished, but, fact is, you’re still here, and I can’t say how much I needed that. We all needed this.”

In the short pause where I take in their faces, I see no brewing arguments or dissent. I see anticipation. Eagerness for marching orders. I know, for once, I have their full attention, their full support. Whatever I say, they’ll go out there and make it happen. And while I brought them here to show them my solution to a different problem, another possibility begins to form. All of these heroes in front of the base, their routines established, their egos and personal ambitions tamed, we’re finally ready to be called up from the minor leagues.

Dad would be proud.

“The world, they need us too,” I say indicating the team, the base. “They need to know there’s somebody out there working to change things for the better, not fueling past conflicts, or dragging progress to a standstill. They need hope. That’s where we come in.”

The team stirs. I see growing determination. Exchanged glances of solidarity and approval. Ember breaks into a fierce grin.

“It might seem like we lost, but we haven’t,” I continue, my voice louder, stronger, borrowing from the well of command and strength which is my inheritance. “We’ve only just begun.”

A deep breath and I remove a mangled cellphone from my jacket. This is the same one I’d set aside after a quick call with Titan as we searched frantically for Eric. I’d had an idea then which turns out, came in pretty damn useful. With the phone’s tech used to shore up the Beetle’s damaged systems, along with the one functioning jet and a special payload which Hound helped me construct from our pile of drone warheads, Drake has one final mission.

Augment hunting suit no more, now the Beetle is a rocket armed to deliver a future we desperately need.

I sweep the phone toward the armor, a silent shadow on the rise. “The Black Beetle is no more. Soon, our problems with Charlotte will be over. And this base, this base will become a beacon for that hope we all deserve!”

“Oorah!” Hound shouts, pumping his chrome fist in the air.

“What he said, yo,” Marut’s eyes gleam with lightning and his faces sneer, ready for battle.

Everybody near Ember has scooted slightly further away as flames lick her suit. Mom sticks close, her cheeks rosy with the warmth and glowing with pride. Emily hops excitedly in her poofy parka and hooks Cyrus’ arm, drawing him into the celebration.

Eric raises his hand.

“Um, so what’s going on?” 

I suppress a laugh as Ember’s ferocious gaze finds a new target and Eric shrinks into his hood.

“Drake here,” I point the phone at the armor, “is about to boldly go where no bug has gone before.”

Eric’s confusion overrides his fear of Ember. “Huh?”

“A rocket,” I say. “More precisely, a biological delivery platform intended to inject a certain Reversal Agent into the lower thermosphere.”

I tap the phone’s screen with my thumb.

Jets ignite. For a split second, they form a frosty glow under the compacted snow and ice gripping the boots. The armor shudders and the gathered snow and ice shed in shattered chunks, the chrysalis shedding. A steady build of flame and the suit begins to rise on a column of fire which imparts a blinding luminance on the frozen plain. The team gathers in awe, their faces lit in a wavering orange display which competes with Ember’s glow.

“This is why you needed that sample,” Emily says.

Everyone continues to stare, but Eric casts wildly around the group.

“Dude! You out-geeked me. I’m so confused!”

“Relax, man,” I say. “We’re calling in the cavalry.”

***
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I SIP MY COFFEE AS I watch the floor of the former mine processing center. We’ve removed all the mining equipment. Tossed into the old  pit, we keep threatening to sell it, but the scrap has come in handy more than once. The scene below needs constant patching and repairs.

Like now.

A squat, hairy brute rips his way through a wall. Only trouble is, it’s the wrong wall. He’s gone outside the bounds of the training scenario and into the adjoining gym.

Augments stop their workout routines short. Weights hit racks, treadmills slow. More than a few shift, their bodies becoming steel, stone, and one dude inflates like a puffer fish.  

“What the fuck is his problem?” I ask pointing my mug toward the safety glass.

From up here in the comcen, the Jericho facility looks a little bit like a hedge maze. No ceilings, the space is necessary for the training grounds which now fill the cavernous building. Easy to see how mistakes can be made, but we don’t bring on loose cannons. Only the best.

