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    GLOSSARY 
 
      
 
    The Protectors: 
 
    Arsenal/Amelia Lockheart: Genius engineer, metallurgist, computer scientist, the list goes on. 
 
    Domino/Kate Petrenelli: Empath. F3 athlete. Super powered artificial arm. Amelia’s best friend. 
 
    Fleet/Thomas Anthony Shaw: Speedster 
 
    Glacier/Monica Pavlenco: Ice Elemental 
 
    TK/Tessa “Tess” Harper: Telekinesis and Force-field generation. Former criminal. 
 
    Lux/Augustina Luciana Maxima: Alien with the ability to control light. Home planet destroyed by the Th’un. 
 
    The Doctor/Teddy Contee: Regeneration in others and himself. 
 
    Major Force/Luke Lancaster: F5 strong man. Amelia’s boyfriend. Once possessed by the Red Gem. 
 
    The Protector/Carlos Rodrigo Dominguez: Amelia’s longtime friend. F5 strong man with super powered spear and armor. 
 
    Epic/None: Amelia’s personal AI and friend. 
 
    Milton/None: AI created by Epic. English accent. 
 
      
 
    Other Heroes: 
 
    Catia “Tia” Tichenor: Affiliated with the Buenos Aires Police. F5 mass/density altering powers. 
 
      
 
    Locations: 
 
    The Spire: Former home base of Amelia and the Protectors. 
 
    UltraMax: The special prison in North Dakota for super powered criminals. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Villains: 
 
    The Th’un: Aliens that tried to strip mine Earth. Home planet destroyed by Arsenal. 
 
    The Red Mage/Ricardo Rico Rafael (D): Wanted to destroy all supers in the world. Last seen in Unbreakable. 
 
    The Armory/Unknown: The team that beat the snot out of Amelia in ‘Unbreakable.’ 
 
    The Engineer/Unknown: Built the suits for the Armory and the giant bank robbing robots from Unbreakable. 
 
    The Red Gem/Chronos: The Titan. Existed on Earth before humans. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Government Agents: 
 
    Major Tony Nelson/None: The Airforce officer who is Amelia’s liaison in the Pentagon. 
 
    Special Agent Brown: FBI agent with a vendetta against Amelia. 
 
      
 
    Other Characters: 
 
    John and Hope Lockheart/None: Amelia’s parents. World class engineers. 
 
    Frank Parker/Tempus: Time traveler whose wife and child were killed. 
 
      
 
    Technical Stuff: 
 
    ZPFM: Zero Point Field Module. 
 
    IP Cannon: Ion Pulse (Amelia’s super-Taser). 
 
    Emdrive: Electromagnetic propulsion (Google “Impossible Drive” for more info). 
 
    Emjet: Amelia’s private jet, outfitted with her Emdrive. 
 
    HUD: Heads Up Display. 
 
    ECM: Electronic Counter Measures. 
 
    EMI: Electromagnetic Interference. 
 
    RF: Radio Frequency. 
 
    EW: Electronic Warfare. 
 
    Computronium: A nano-particle with atoms that form processors allowing Epic to fully load himself into any of Amelia’s suits. 
 
      
 
    Faraday Cage: A copper or iron metallic surface with a low-level electrical current running through it blocks all radio transmissions. 
 
    GPS: Global Positioning System. 
 
    Sword O’ Doom: Monomolecular blade, can cut through anything. 
 
    Lockheed: Small flying drone first seen in Alien Arsenal. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    ONE 
 
      
 
    DELPHI, GREECE– Sometime in the past
  
 
   Math is a funny thing. There are people who are good at it and there are people who are bad at it. I happen to be very, very good. And even I can’t calculate how screwed we are. 
 
    “Amelia, explain to the nice gentlemen with the guns that we aren’t desecrating their ruins?” Luke asks me. 
 
    “I don’t speak Greek,” I say with a shrug. Two local militia men with revolvers stare us down on the peak of the Oracle hill at Delphi—which is really nothing more than a series of stones left over from two thousand years ago. It’s strange; my brain knows this is 1901, but as far as my senses can tell, there is no difference. It seems like there ought to be. 
 
    They gestured with their guns again, presumably to have Luke stand up. He’s still cradling me in his lap, sitting on the ground where I found him. 
 
    I try pointing at my leg so they will know I’m hurt… that I can’t walk… but it doesn’t seem to translate well. “Frank... if we change things here, will we go back to our own time?” I ask him. 
 
    Frank Parker—father, analyst, time traveler, and distraught husband—is with us. He shrugs. “I’ve never gone back this far before... but every time I return, I always return to my time, with nothing I’ve done affecting the present,” he says. He has his hands up, like the smart cookie he is. 
 
    I should do the same. 
 
    Spreading my fingers out I raise my hands until the palms face the two officers. “Epic, if you please.” 
 
    Sandpaper staccato sound fills the air as two bolts of ionic energy short circuit the officers’ nervous systems. They collapse to the ground, unconscious, their guns dropping harmlessly. 
 
    “How long until they wake up?” Luke asks. 
 
    I shrug. “Ten minutes?” 
 
    He pushed me gently off before standing up, then reaches down to help me. I can only use one leg, so it isn’t easy to stand un-aided. 
 
    “We should find Pythia before more come,” he says. I put an arm over his bare shoulders and I just want to stay here forever. I can’t shake the grin from my face. I know we’re trapped back in time... but this entire last year... last two years really, has been one giant kerfuffle into another. Here I have no enemies: no aliens, no mind controllers, no FBI, just me and Luke— and Frank. This will be like a vacation. What could possibly go wrong? 
 
    We make our way to the spot on the hill where Sydney first showed me the secret entrance. One of these days I need to build a secret entrance to a base carved out of the side of a mountain. I wonder how expensive mountains are to buy? 
 
    “Is this it?” Luke asks. I nod. I reach up to the spot where the stone is and press down... 
 
    A loud click echoes in the air as the stone depresses under my palm. We wait a moment, then the ground shakes as it descends. 
 
    “This is so weird,” Frank says. “Domino and the Protector told me about this lady, but... this is weird.” 
 
    “You travel through time,” Luke says with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Yeah, but that’s superpowers. This is... I don’t know what this is.” 
 
    I chuckle. “Yeah that was pretty much my reaction. Bear in mind, the moment we arrived here in this time she likely saw us and knows things about us, so don’t let that scare you. Also, try not to talk about the future too much—not just with her but with anyone.” 
 
    “My powers keep this from affecting our future,” Frank says. Then his eyes widen just a little bit. “Don’t they?” 
 
    “Normally? Yes. But you don’t have your powers right now, do you? Odds are you’re correct, and nothing we do will change our present. Causality will kick in and everything we do will have already happened and won’t change our present. Worst case, we won’t even know, because when we return to the present it will be our past and—” 
 
    “It will already have happened,” Luke finishes for me. 
 
    “Head of the class,” I tell him with a pat to his cheek. He’s so cute when he’s smart. 
 
    “My head hurts,” Frank says, rubbing his face with both hands. “I’ve done this a hundred times, but this time, because I don’t have my powers, I have no idea how any of this works.” 
 
    “Trust me, I’ve been thinking about this my whole life and I still don’t have an answer for you. Welcome to time travel,” I say to him with a smirk. 
 
    The lift descends below the rock ceiling, revealing the Oracle of Delphi’s cave—without the influence of a Protector. To my utter astonishment, it looks vastly different. Gone are the modern furnishings; it looks like we have descended into a Greek epic. The waterfall fills the room with mist and a constant splash of water, and the eerie blue light, like a small sun, shines through it as before. But the rest of the room... small stone benches line the pool, a massive bed of pillows dominates one wall, and everywhere I look there is silk hanging from the ceiling. If I didn’t know this was a cave, I couldn’t tell by looking at it. 
 
    Classical music plays softly from some kind of gramophone if I had to guess. I don’t recognize the song, but that’s not exactly a newsflash. 
 
    The most alarming thing is Pythia. She sits idly on a stone bench, holding a book and eating an apple. She doesn’t look anything like either of the Pythias I’ve met; not the little girl, and not the seventeen-year-old temptress. This is more… a woman. Maybe twenty-five, or possibly as old as thirty. Long black hair wraps around her shoulders in an elaborate braid. Her smooth olive skin is flawless, and her figure... simply beautiful. 
 
    The thing that is so different about her is her air… her presence. She’s strangely confident, yet power fills the room in palatable waves. Her face contorts as she sees us. 
 
    “Who are you and how did you know to get down here?” she asks with her voice like tinkling bells. 
 
    I shake my head; confusion rattles around, clouding my thoughts. 
 
    “You don’t know who I am?” I ask her. How can she not know? I step off the ramp and she immediately jumps up. A spear appears in her hands out of thin air, the bronze tip pointing strait at me. Her white robe hangs loose about her, flapping as she moves and revealing far more skin than I’ve ever seen from her. 
 
    “You are intruders. You have five seconds to convince me not to kill you,” she says. My first thought is that she’s pulling my leg but... she never had much of a sense of humor. 
 
    “You’re Pythia, the Oracle of Delphi, left here by the dimensional traveler who went by the name Apollo.” I refuse to call them gods. They may have pretended, but in reality they were just beings with immense power, meddling with people not their own. Heck, with a working MK VI Combat Suit I could take over the world in this time period… not that I would. 
 
    “Dimensional traveler?” Confusion crosses over her face. She opens her hand and the spear vanishes as if it were never there. “How do you know these things?” 
 
    “Uh, aren’t you the Oracle?” Luke asks. “I mean we only ever met once but that time you seemed to know everything about everything before we ever met you.” I glance back at him with a cocked head. I told him not to talk about the future. He shrugs and nods. 
 
    I look back at Pythia. “You’re her, right?” 
 
    She slowly nods. Her eyes glow with a brilliant light that fades as fast as it came on. Faster than I can lift my arm to block out the light. 
 
    “Oh!” she says suddenly. “You’re from the future?” 
 
    “That’s the Pythia we know and love,” I say. It’s a bit bittersweet seeing her, since the last time we were together she saved my life. Part of me wants to tell her not to do that, but clearly, since it already happened, even if I did tell her she wouldn’t listen. 
 
    “I can’t see you,” she says with a frown. 
 
    “We’re right here,” Frank interjects. 
 
    “That’s not what—” Pythia and I start to say at the same time. We stop with our mouths half open and she breaks into a giggle that I can’t help but copy. Oh boy, my emotions are all over the place. 
 
    “What I mean is, I can’t see your fate. Which means you don’t belong here. Will you be returning to the future soon?” 
 
    “You mean, go back to the future?” I can’t help myself. Luke groans behind me. 
 
    “Yes, that is what I mean,” Pythia says, cocking her head to the side ever so slightly as she gazes at me. 
 
    She gestures for us to come in and sit down. Silver platters appear on a small marble table. They’re filled with fresh fruit, cheese, ham, and wine. What I wouldn’t give for a Coke. 
 
    Pythia cocks her head sideways, her eyes searching me for something... then a bottle of vintage Coke, cork stopper and all, appears on the table. 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Luke says. “They had Coke back here?” He shakes his head as I slowly make my way over to the table and sit down. 
 
    “Pythia, you are a godsend,” I tell her. There is nothing like a real cold Coke after a long day; this is as long a day and as original a Coke as it gets. I untwist the metal prongs holding the cork in place and take a long pull of the sweet syrup. It tastes considerably different, and better, than I’m used to. Right. I remember something about them changing the formula in the 30’s or so. 
 
    She comes over and sits with a plate of grapes. She puts one between her plump lips and slowly bites down, heedless of how effortlessly sexy it is. Luke very purposely looks away from her and I can’t help but smile at my beau. 
 
    “How may I help my future friends?” she asks after we’ve started eating. 
 
    “We need a place to crash for a few years,” I say between bites. 
 
    “What happens then?” she asks. 
 
    I’m too stunned to speak. My mouth opens and closes almost of its own accord while I process this. 
 
    “How can you not see what happens then?” I ask her. 
 
    “I haven’t been able to see more than a few days in the future since... oh... 400AD? And only then if I’m touching someone. I haven’t had a visitor here since then. To say I’ve been lonely is an understatement, but I do what I can to serve.” 
 
    I look at Luke; he’s clearly as bewildered as I am. She can’t see the future? She doesn’t know what’s going to happen? 
 
    We’re in so much trouble. 
 
  
 
  
   
    

  

 
   
    
    TWO
  
 
   Alot of things could have gone wrong up to this point. It never occurred to me, and it really should have, that Pythia was as dependent on the Tesla incident as everyone else with superpowers. 
 
    “Let me get this straight. You’re saying that in a few years I’ll be able to speak to Apollo again? Are you sure?” Pythia asked in a strange mimic of my own dialog. 
 
    I nod. “In our time you are a prophetess of sorts. Helping people when you can,” I say. It’s hard because I want to tell her certain things, but I’m not sure what will happen if I do. Can I even change the future? I seriously don’t think I can. Whatever I do, succeed or fail, it’s already happened. Trying to wrap my brain around that distracts me from what she says next. 
 
    “What was that?” I ask her, returning my attention. 
 
    “I said, I’ve pretty much stayed here at Delphi since he created me twenty-four hundred years ago. My sole purpose was to help guide mankind in the absence of the gods—” 
 
    “Let me stop you right there. We know who and what Apollo and his other friends really were. Certainly advanced and powerful, but please don’t call them gods; they are no more gods than I am.” 
 
    Pythia quirked her head to the side and smiled ever-so-slightly. “As you wish. I didn’t think anyone on Earth would ever come to accept the idea of other dimensions of existence—not parallel but vastly different. Where my lord comes from they harness the power of the stars to travel through time and space. When there were no more places to explore, they started visiting different dimensions. It was here they discovered that their differences made them powerful.” 
 
    Luke lets out a sigh and stands from the table to stretch. “Amelia, we need to talk about the thoroughness of your mission reports. This is a lot to take in,” he says. 
 
    Frank, though, is dumbfounded. “I... I thought you were crazy,” he says looking at me. “Or that there was some other logical explanation for this but... the Greek gods were real?” 
 
    I shake my head in a definitive no. “They weren’t gods, just advanced beings. If I had a working combat suit I could conquer this time period. Same thing as them,” I frown, looking down at the broken leg piece. I suppose I could patch it and have it work well enough. I doubt I could make the suit space-worthy, though. I just don’t have the tech to effect the needed repairs. 
 
    “Is there someplace I can lie down?” Frank asks. Pythia stands, a smile on her face as she shows him to the bed. She pulls the covers back and gestures for him. Frank sits on the pillows, uncertain how to proceed on the unfamiliar bed. Pythia Waves her hand over his head and I swear, for a second, I can see a golden light pass from her into him. He falls back on the bed and she pulls the covers up over him. 
 
    “Sleep now,” she whispers to him. She turns to me with a smile. “He will sleep, undisturbed and safe until I wake him.” 
 
    “You can do that?” I ask. Clearly she can, and I drop my face into my hands and close my eyes for a second. “Never mind, stupid question.” 
 
    She returns to the table, sitting closer to me now. “I have to ask, what made you travel back in time?” She glances over at Luke, who has wandered over to a chair and sunk down. His eyes droop and slowly he nods off. Within a few seconds his chest is rising and falling regularly. 
 
    I let out a yawn then take another sip of Coke while I think about the best way to answer this. The truth, obviously, but how much of the truth? 
 
    I decide to stall. “You sound different from when I met you before. How come?” 
 
    She flashed me a knowing look, taking another grape and plopping it in her mouth. “You’re stalling, but I’ll humor you. I’m a creation of Apollo. I would be a poor creation if I couldn’t communicate with people in a way they would understand. I sound like this because this is the way you will best understand me.” 
 
    Holy crap. “It’s an act?” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “Your whole Princess Zelda routine where you speak in mysterious sentences and creepily read people’s minds.” 
 
    She giggles, which turns into a full blown chortle. “Oh, that’s funny. It’s not an act, per se. I don’t have any control over it. I look and sound like people expect me to, that’s all.” 
 
    “So, what do you really look like?” I ask. 
 
    “I have no real look,” she says with a shrug. “What you see, is what you get, until I change again.” 
 
    I nod in understanding, running my hands over my face. This is freaking revelatory. All that mystic crap she tried to convince me of was because I expected her to act like that. I shake my head with a grin. 
 
    “Okay, let me fill you in on a few things about the future... I’m going to guess that if there is one person who needs to know, it’s you.” 
 
    I don’t tell her everything, just the relevant parts. The Red Gem, us returning here to bring her forward, and lastly, I mention the Protector and the armor he wears. When I’m done her eyes are impossibly wide. 
 
    “Oh, wow. It sounds like the future is exciting!” 
 
    I shrug. “That’s one way to put it. The Protector of my time is having trouble following his mandate. He needs you to guide him, give him purpose. That’s the main reason we came back. We originally intended to grab you from 400 AD, but I hypothesized that traveling backward beyond the event that opened up our world to other dimensions would, in-fact, mean Frank wouldn’t have powers. Leaving us stuck in the past. Which would suck.” 
 
    She draws little circles on the marble table while we talk, her eyes occasionally darting over to Luke, and then, as if she remembers she has another guest, to Frank. 
 
    “This is all very interesting, Amelia. But you have to understand, I can’t go with you,” she says with a sad smile. 
 
    “You can’t? But there isn’t anything for you here.” 
 
    “No, that isn’t true. Apollo told me my greatest purpose would lie in the far future. If I leapfrog over huge chunks then I could miss something important. There isn’t any way I could leave, especially now, knowing that The Titan is out there, and that I’ll soon be able to speak with Apollo, however brief.” 
 
    I open my mouth to respond but just let it hang there catching flies; I assumed the Protector needing her would be enough reason for her to come with us. Carlos is desperate for her guidance. It just didn’t occur to me that I would need a secondary argument to convince her. Other than telling her the truth about her death. If she knew, would she still go? Still sacrifice herself for me? 
 
    These what-ifs can drive a person crazy. But they are only what-ifs. 
 
    Instead, I say, “I see your point.” And I really do. I can’t make her come back with me. Even if I could, we don’t have a pod anymore and I’m not sure I can repair my armor—let alone build something as advanced as a kinetic manipulator—using this time’s primitive technology. 
 
    “The armor and this Protector you have mentioned, they are very interesting. It isn’t the first time one has existed,” she says. 
 
    I shake my head in astonishment. What? Sydney was maybe forty when he died? Who before that? Pythia said when one died another was chosen. After Syd it was Carlos... but I never heard of one before Sydney. Unless she means people alike Achilles? Hercules? 
 
    She quirks an eyebrow at me. “You are clever. I can sense you working through the possibilities. Let me explain,” she says with a smile. “History remembers them with different names, but they all performed the same function—protecting humankind from destruction,” she says. 
 
    “Hercules?” I ask. I can’t help the surprise in my voice. 
 
    She smiles and perks right up. “Yes! He was the first. Each hero added something to the calling. Strength, invulnerability, speed, travel, that sort of thing. The last one before the drift became too much to sustain their power was Leonidas, King of the Spartans,” she says with a sad smile. “He was a great man for his time. I truly wish he could have li—” she stops in mid-sentence. Her eyes go wide and unfocus. She looks above me as if there is a presence there. 
 
    “What?” I say, alarm spreading through me. 
 
    “I... I don’t understand,” she says, but not to me. “Of course, but why?” 
 
    “Pythia?” I wave my hand in front of her eyes. She doesn’t see them. 
 
    “You’re leaving? But... I’ve done this alone for so long, please don’t—” Her eyes return to our reality, instantly focusing on me before she bursts into tears, sobbing, collapsing against me and burying her face in my neck. 
 