“Dude’s got anger issues,” Eric says, his eyes on the wall of monitors where he’s pulled up the gym camera. “Found him in the woods not too far from here if you’d believe that shit.”

“Name him yet?”

“I’m thinking Honey Badger, because he just don’t give a fuck.” Eric adjusts his headset and in the reflection of the glass, I see him pull up his Augment database. 

I smirk. “Serves him right.”

“Want me to recommend him for some, uh, therapy?”

I shake my head. “Let Hound sort his ass out.”

Sure enough, Hound is the first one through the breach. Another Augment has left his workout bench wielding a weight bar stacked with some serious tonnage like a club. He’s in short-and-angry’s face and when they see Hound coming, both snap to attention. The chrome arm pointing, I watch him lay into the feral dude and put him in his place.

“We should maybe relocate the gym further from the live fire exercises?” Eric asks.

I scan the facility, most of which is alight with bursts of energy and swarming with frenetic movement. Targets are torn to shreds, melted, and vaporized at one end while at the other, Augments go at it in closely monitored rings with Cyrus on standby, a silver whistle gleaming in his mouth. Honey Badger had burst through from a mock facility set up to simulate a counter Augment raid.

“Naw. Keeps them on their toes.”

A familiar green shimmer wavers against the glass from the office side. Eric yelps. Her glowing form fully materialized, Aurora’s reflection is so clear as to almost be a double. I sneak another sip of coffee and keep my eyes on Hound’s re-education efforts.

“We got another one for you,” I tell her.

“For Emily or Hound?” she asks in her celestial voice.

“Hound,” I say.

She sounds disappointed when she acknowledges me, and I turn to catch her attention before she can leave.

“Good to have you back.”

Her blank head tilts to one side and her shoulders, pulled taut, ready to execute another space defying jump, relax. “You always say that.”

I shrug. “It’s true.”

“Super true,” Eric says, hurriedly rattling off coordinates. Nobody’s buying his forced smile and fluttering eyelids. I wink at Aurora as she snaps to attention and fades from sight. “God! My heart stops every damn time!” Eric says, turning to jello in his chair. “She could wreck the whole operation, you realize?”

I move across the room toward him, nodding.

“All that power, she’s the only one I can’t fully test, you know?” He’s already pulled up her profile on his wall of monitors, bigger, brighter, higher resolution than anything we had before. The command console gleams with a whole host of buttons and switches less toggled for world domination and more set to oversee operations in the facility. “She took out Chroma like full stop. Xamse’s facility? Pffft. He might as well add it to our scrap pile.”

“We had at least one donation,” I say, motioning toward the suit in the corner.

Latest edition prototype, I’ve taken the liberty of adding a certain trademark stripe. Crimson, it matches those ruby eyes and sleek obsidian exterior. And the voice? Finally, I cracked the code surrounding it. Though, half the time I get in, Eric’s switched it out. Darth Vader, Captain Kirk, Cartman, Goku — I never know what the hell I’ll get.

“Think she’s seeing anybody?”

I start from my own daydreaming and gape at Eric. He’s still got Aurora’s profile open.

“You swore off dating, remember?”

“Women,” he says. “I swore off women. I mean, she’s well, not technically a woman, right? You’re just uptight because your Mom and your girlfriend have way too much in common, off on their secret mission hopping through dimensions with tentacle boy.”

“Rescue mission,” I say. I head back to the window, deep in thought. Not having Ember here has almost been a relief, but I can’t help but worry. “They’ll find her. They’ll bring Jackie back.”

“You really believe that?”

“I do.”

Marut floats into view, his faces wild and eager. His center mouth opens and lightning drips from his hands. There’s a training exercise going on and he’s relishing his role as King of the Hill. Master of Storms.

“We are Marut! We who conquer mighty strength with strength more mighty!”

There’s a chunk of wall soaring toward his face.
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