    Oh boy. 
 
    Whatever just happened wiped her out. She lets out choking sobs and collapses on the table, crying like she lost her best friend. Luke rushes over, picks her up and carries her to bed. Once she’s tucked in and quiets down, he comes back over to me. 
 
    “What was that about?” he asks me, glancing at her still form as her chest rises and falls slowly. 
 
    “I have no idea. That woman has always creeped me out. I don’t ever know if she’s telling me the truth, or what I want to hear, or what.” I shake my head. “Regardless, I need out of this armor. Help a girl out?” 
 
    He grins, “Why Amelia Lockheart, are you asking me to take your clothes off?” 
 
    I punch him in the arm. “Technically, the clothes are on underneath this…” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    THREE 
 
      
 
    KATE 
 
      
 
   Kate stared out the window over the Parisian landscape. The once beautiful city held no sway over her. Not now. Maybe not ever again. 
 
    “Dammit Amelia, where are you?” The words slipped out of her lips, but she had meant them. Amelia was always so... reckless. As if she weren’t a normal human. 
 
    Even with all the hurt not-Luke had poured out on Carlos, he was almost back up. The magic armor really saved his life. 
 
    She glanced behind her at the bed the young man occupied. She could take him back to the states, back to Teddy, but that would be more trouble than it was worth. The FBI had forcefully disbanded the Protectors and jailed everyone. If Kate and Carlos returned to the states, they would be arrested. As it was, there were warrants out for their capture. The only reason they were safe in Paris was that there was no paper trail from this apartment to Kate Petrenelli. 
 
    Hiding wasn’t a plan, though. It was what to do while coming up with a plan. Brown, the FBI agent hounding them, needed to stop. But he wouldn’t be getting away with this if he didn’t have the support of his superiors. Kate knew how the business worked; she’d spent six years of her life as a spook for the CIA. 
 
    No. Someone high up is gunning for Amelia, but who? More importantly, why? 
 
    “Penny for your thoughts?” Carlos stood up from the bed. Kate flushed as she tried, and failed, to look away. Carlos was incredible, from his thick shoulders down to his calves, the man had a body like a Greek god. The best part, though, was that he genuinely didn’t seem to realize it. 
 
    He wore simple stretch pajama pants that hugged his waist, and a button-down shirt. It hung open, showing off his chiseled chest and abs. The only reason it was open was to make the sling he wore easier to adjust. It was a stark reminder that even The Protector wasn’t truly invulnerable. 
 
    “We’re in Europe, so the money—” 
 
    “Euro for your thoughts?” 
 
    She smiled. “You got it. I was just thinking about Amelia...” 
 
    If there was anyone in the whole world, besides the two who were missing, that understood worrying about Amelia, it was Carlos. He walked carefully up next to her, keeping his distance so as not to touch her, even by accident. It was maddeningly frustrating. She’d made it perfectly clear how she felt. Each time she tried to move closer to him, he just pulled back. 
 
    His apathy was a new experience for her, making his affection all the more desirable. She usually was the one pulling back, the one telling men no more, the one breaking hearts. But here she was like a love-sick teenager whose heart’s desire seemed infuriatingly indifferent to her. 
 
    Maybe I should just jump him and move on. 
 
    But it wasn’t sex she wanted. Even if she wasn’t morally opposed to random hook-ups, she knew it wouldn’t satisfy her. She had something deeper with Carlos, something real. She just needed him to admit it. 
 
    She shook her head, only just realizing he had spoken to her. 
 
    “I’m sorry. What?” 
 
    “I said, what now? We can’t go back, I’m not sure how long we can stay here, what do we do?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t know. You’ve just nailed the problem I’ve been going over in my head since the sun came up.” She gestured to the sun hovering over the city, casting its morning rays. 
 
    “I don’t suppose we could go bust everyone out of jail?” he asked in a whisper. 
 
    “As satisfying as that would be, no. It would make things worse. The government has frozen all of Amelia’s assets that they are aware of. They’re still trying to find who’s paying for the team’s legal counsel so they can freeze that too.” 
 
    She smiled, thinking of who was defending the assets in question. 
 
    “Milton?” Carlos asked. 
 
    “Milton,” Kate said. 
 
    Even though they seized the Spire, they had no way of knowing that Milton was hard coded into a bank of supercomputers deep underground, connected to, but not physically located at the base. After the last time Amelia had disappeared, she made sure no one would ever get her tech again. Since she couldn’t rely on vaporizing the place, she simply moved everything off site that didn’t need to be there. 
 
    Kate just hadn’t realized her friend would disappear again within a year. 
 
    “It’s Amelia, Kate. She’ll be okay. They’re probably still looking for Pythia...” 
 
    “Why would they have to look for her?” Kate asked. 
 
    “She wasn’t always in Delphi. Before the gods showed her where the armor was, she moved among the people of the Earth, trying to make a difference.” 
 
    “So how are we supposed to find her?” she asked, trying to hide the shock in her voice at the thought of being stranded in the past. 
 
    He smiled. “You know when the Th’un arrived and Pythia suddenly knew everything about them?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Same thing. She’ll know Amelia is there and look for her too. It won’t be long and they will be back. Trust me.” 
 
    Kate scrutinized him for a moment. He truly believed what he was saying. His will was so strong, it wrapped Kate up in a blanket of belief and pulled her to him. He never lied, never hid the truth. When he spoke, it was the truth and nothing but the truth... 
 
    “Who are you?” she asked in a whisper. 
 
    “Just a kid from Phoenix.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    

  

 
   
    
    FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
   Kate waited quietly in the tree above the small, ranch style home in the family quarters at Fort Bragg. It hadn’t been easy to infiltrate the place, but having the ability to teleport, along with Carlos’ spear travel, meant they could be anywhere in the world in mere seconds. Of course, Carlos couldn’t use his spear with any kind of stealth. If there was enough going on maybe people wouldn’t notice it, but this was too quiet a place for him to land in. Although it was dammed impressive when he did land. Her thoughts had wandered off the beaten path and she had to mentally smack herself to get back on track. 
 
    The house belonged to Major Nelson and his wife. He was Air Force, but she was a Colonel in the Army so they stayed on the Army base. They had no kids, which made it easier. 
 
    Whatever was going on, Kate didn’t expect the Major to be a part of it; he had always helped them in the past even at the risk of his own career. She hated involving him but she had no choice. He was the only person she could turn to in the government. All her old CIA contacts were useless. Or worse. 
 
    A white four-door sedan pulled up, illuminating the driveway with its overly bright LED headlights. Once the car stopped, both doors opened. Major Tony Nelson stepped out of the passenger side and his wife, a petite woman with a dark complexion, came out the driver side. 
 
    “I’ll get the trash,” he said. 
 
    “Thanks honey, I’ll throw some of last night’s Lasagna in the microwave.” 
 
    Kate watched as his wife entered the house. Lights came on as she moved through the living room. Tony Nelson opened the garage door, disappeared inside for a moment, then came out towing a large plastic garbage can. He positioned it on the street then went back in for another. 
 
    Kate triggered her teleportation, vanishing from the tree without disturbing a single branch and reappearing inside the garage behind the Major. 
 
    Tony had good instincts; he turned, bringing his fist around to strike her jaw. Kate, however, was not just a highly skilled, experienced fighter; due to her powers, her body was enhanced to the absolute human maximum. She caught his fist with one hand while pressing her other against his lips. 
 
    “Hi to you too,” she said, her voice pitched low to be unheard. His eyes went wide before he nodded. She let go in the hope he wouldn’t do anything stupid. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re okay, but you shouldn’t be here,” he said. His head swiveled from side to side as if he expected ninjas to jump out of the shadows. 
 
    “I need answers and you’re the only one who can give them to me,” Kate said to him. He nodded. She could sense his doubt and worry, along with a strong streak of fear. That was odd; he didn’t have to be afraid of her. “What’s scaring you so badly?” she asked point-blank. 
 
    His eyes went wide for a second before he gave himself a little nod, as if just remembering who she was. “Follow me as quietly as you can,” he said. 
 
    Kate smiled. “Who do you think you’re talking to?” 
 
    Tony smirked, turned, and unlocked the adjoining door. As he did, he pulled out his cell phone and started talking as if it had rang. “Honey, I’ve got a work call, gonna take it in my office.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” came back his wife’s voice. 
 
    Kate followed behind him as silent as a shadow. When he opened the door to his office, she simply teleported in ahead of him. He jerked back, startled, then closed the door behind him. She started to speak, but his fear came back, even stronger so she shut her mouth and waited. 
 
    While the Major went to his safe, Kate opened up her senses to the surrounding area, letting through the emotions of everyone within range. It wasn’t ever pleasant to have multiple people’s emotions hitting her at once—she could only really do it for a few minutes at a time. 
 
    There was an undercurrent of fear and... anxiety… running through the nearest twenty people... well except for the couple next door. She pulled back immediately, her cheeks heating as those feelings hit her. 
 
    “You okay?” Nelson asked as he placed a little box on his desk. Pushing his thumb down the middle for a few seconds caused a blue LED light to shine around the edges. 
 
    “What’s that?” she asked. 
 
    “You’ve been out of the game too long. It’s a broad spectrum, multi-frequency, white noise generator. It disrupts bugs, lasers, recording devices and even has enough power to give any telepath a headache for days,” he explained. 
 
    Kate raised an eyebrow; she wanted one. Too bad Amelia wasn’t here to make it. “Tell me why everyone is afraid and why you need that.” She nodded to the device. 
 
    “Because something is wrong and I don’t know who to trust,” he said plainly. “When Amelia stopped Ericsson and the coup, I thought everything would go back to the way it was—and it did for a while. But I guess nature abhors a vacuum.” 
 
    He had Kate’s full attention now. 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked. 
 
    “People are... disappearing. Judges, lawyers, officers, police, it doesn’t matter. One day they are at their desk, the next day they’ve been replaced.” He waved his hand. “I don’t mean body snatchers, I mean someone else has the job... someone more compliant.” 
 
    Kate side stepped to the small window of his office and glanced out while keeping to the shadows. Unless someone had an infrared scope, they would never know she was there. “When did this start?” 
 
    “About six months ago. It was little things at first. A new assistant showed up at my office. Then Heather, my wife, tells me her CO of five years suddenly decided to retire and they brought in a new guy who doesn’t know his head from a hole in the ground.” He shook his head, running his hands over his face. “Maybe it’s one of those things where you notice one then you notice all of them but...” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “I’ve seen dedicated airmen replaced. People with powers who serve in the military are being shifted around to posts that make no sense. Then after all that, this thing with Amelia started.” He pointed at the TV. “Didn’t you find it strange that the media stations all started saying the same thing at the same time?” 
 
    Kate shrugged. “That happens all the time. Global warming became climate change, gun control turned into gun safety.” 
 
    “Yeah, I get it, they all have people they answer to, but this... this is a far cry from some political agenda. All the media, left right or indifferent, every single one with a channel, started bashing her.” 
 
    Now that Kate thought about it, she realized the Major was right. It was weird, and seemingly without motivation. “But why? And what does it have to do with the sudden replacements?” 
 
    The Major shrugged. “That I can’t tell you. All I know is, I hardly recognize anyone at work anymore. Not at the Pentagon, not here on base. It’s like the entire bureaucracy of the government is being replaced one person at a time.” 
 
    Kate didn’t need to be an empath to know he was telling the truth, but she verified it with her abilities regardless. She reached out again, this time to his wife, that undercurrent of fear and anxiety was in her too. What in the world could be powerful enough to do this...and why? 
 
    Then she felt it. A sudden spike of anxiety and anticipation from outside. 
 
    “Someone’s here,” she told Nelson. “Get your wife—” it was too late. The house was surrounded. How had they gotten there so fast? Barely five minutes had passed since she first spoke to the Major. 
 
    Kate could slap herself. Of course; they were watching him. Whoever was behind this would have to be watching him. He was the only point of contact she had. 
 
    A grenade shattered the glass, sailing in to bounce off the far wall. Kate was by no means slow, nor was she surprised. In a flash, she teleported to the grenade, snatched it off the ground then teleported to the window, tossing it back out the way it had come. 
 
    There was a shout before the flashbang ignited with a shower of sparks and noise. 
 
    “The house is surrounded,” she said to Nelson. “Get your wife to the bathroom and—” 
 
    The blow that shouldn’t have caught her by surprise, did. Nelson followed it up with a second shot that landed square on the back of her head, dropping her to her knees. Her vision swam. She tried to port, to flee, but something was stopping her. 
 
    “I’m sorry Kate. You and Amelia always seemed a decent sort, but orders are orders.” 
 
    The next blow put her lights out. 
 
    

  

 
   
    

  

  
  
   
    
    FIVE 
 
    THE PRESENT-TIA 
 
   Former police Sergeant Catia Tichenor waited patiently in the American jail the FBI held her in. The ten by five room with its puke gray walls, bare floor, and metal table bolted to the floor wouldn’t have looked out of place in a police station in her home town, Buenos Aires. For some reason they had felt the need to cuff her to the metal loops on the top of the table. Maybe they hadn’t read her file? But being a former police officer, and a guest in the country, she played along. 
 
    She wore the same outfit they arrested her in; cut-off shorts, a spaghetti strap tank top that stretched down past her waist, and white sandals with a yellow flower over the big toe. Her hair had grown out a little—the golden blonde contrasted with the deep tan of her skin. She took a moment to admire the hair cut she had let Lux talk her into the day before. Strangely, she had developed a kinship with the alien, as if they both didn’t belong. 
 
    The door opened suddenly and two men and a woman marched in. The man in charge held a manila folder, which she knew was most likely empty or full of blank papers. One of the perks of having worked the other side of the desk; she knew all the tricks. 
 
    “Ms. Tichenor, I’m Special Agent Brown with the FBI’s superhuman task force. This is my partner,”—he gestured to the woman— “Sierra Cole. And the US ADA in charge of your case, Markus Freely.” When he finished his introductions, he placed the folder, closed, on the table and sat down opposite Tia. “I’m legally obligated to inform you that as a superhuman in a foreign country there are certain aspects of your rights that are suspended. Also, Agent Cole is an F3 empath; she can tell when you are lying, and she also has superhuman strength. If you attempt to use your powers or we feel you are a danger in any way, we are authorized to use deadly force to defend ourselves if we feel it’s warranted.” 
 
    Tia smirked. She was amused. It wasn’t arrogance, but experience that told her they had no weapon that could hurt her if she so wished. However, she was a good person and certainly not interested in hurting anyone else or breaking the law. So far, their strategy only annoyed and inconvenienced her. She was also worried about her friends—since they had arrested her, she hadn’t seen or heard from Amelia or Kate. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you all. As a citizen of Argentina, I must inform you that holding me without notifying my consulate is a crime. I assume you have notified them?” 
 
    That put them off balance. At this point most prisoners would be shaking in their boots, ready to confess anything if it meant they could leave. Tia wasn’t most people. 
 
    “Yes. Yes, we have,” Markus Freely said with a frown. 
 
    “Excellent,” she said before they could reassert themselves and control over the conversation. “I assume my lawyer is outside and you are simply introducing yourselves as a courtesy? Please show him in.” She raised one thin eyebrow as if to say, “any time now.” 
 
    It was a bluff, of course. Calculated and based on her own experience as a police officer, but a bluff nonetheless. It was a good bet they hadn’t informed her consulate and it was also a good bet that no lawyer waited for her outside. Normally, Tia abhorred deceit of any kind. It left a bad taste in her mouth. One of the many reasons she wasn’t able to make detective. Not liking it, and not being good at it, were two very different things. When someone lied to her? She felt no desire to remain honest with them. And now she knew; the woman might have powers, but not as an empath. Tia’s claims hadn’t so much as caused an eyebrow to twitch. 
 
    “As you are not under arrest,” Freely continued, “you have no right to a lawyer.” 
 
    “We would like to talk about your association with this woman,” Brown placed two photos from the folder in front of Tia. One was of Amelia in her chair. Tia wasn’t sure when it was taken. It wasn’t a photo that Amelia had known about—more like a stalker photo. Probably taken from a surveillance van. She recognized the when, though; it was the night Kate had taken them all to the fancy Phoenix restaurant 
 
    The other photo was also Amelia, but in her armor. Tia leaned forward, mouth open as she was about to answer then stopped. No... the second photo was not Amelia. It was armor, for sure, designed to look like Arsenal, but it was the armor that was used to murder the Northwest team. The Engineer as the team called him. The man who’d stolen Amelia’s armor and created the team known as the Armory to kill Amelia. The man who ended up killing himself by using Amelia’s tech when he shouldn’t have. 
 
    She looked up, meeting the eyes of the three people in the room with her. Then she smiled. Tia knew her own looks, she was not stupid. Many a man would call her gorgeous. She tried to be humble as God commanded but being humble and knowing one was hot weren’t incompatible. Therefore, she knew that when people looked at her they underestimated her. Like they were now. 
 
    “That is Amelia, my friend. The other, I don’t know who that is,” she said. Tia leaned back in her chair as far as the cuffs would allow, then looked down her nose at them, shrugging to let them know she knew what they were doing. Intimidation required either truth or bluff, and they had neither. 
 
    ADA Freely and Agent Cole seemed to sense it at the same time, glancing at each other. Agent Brown was the only one didn’t know what was going on. He leaned forward in his chair, holding his index finger sharply pointed down at the file-folder. 
 
    “I don’t feel like you’re taking this seriously. You’re in big trouble Ms. Tichenor. Big. Trouble.” 
 
    Tia weighed the possible responses in her mind. She didn’t want to accidentally fall into any traps that would give them an excuse to hold onto her any longer than need be. At the same time, she dearly wanted to go. “Agent Brown, maybe my English isn’t as good as I thought. After all, I only speak four languages and hold a bachelor’s degree in criminal justice, so maybe I don’t understand. You say I have not been arrested,” she said while shaking her wrists, “yet I am in cuffs. You say my rights are suspended because I have superpowers, so you haven’t allowed me to consult with a lawyer. I’m confused, which law gives you the right to suspend mine? What proof do you have that I, or anyone I know, has committed whatever crime you haven’t even told me about yet? Are you confused about who the Protectors are? You know… the super-team that saved the world... the one your president personally asked Amelia Lockheart to form? Please, mansplain to me where I’ve gone wrong?” Tia sat back, smiling. She hated that term, but figured it would get his goat, and it did. 
 
    Brown leaped up, slamming his fist down on the table. The sudden, violent action failed to startle her. 
 
    “Oh, we have plenty of crimes to charge you with— plenty. When we’re done with our investigation, we will throw you into the deepest darkest hole on Earth, unless you start cooperating now!” By the time he finished, spittle flew from his lips. 
 
    How in God’s name did this buffoon become a Special Agent? 
 
    Something about the situation felt off to her, right from the start The FBI was going after Amelia, the most recognizable, celebrated hero in the world. The media crucified her daily, protesters chanted in the streets to see her thrown in jail... pieces were forming, pieces of a puzzle. Tia may not have made detective, but it wasn’t for lack of her skills. She knew what she needed to do, and she needed out of here now so she could clear her friend’s name. 
 
    “Okay, unless you have anything to charge me with, as a sovereign citizen of Argentina, I request either I be escorted to my consulate or given a lawyer—your choice.” She needed to end this farce now. 
 
    The agent opened his mouth to yell some more when Freely pulled his phone out of his pocket and answered. He immediately put a hand on Browns shoulder, restraining him. “Understood,” he said into the phone before hanging up. “We’re letting her go. Ms. Tichenor, on behalf of the United States Government, consider your visa revoked. These two agents will escort you to the airport where you will board the next flight to Argentina. Good day,” he said as he left the room. Brown didn’t look happy. Tia just smiled sweetly at him while planning what to do next. 
 
    

  

 
   
    

  

  
  
   
    
    SIX 
 
   The airport was like every other she had visited. People rushing back and forth, hurrying to traverse security and make it to their flights in time. Tia smiled as they passed a little girl dancing. She wore an “I heart Arsenal” shirt. Her smile was cut short as Agent Brown lightly shoved on her shoulder, pushing her toward the gate. 
 
    “Are the cuffs really necessary,” she asked again. 
 
    “Protocol.” The same short, stilted answer he’d given the last two times she had mentioned it. At six feet, he towered over the diminutive Buenos Aires native. Not that it meant anything to her. With a moment’s thought she could out mass and outweigh him. He seemed to be the type that enjoyed pushing women around. If his partner cared, she didn’t show it. 
 
    When he shoved her again, Tia had had enough. She stopped. The thing about her powers was that she didn’t have to turn them on, she had to hold them back. Once she opened the valve, her mass, weight, and density would increase exponentially. She could hold it back forever; it cost her nothing. Once she started though, it was exhausting to stop. 
 
    “Agent, if you lay a finger on me again—” 
 
    “You’ll do nothing. If you so much as touch me I’ll throw your butt in jail and let you rot for a decade before we even tell anyone we have you,” he said with a scowl. 
 
    “Agent, if you lay one finger on me, I’m going to break it in half. You can imagine what you’ll do afterward,”—she let the valve open just a bit. The air shimmered around her as unnatural forces converged, increasing her mass and density to that of a semi-truck—in a 5’4 woman with a twenty-four-inch waist. “But you will still have a broken finger.” 
 
    His eyes widened at the threat, lips curling back to snarl another warning at her. He raised his finger to poke her as if to test her threat. His partner, apparently the brains of the operation, grabbed his hand before he struck. They hadn’t lied about her strength; she stopped him cold. He glanced at her, about to unleash his rage in that direction when she nodded toward the floor. He followed her gaze to Tia’s feet, only to freeze in place. The metal plates on the airport floor had buckled slightly from her new mass. 
 
    “You wouldn’t dare,” he said, the color draining from his face. 
 
    “I was a police officer in my country for five years. That badge you carry? It only shields so much,” she said, leveling her blue eyes at him with her best steely gaze. 
 
    Briefly, Tia wondered if he would go through with it—risk the broken finger just to throw her in jail. When he lowered his hand and turned around to lead them to the airplane, she couldn’t help but be a tad disappointed. 
 
    Agent Cole grinned at her and shrugged. Tia wondered why the woman didn’t talk. Perhaps it was a side effect of whatever powers she had? 
 
    With a grunt, Tia forced the valve shut, draining off her extra mass and sighing as the last of it vanished. She was her normal weight again. She followed after the agents, letting them lead her to the plane. 
 
    She liked people; that was her big problem with her job as a police officer. She just didn’t have the temperament or the desire to deal with the dregs of humanity. She did, however, want to help people. With her unit nickname, The Backup, she was called in when they needed a friendly face to defuse a situation. A face that couldn’t be hurt. For whatever reason, invulnerability just wasn’t a common power set in Central and South America, at least not as common as it was in North America. 
 
    That was all in the past. When she returned to Argentina she had no job. Amelia had offered her a paid position on the Protectors but that vanished with her friend. 
 
    “Now arriving, flight 23-77 from Mexico city. Please give the plane twenty minutes to clear and boarding will begin for the flight to Argentina.” 
 
    Brown threw himself into a seat, not looking at Tia as he did so. Cole grabbed the black hard plastic seat opposite him and picked up a magazine to read. 
 
    Tia decided she would rather stand. Maybe it would piss off Brown some more. 
 
    If only there was something I could do to help her. She’s done so much for the world. That was Tia, though, a bleeding heart. She smiled as she heard her mother’s voice tell her she couldn’t save everyone. What good was all her superpower if she didn’t try? 
 
    The doors opened and passengers disembarked from the plane. Only a few at first but then a steady line of people marched out, dispersing as they passed the gate. 
 
    “You’ll be boarding first, so don’t think about trying anything stupid. We’re with you all the way to Buenos Aires,” Brown said without looking at her. 
 
    She didn’t bother to respond. 
 
    Then she saw him. 
 
    “Brown,” she said moving next to the agent. 
 
    “I said don’t try anything—” 
 
    “Shut up for a second. You have to arrest that man,” she said trying to gesture without being obvious. Cole perked up upon hearing her tone, half standing to join them. 
 
    “I don’t have to do anything, sit your butt down and—” 
 
    “He’s the most wanted man in my country. His name is Massacre; he specializes in assassination. If he’s here, then someone important is going to die.” 
 
    The tall suave man with thinning black hair moved easily through the crowd. His slight frame let him slide between people without touching them. 
 
    “Nice try, Tichenor, but no dice.” 
 
    Tia had only met Massacre once, three years before, when he had tried to kill the chief of police. The only thing that stopped him was her. 
 
    “You have to stop him, but don’t touch him. He can control anyone he touches.” 
 
    Cole stood fully up. She frowned at Brown, who was still scowling at Tia. She nodded toward Massacre and kicked Brown’s foot. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you’re buying this?” he asked. She nodded. “Fine, let’s go talk to him.” 
 
    Brown pushed himself up with exaggerated effort, adjusted his belt then walked toward the thin man, who was heading for the bathrooms. Tia followed behind. She was tired from her effort before, but not enough to stop her from powering up again if need be. 
 
    “Sir,” Brown said. “Sir, please stop for a moment.” 
 
    Massacre turned around, his polite smile faltered for a moment when he saw Tia, but he turned to the two agents with a questioning look. “Si?” 
 
    “I’m agent Brown and this is agent Cole with the FBI. Can we see some ID?” 
 
    Tia hung back, hoping the agents listened to her. 
 
    “Si,” he said, setting down his luggage to pull out his passport. Agent Cole hung back a few feet but Brown stood right next to the man. Tia’s gut told her it was a mistake, but the man wouldn’t listen to her. Massacre finished pulling his passport out and handed it to Brown. 
 
    The agent barely looked at it as he spoke. “What is the purpose of your visit?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m a contract assassin, my employers paid me to infiltrate your holding facility and kill the Protectors.” 
 
    He said it so clearly, so matter of fact, the two agents were stunned into immobility. Massacre lunged forward as Tia screamed her warning. 
 
    Brown tried to restrain him but wasn’t nearly fast enough. The slight Hispanic slipped by him and leaped at Cole. Tia’s warning forgotten, the agent did what she was trained to do, she attacked. Lifting her foot she jabbed out at him. 
 
    He grabbed her leg, pulling her toward him in an embrace that ended with his body... deflating and disappearing as it absorbed into Cole’s through her skin. 
 
    “Oh no,” Tia whispered. 
 
    “Where did he go?” Brown asked. 
 
    Cole, now possessed by Massacre, lunged forward, her hand reaching back and slapping Brown hard in the jaw. Tia could hear the crack of the bones in the agent’s face from ten feet away. 
 
    Tia let out her breath, focusing on that place deep within her that triggered the valve. Mass poured into her, filling her with strength far beyond her frame. She snapped the chain holding the cuffs together as if it were made of paper. 
 
    Massacre-Cole turned and scowled at Tia with an expression she had seen before—on Massacre. The agent’s mouth opened as the man possessing her tried to speak, but nothing came out. She pulled up short, looking down at herself as if she hadn’t expected that. Tia knew he normally researched his victims carefully. If they died, he died. If they were sick, he was sick. If they had an ailment or disorder, he did as well. 
 
    Now I know why she doesn’t speak—she’s mute. 
 
    “I know your powers, Massacre. You can’t just leap out of her. You’re stuck for twelve hours. That’s twelve hours you can’t call anyone for help.” 
 
    Massacre-Cole leaped forward, fist balled to strike. Tia wasn’t quite at a semi-truck yet when the fist smashed into the side of her face. When they told her Cole had superhuman strength they hadn’t lied. A clap of thunder rolled out from around the two women, sending debris and dust flying away in a shock wave of displaced air. 
 
    Tia tumbled back, blood filling her mouth as she struggled to keep her footing. Massacre-Cole was on her, slamming her down and rabbit punching her face. Tia struggled to get her hands up. Fisticuffs was never really her thing… she just needed a moment... the next blow banged her head off the tile floor in an explosion of concrete. The blow after slammed against her stomach, collapsing her lungs. She struggled to breathe, panic racing through her as the most basic life function was cut off. 
 
    However, the fourth blow that collided with Tia brought a grunt of pain from Massacre-Cole as she fell backward off her. Tia shook her head, gasping for breath as she rolled over, trying to stand. A foot hit her back, bouncing off harmlessly. At this point it didn’t matter how much strength the agent possessed; she could no longer hurt Tia. 
 
    The diminutive blonde stood up fully, regaining her ability to breathe and relishing the feeling of weight and mass to her movements. The very air around her seemed weighed down with her presence. 
 
    “Let’s start over.” She darted at Massacre-Cole who dropped below Tia’s outstretched hands and punched the hero in the stomach. The blow stopped cold, ending with a crack as Massacre broke his puppet’s hand against the diamond hard abs of Catia Tichenor. 
 
    Tia spun around, swinging her fist but missed as Massacre rolled away. 
 
    Pure hate blazed in her eyes—then she ran. 
 
    I wish Fleet were here. 
 
    She tried to run after her but each step shook the building and cracked tile. The sad truth was, she wasn’t very fast when massed up. Before Tia could get to her, Massacre-Cole leaped through a window, sending glass in every direction. She dropped to the runway, disappearing behind a water truck. 
 
    Tia let some of her mass go, freeing up her body to move faster. She ran over to where Agent Brown lay but she already knew what she was going to find. She covered her mouth out of shock. He lay crumpled where he hit the wall, his face a ruined mess of bone and blood. She forced herself to kneel down and check his pulse; nothing. 
 
    She didn’t know Phoenix. Didn’t know anyone here. And with the team in jail, she was on her own. If she turned herself in they would either toss her in jail or deport her. 
 
    The right choices are rarely the easy ones. 
 
    Tia crossed herself and said the last rites for Agent Brown; she had no idea if he was Catholic, or religious at all, but it felt like the right thing to do. Then she took off running after Massacre. She had twelve hours to find him… In a foreign city with almost two million people. She didn’t like her odds. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    SEVEN 
 
    THE PAST 
 
      
 
   Epic, try it again,” I say. A blast of noise and static comes out of the helmet where it rests on the table. I don’t really have any tools other than my wrist computer and Epic. The armor is in pieces, spread out before me while I tinker away trying to figure out how to get it all working. 
 
    “Amelia?” Luke asks, rubbing his face as he stands up from the chair he slept in. “Did you stay up?” 
 
    “Hmm?” I say over my shoulder. I really need this functional. Not just for me; if we’re going to get out of here, the armor has to work. 
 
    “You did, didn’t you?” Luke says with a frown. 
 
    I sigh as I hear that tone of voice. I love the big lug, but his propensity to worry about me can be a little annoying at times. 
 
    “Luke,” I say without looking at him, “We’re stuck a hundred years in the past with only my suit to protect us. When, and if, we can go back, I can’t go without my suit to protect me from the extreme g-forces of time travel. 
 
    “I have no idea how long it will take me to repair it and I won’t even know what I need to do until I’m done with the diagnostics.” 
 
    Not to mention, without the suit your mobility is nil. Turn of the century Europe was not known for their handicap accessible buildings. 
 
    I chuckle at Epic’s joke. Sadly, since he wasn’t himself when we came back, Luke doesn’t have his goggles with him. Which means, for now, only I can see what Epic says. Which is what I’m currently trying to correct. 
 
    I glance over at Luke, who’s standing there with his arms folded across his chest. “Fine, I’ll rest in a little bit, just let me nail this, okay?” 
 
    He lets out a long sigh. “Deal. I’ll go check on Pythia.” 
 
    “You do that... Hey, have you noticed something different about her?” I ask as the thought occurs to me. 
 
    He nods. “I have, I just can’t put my finger on it. She’s certainly not at all like the woman we will meet, err have met... I’m not even sure.” 
 
    “It’s our past, her future, so it’s met. Yeah, keep an eye on her; she’s acting so different that I’m not sure this is the same Pythia.” 
 
    That arouses his attention. “The same?” 
 
    I shoot the bed a look to make sure she’s still asleep and I drop my voice real low. “She’s a creation, a construct. Alive, but not human. Who’s to say there aren’t multiples of her? If I were to do that, I would have... backups.” 
 
    “You don’t have Epic backed up,” he points out. 
 
    “That’s different.” I’m suddenly miffed and I don’t know why. Did he just compare me to a Greek god? Or question my logic? 
 
    “Epic is far more than just a program. Simply copying him won’t create a second version. It’s complicated and I can’t really get into it without going over your head, but even if I could copy him, it wouldn’t be Epic. It would be Epic #2. I don’t want a #2, I want the original.” 
 
    I would not copy you either, Amelia. I like the original as well. 
 
    “Thanks, buddy.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll keep an eye on her and let you get back to... whatever it is you’re doing,” Luke says with a dismissive wave of his hand. 
 
    “You do that,” I say. I don’t like that I’m upset with him. It seems such a stupid thing to make me mad. I just got him back and I should be a better person than that. I let out a long sigh. “Luke?” I say to him, turning as much as my position on the bench will allow. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I love you,” I say trying very hard to keep eye contact with him. 
 
    He deflates a little as his grin reappears. “I love you to, Amelia. So much.” 
 
    I turn back to my work and I hear him moving around behind me. I throw another line of code at the problem and hit ‘go’. The static from the helmet speaker isn’t nearly as bad and I can almost make out a few words. 
 
    A few minutes pass while I figure out what isn’t working. Pythia rises from her bed, all grace and beauty. She speaks to Luke for a moment; I can’t make out what she says but I do hear the hushed whispers. When she’s done, she walks toward me, her hand out, palm up. As she approaches, a platter materializes out of thin air. 
 
    “I thought you would like some lunch,” she says, sliding a plate of cold cuts, bread, and cheese toward me. 
 
    “Lunch?” I glance around. No, it is just morning... 
 
    “Yes. It’s half-past twelve. You haven’t moved in the last three hours. I thought you were asleep, but Luke assured me you were, ‘in the zone’,” she says putting up air quotes. “That’s what he did,” she says with a shrug. 
 
    “Now that you mention it, I’m starving.” 
 
    I take a break, stretch, and throw a cube of goat cheese in my mouth, followed by ham and some bread. “Delicious,” I say with my mouth full. 
 
    She perks right up. “I’m glad you like it. I’d like to explain about what happened last night.” 
 
    I nod, mouth still full of food, and enter the last line of code I need; from now on everyone should hear Epic in his old school gravely voice. I hadn’t used it in forever, but I never deleted the code. 
 
    While she’s talking, I pull up the diagnostic results on the suit’s integrity. It’s about what I expected. “Epic, run a search—see if there is anything we can do to seal up this hole. I don’t want to try and go through the temporal vortex with my thigh wide open like this. I’m not sure I would have a thigh when we got back...” 
 
    On it. 
 
    “Go ahead, Pythia, you have my undivided attention.” I put my chin on my hands and lean against the table. 
 
    “You seem to know a great deal about me, and I know very little about you. Tell me, were we friends?” she asks. 
 
    For a second I see her standing in the reactor room, holding her hand on my chest while Epic warns me of the quantum gate drive spinning up. Then she pushes me, and I fall... she saved me, so yeah... 
 
    “I’d say we were. Yes.” 
 
    She frowns, cocking her head to the side, her eyes go wide for a moment. “I see,” she mutters. “That is... disturbing.” 
 
    “You just saw that, didn’t you,” I say with a sigh. How am I supposed to hide the future from someone who can see things randomly that I don’t mean for her to see. “You told me once you aren’t a telepath. How did you do that if that is true?” 
 
    “I have flashes of insight to the past. I wasn’t seeing the future—this has already happened to you. Do not worry, though, me knowing won’t change what has already happened,” she says with a lot more confidence than I feel. 
 
    “How can you know that?” 
 
    “Because it already happened,” she says, as if it’s the most obvious thing in the universe. “As for last night, I received a message from Apollo.” 
 
    I quirk an eyebrow up at her and throw another cheese cube into my mouth. “Just a message? I thought they couldn’t cross the barriers now?” 
 
    She shakes her head. “They can’t. I imagine it took a tremendous amount of power just to speak to me for that short time. For a moment I thought they were returning and I wouldn’t be alone anymore, but I guess I should have known better, considering what I saw in my own future.” 
 
    “Yeah. You don’t seem too upset about that...” 
 
    She shrugs. “Am I supposed to be? What will happen, happens. Everyone dies Amelia, even a god. No, what upset me was the vast loneliness I didn’t even know I was feeling until I heard his voice,” she says, her big eyes turning down as slow tears leak out. “Along with what he told me to do,” she says in a whisper. 
 
    I reach out and touch her hand, holding it in my own. I’m not sure what comfort I can offer her. 
 
    “What did he tell you to do?” 
 
    She sighs, pats my hand then pulls both of hers back to her lap. “I am to assemble the armor of the Protector and choose a new one to serve humanity.” 
 
    Now she has my interest. “When we met in the future you indicated that it didn’t happen until after the Tesla event... oh, I see.” Understanding floods into me. 
 
    She smiles. “Of course, I wouldn’t have told you we had already met,” she says. 
 
    “Right. Okay, so you need the armor. Let’s break it out and get it ready,” I say to her as I finish the last of my food and stifle a yawn. After all, how hard could it be to polish up some two-thousand-year-old bronze? 
 
    “I wish it were that easy. I have no idea where any of it is.” 
 
    And that is the other shoe. “I guess you’re lucky I’m here,” I say, yawning again. “Luke?” Weariness comes over me, an exhaustion so sudden and hard that I almost fall off the bench. Luke is there in an instant, cradling me to him and lifting me up in his strong arms. “I knew I kept you around for a reason.” 
 
    “I’m just a wheelchair with arms that can cook, aren’t I?” 
 
    “Your sandwiches are magic,” I say as my eyes droop shut. Dreams of delicious sandwiches and playing on the Xbox with Carlos fill my night. 
 
    I sure hope Kate and Carlos are okay. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    EIGHT 
 
    DOMINO 
 
      
 
   Drugs were a common questioning technique in the agency. Kate had undergone extensive training to resist the effects of various serums and concoctions. Some were impossible to resist, others she could fight to a point. Then there were some that required such high doses that the person was left nothing more than a raving lunatic. 
 
    However, Kate wasn’t the average agent. Her mind, due to the nature of her powers, had a much higher tolerance to truth serums and other persuasive drugs. As she could control the feelings in others, she could also control hers—to some degree. 
 
    When she woke from unconsciousness the first thing she noticed was the tangy after taste in her dry mouth. A sure sign she had drugs in her system. The second thing was that her head hurt where Nelson had clobbered her. 
 
    Nelson, that bastard. 
 
    “She’s awake,” a man said. 
 
    If the jig was up; there was no use pretending. She opened her eyes slowly, careful to give her brain time to adjust to the additional stimuli. Light faded and she could make out three men in the room. At first her brain leaped to Agency people. But no... the freak with spikes growing out of his head wasn’t agency. Not looking like that. The other two could be undercover, but the large bald one with the prison tattoos didn’t look anything like an agent. The last one, a small thin man with slick black hair and a pencil thin tie, was most definitely not agency. He didn’t look like he could do a push-up if his life depended on it. 
 
    “Who are you supposed to be, the three musketeers?” she asked around a swollen tongue. What she wouldn’t give for a glass of water. She was sitting in a metal chair; not the folding kind. Her ankles were zip-tied to the base and her wrists were zip-tied to the back of the chair, pulled just enough back that it was uncomfortable. 
 
    The mechanical arm Amelia built to replace the one the Th’un had amputated wasn’t responding to her mental commands. Which meant whatever drug they gave her, it was suppressing her powers. 
 
    The large bald man reached out and slapped her across the face. Not hard enough to break anything, but enough so she felt it. He wasn’t just a normal human. Spike, chuckled. She didn’t need her powers to spot a sadist. 
 
    “I’m Rodrigo Dominguez, and you are Kate Petrenelli—otherwise known as Domino,” the one with the goatee said. Clearly, he was in charge. 
 
    “Bravo. You have access to the internet and learned what anyone with a smartphone can find out in five minutes. Your momma must be so proud,” she said. 
 
    The standard technique to withstanding interrogation was to repeat the same sentence over and over again. No matter what. Once a person started answering, there was no telling what they might give up, even by accident. Kate needed answers, so better to let them do as much of the talking as possible. 
 
    However, that assumed she was the one under interrogation. 
 
    She wasn’t. They were. 
 
    “Cute,” Dominguez said with a nod to the large man. “This is Kronk,” he said. Kate wanted to laugh but Kronk slapped her across the face again, cutting her off. 
 
    “You really gonna hit me at some point? Or just keep using those love taps?” she said, spitting the tiny amount of blood in her mouth out at his feet. 
 
    “It would be unwise to anger him, he’s an... how do you put it? F5?” 
 
    “So? What’s your plan? Torture me to tell you… what? I came to Nelson to figure out what he knew. Obviously, I am the one in need of info, not you.” 
 
    Dominguez smiled. “Yes. The poor Major was under the impression that he was following orders from on high. When he discovered the deception... well he’s my next stop.” 
 
    That relieved Kate somewhat. At least Nelson thought he was following orders and wasn’t corrupt—as so many people obviously were. How did an organization this large slip into all levels of government without anyone noticing? 
 
    “Now, tell me about Amelia Lockheart,” he said. 
 
    “Ha,” Kate laughed. “She’s smarter than you? How’s that for starters.” 
 
    “Funny,” he said. “Where is she?” 
 
    The ex-spy smiled slyly. Only she, Carlos, and Milton knew the truth, Amelia was in the distant past looking for Pythia. 
 
    If the rest of the team was on comms, then they would know, but that was unlikely since they were all under arrest. 
 
    “Right outside that door over there, about to come in and bust your skull.” 
 
    Kronk slapped her again. More blood filled her mouth and her vision dimmed. Why did they want to know about Amelia? 
 
    “We know she hasn’t been sighted since she left her base in Arizona. The question becomes, where is she?” 
 
    Kate tried to shrug but it did no good. Kronk hit her again. It took longer for her vision to recoup after the strike. Her ears rang and she had to shake her head several times to refocus. “You hit like my grandmother,” she said with a smile. 
 
    Kronk grunted, raised his hand to strike again, but Dominguez stopped him. The thin man kneeled in front of Kate. 
 
    “You are stalling. You think someone is coming for you? No one is. Not Ms. Lockheart, not your friend in the Greek armor, not anyone. I assure you, Ms. Petrenelli, no one will ever find you here. And we can do this for a very long time.” 
 
    Kate peered at his brown eyes for a moment. If she had access to her powers she could escape easily, but whatever drug they gave her blocked that. However, long before she was a superhero, she was a CIA agent. Spooks made Boy Scouts look like unprepared mall cops in comparison. 
 
    “What do you want to know?” she said with an exaggerated sigh. 
 
    “That’s better.” He stood and pulled his phone out. The soft blue light illuminated his features for a moment before it went away. “Ghast,” he said over his shoulder to the man with the spikes on his head. 
 
    “Yes?” spike-head replied. 
 
    “You’re needed in Belize. Report to our local contact there.” 
 
    “But...” 
 
    He was silenced by a look from Dominguez. Whoever this man was and whoever he worked for, they clearly had some clout. The freak shut his mouth with a click then turned on his heel and knocked once on the metal door. It opened and he exited. 
 
    When the door shut again, Dominguez returned his attention to Kate. “Now, let’s talk about your friend and her AI, shall we?” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    NINE 
 
    THE PAST 
 
   The next morning, after I’ve awakened and eaten a little, Pythia drops her bomb... If Teddy were here with me, I’d ask him to check my ears. 
 
    “Three days...?” I say, confused. 
 
    Pythia gives me her creepy smile and looks back and forth between Frank, Luke, and me. “When did you think you arrived?” Pythia asks. 
 
    “1901,” I say, glancing at Frank. 
 
    He shrugs. “Don’t blame me. It’s not like I’m in control when I go back. I shoot for a specific time and go from there. Sometimes I hit it right on the nose, other times I don’t. I guess I missed it this time.” 
 
    I suppress a growl. “By a country mile Frank Parker. A country flipping mile.” 
 
    Instead of having three years to fix my armor, I have three whole days. Three. I’ve just begun addressing the deeper diagnostics on the armor, let alone the things I simply can’t replace. 
 
    “Can’t we just stay longer?” Luke asks. 
 
    Frank shakes his head. “No. Once my powers are restored I’ll start feeling the pull. I’ve never gone back this far before—it’s likely that I will snap back almost immediately… or pretty close,” Frank explains. 
 
    I shake my head, drumming my fingers on the table. During our little conversation Pythia sits across from me, smiling, her big doe eyes innocently taking it all in. 
 
    “Why didn’t you say something immediately? We wasted a whole day in here,” I say to Pythia. 
 
    “Wasted? No. You wouldn’t have done anything differently, other than worry more, had you known. Besides, you didn’t tell me a specific date—just ‘a few years.’ How was I supposed to know when? I know you think I’m omnipotent, Amelia, but I’m really not. Three days from now, Tesla will pull the lever on his great machine and this world will change forever. It’s a touchstone moment for your world. However, if you do not help me find the armor of the Protector, more lives than you can imagine will be lost in the coming decades.” 
 
    If Pythia is telling the truth about time travel, and I suspect she is, then we will find the armor because that’s who we are. I can debate theories about ‘what ifs’ all day long, but at the end of the day we’ll never know—because I won’t risk the future by doing nothing just to see if I can change things. I have to act. That’s just who I am. 
 
    “Well, bygones etcetera, I guess. We need to find The Spear, correct?” I finally say. 
 
    Pythia nods. 
 
    “And that will somehow lead us to the rest of the armor?” 
 
    She nods again. 
 
    “And once you have the armor you can choose another protector and the three of us can go home.” 
 
    She nods a third time, albeit slower. Time travel is confusing to me; I can only imagine what the implications and possible outcomes are to everyone else. 
 
    “Epic?” 
 
    I am here, Amelia. While I do have all the history ever written in my memory, I do not have anything on the Protector prior to the 1970s. If there was another before Sydney, they did their level best to conceal him. Since I have no information on the Protector, I have no information on the Spear. His voice is as stylish as it was years ago. The only reason I stopped using it was my inability to hear him in the confusion of combat; text messages on my visor were always accessible. 
 
    “It was worth a shot.” Then an idea comes to me. “Epic, what if you took images from our personal interactions with him, then made 3D mock-ups of all his gear and compared them to every picture in every museum, ever?” 
 
    Luke was used to this kind of wizardry from Epic, but Pythia lets out a gasp. “Your machine can do that?” she asks. 
 
    I smile like a proud parent. “He’s much more than a machine, he’s a person. Artificial in the sense that I programmed his original code, but a person none-the-less. And yes, he can do that… and a lot more.” 
 
    After a few seconds, which is like a day in AI time, Epic uses the helmet’s built in optics to display a full color image of the Protector against the cave wall. It is a perfect replica, in high resolution. While we watch, it rotates slowly, showing us every angle of Sidney. I hadn’t noticed before, but the armor looks slightly different than the one Carlos wears. “Is it me, or is that not the same armor our... uh the most recent Protector wears?” It occurs to me while I’m talking that maybe telling her about Carlos isn’t the best idea. 
 
    “Now that you mention it,” Luke says. “Yeah, it does look a little different.” 
 
    I look over at Pythia; she shrugs. “I know not.” Is all she says to me. 
 
    “Regardless. Epic, run it.” 
 
    A hundred images a second flash on the wall, starting with the most modern images then working backward as he scans everything he’s ever had access too. After a few seconds he updates us. Nothing in the public collections. Moving on to private ones. Broadening search... expanding parameters... buffering... bypassing error four-oh-four permissions. 
 
    As always, Epic makes me crack a smile as he talks. For an AI he’s extremely emotionally aware. I need a good laugh. 
 
    I have something. 
 
    “That was fast,” Frank says. 
 
    That is the way my electrons orbit. It looks like we are closer than you thought, Amelia. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I ask. 
 
    It is not a photo, but this is what I am showing as the closest match. An image pops up on the wall… not a photo, but a drawing. Something about it nags at me. 
 
    “Epic, you’re joking, right?” Luke says. I glance at him with a raised eyebrow. How does he know what this is? 
 
    While I do joke, Luke, this is not one of those times. I am afraid it is legitimate. 
 
    “Okay, Mr. Lancaster, what are you seeing that I’m missing?” I ask him. 
 
    Pythia is fascinated by the whole thing and Frank looks lost. 
 
    “You seriously don’t know what that is?” Luke asks. 
 
    I try not to let my frustration show. “I don’t always know everything, okay? So, what is it?” 
 
    He smiles. “Hold on a sec. Let me bask in the moment. Is this how you feel all the time?” 
 
    “Luke!” I practically yell at him, but I have a smile on my face. 
 
    He laughs. “Okay, okay Amelia. You do know I’m Catholic, but what you don’t know is that I wrote a thesis on ancient religious relics.” 
 
    I didn’t know that and now I’m even more excited to learn what it is. “Go on...?” I encourage him. 
 
    “That,” he says pointing at the wall, “is a drawing of the supposed ‘Holy Lance’ kept in a super-secret Vatican vault underneath St. Peter’s Basilica.” 
 
    “Okay, so it’s in a vault in Rome. I still don’t know what it is.” 
 
    Pythia sighs. “I do. Amelia, what your heroic friend calls the ‘Holy Lance’ is often referred to by another name.” 
 
    “What?” I want to scream in frustration because, I swear, I don’t share information this slowly. I always get right to the point and... Okay. Maybe I don’t. But I try. 
 
    “It’s The Spear of Destiny, Amelia. The spear that pierced the side of Christ while he hung on the cross,” Pythia says dropping her voice and eyes out of reverence. 
 
    “Oh,” I say, looking back at the displayed image. “Is that all? We just have to break into one of the most heavily guarded places on the planet and steel a two-thousand-year-old spear...” 
 
    Luke shakes his head. “No, babe. Not we,” he says slowly lifting his hand and pointing at me. “You. We don’t have any powers, you have your suit. We can help you plan, but when it comes down to it this is all on you.” 
 
    “Great,” I say my voice falling. “Three days to fix my armor, steal a spear, and reassemble ancient Greek armor.” 
 
    I sigh. “Should be a walk in a park.” 
 
    Yes. If that park is in Detroit, in the middle of the night, and you are waving around cash while naked and blindfolded, then yes, it will be a walk in that park. 
 
    

  

 
   
    

  

  
  
   
    
    TEN 
 
    TIA 
 
   She’d lost two hours since the airport. Without any idea where to go, she’d followed the direction Massacre had taken in his borrowed body. Once he hit the city proper beyond the airport he vanished. Tia wasn’t a detective. The only thing she did know, was where he was heading. She needed to find him, or find her friends before he did. 
 
    Every time a siren sounded or a police car drove by, her heart raced. The FBI would certainly be coming for her. However, if she didn’t find Massacre her friends were dead. 
 
    She needed help. 
 
    The only problem was who? A thought tickled her mind. While the Spire had most certainly fallen under government control, didn’t the team have an AI who helped them? Tia wished she’d spent more time with the Team to learn these things. She did know Amelia, though. Amelia would never leave her hung out to dry. It just wasn’t in the woman’s nature. 
 
    Downtown Phoenix was a grid of skyscrapers mixed with public buildings, museums, and restaurants. The heat of the day wasn’t so bad, despite the supposed “winter.” Tia needed money and a way to call the Spire and try and get in touch with the AI. Oh… what was his name? 
 
    Milton. 
 
    Everyone had a cell phone these days; payphones were a thing of the past. She could steal one from a passerby, but that warred with her instincts, and it might be locked anyway. She spotted a small restaurant with a name she recognized—a Portuguese place! Tia darted across the street as fast as she could not wanting to waste a second. 
 
    A horn blared at her when she sped across without waiting for the traffic to clear. She had held onto some of her mass since the airport and she took a moment outside the eatery to let it dissipate. Having super strength was useful, but not so much when trying to use a phone. She pushed the door open, passing through into the cool air with the sounds of bells ringing. An older man, probably in his sixties, smiled at her as she entered. 
 
    “How may I help you?” he asked. 
 
    “Would it be possible to use your phone?” 
 
    He frowned. “No, sorry. Our phone is for business only.” 
 
    He had an accent. It was faded, but enough that she suspected he spoke Portuguese. She asked again, this time in her native tongue, adding she was just a tourist here and someone had robbed her and she needed to call the consulate. 
 
    His eyes widened upon hearing her speak. “Of course!” he replied in the same language. “It’s always a pleasure to converse with someone from home.” He led her to the back room and pointed at the phone on the wall. “Please, take as much time as you want. Would you like some Pão de queijo? They are fresh out of the oven.” The smile that reached his eyes was heaven-sent. 
 
    Tia’s eyes went wide as the smell hit her. Food from home! “Yes, please,” she said. The owner smiled and hurried to the kitchen. The phone was standard, so she had no problem using it. The hard part came in remembering the phone number. She punched in what she hoped was the right number and waited. 
 
    The line rang several times before someone picked up. “Hello?” Maybe the Spire had a receptionist, but Tia didn’t recognize the voice. 
 
    Alarms rang in Tia’s mind. If it were her operation, she would have all the calls forwarded. She just had to hope Milton monitored any calls. 
 
    “Milton, I need help.” She hung up the phone. Did they have time to trace it? Would the AI even— 
 
    The phone rang. The high-pitched noise made her jump. She reached out and picked it up, saying a silent prayer that the Lord was looking out for her. 
 
    “Tia! I’m so glad to hear you are okay, mum!” The upper crust English accent on the other end gave her no doubt that she was talking to Milton. 
 
    “Oh, thank you, I was worried you wouldn’t be able to hear me in such a short time,” she said. 
 
    “No worries, mum. I’m here for you. Now, let’s get you taken care of. Across the street is an electronics store. I’ve already placed an order for you. Wait fifteen minutes then go in and tell them you are Christine Chapel and that your father phoned in an order for you. When you leave, head north on Central and we’ll talk more.” The line clicked dead before Tia could ask any more questions. The AI was her only chance, she just hoped he knew what he was doing. 
 
    The owner came back with a plate of mouthwatering balls of breaded cheese and an iced-tea for her to drink. She scarfed it down, thanked him profusely, and headed out the door. 
 
    Back across the street she found the little store Milton had spoken of. Hardly more than a stall tucked in between two larger department stores. 
 
    The bell on the door startled her as she walked in. There were half a dozen customers looking around. Tia spotted at least one tourist gingerly touching things while half paying attention. 
 
    There were two people at the counter; she approached the young woman who had black hair like Amelia’s. 
 
    “Hi, my name is Christine Chapel?” 
 
    The girl’s eyes brightened. “Papa, Ms. Chapel,” she said. The man immediately left the customer he was speaking with and darted to Tia, his daughter trading places and rushing to attend to the baffled customer. 
 
    “Ms. Chapel,” he said with a bright smile. “It’s an honor.” 
 
    Tia was as surprised as the other customer. What could Milton have said to warrant this kind of response? 
 
    “M— my father phoned in an order?” 
 
    “Si, senorita. This way,” he said, raising the counter for her to pass. She followed him into the back room. 
 
    “Here is everything he ordered for you. I must say, your father is very generous. Little Bonita had the best thirty minutes of her life buying these things for you. It was a strange request, but he paid for everything and gave us a thousand dollars on top of it. How could I say no to that?” 
 
    “I’m very sorry for the inconvenience. Papa can be... cold sometimes.” 
 
    He cocked his head to the side as he examined her. “Brazil?” he asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “Argentina. My mama immigrated when I was very young.” No one ever guessed her accent. A lifetime of living in Argentina had mangled her native Brazilian Portuguese—on top of learning Spanish, English, and German. 
 
    He gave her a large smile. “Take your time. Mi casa es su casa.” 
 
    He went back out the way they came. Tia looked around, wondering what he meant, when her eyes finally noticed the four bags from Nordstrom, along with two boxes, a phone and a pair of boots in the corner. 
 
    “Milton... how in the heck did you do all this so fast?” With a giggle she dug into the bags. New clothes, top to bottom, along with a smartphone, sun hat, and shades to disguise her. The clothes were top of the line designer jeans that tucked neatly into her calf high boots. A sports bra, and a regular bra, which she side-eyed. How did the AI even know her size? Despite her suspicious thoughts it fit perfectly and held her in place better than any had before. After that a tank top, which stretched down to her thighs, followed by a light blue long sleeve Under Armour shirt that fit snuggly to her body. Somehow, Milton had known her sizes better than she did herself; these new clothes fit better than anything had in her whole life. 
 
    The boots and hat went on last. She pulled the phone out of the box; it was already charged and programmed. She plugged the little Bluetooth earphone in and turned the phone on. 
 
    Once she was back in the store proper, the owner smiled. “Ah senorita, you are the picture of modesty and beauty. See Bonita? Learn from this young woman. You don’t need to show skin to be pretty!” 
 
    Tia blushed, her cheeks heating as she coughed and tried to hide it. She didn’t miss the scowl from the man’s daughter. “Well, uh thank you. I really do appreciate it,” she said. 
 
    When she turned to leave the owner spoke. “Senorita, you are forgetting something.” He waved her closer and handed her a pre-paid credit card. “Ten-thousand,” he said in a whisper. “Don’t show that around, eh?” 
 
    Tia smiled in disbelief. Ten thousand? What would she even do with that much money? “Thank you, sir, you are too kind.” 
 
    “Think nothing of it. And please remember us for all your technology needs!” 
 
    She waved goodbye before leaving. 
 
    As soon as she exited the shop two black sedans with government plates pulled up outside the little restaurant across the street. Tia put on her sunglasses, pulled her hat down and walked briskly north. 
 
    Her phone beeped, alerting her to an incoming call. 
 
    “Milton?” she asked. 
 
    “Nah, you ain't so lucky.” 
 
    “Tessa!” Tia almost cried for joy. Of all the wonderful people she’d met since joining Amelia, Tessa and Lux were the closest she had to best friends. “I thought they arrested you?” 
 
    “Nope. I don’t do jail. Amelia promised me I would never have to go back if I kept my nose clean. I ain’t going back on no trumped-up charges, that’s for damn sure,” Tessa said in her high-pitched voice. 
 
    To look at, Tessa was a tough woman, but her voice always made her sound like a little girl. 
 
    “Listen, Tessa. The only reason I didn’t return to Argentina is I saw an assassin at the airport.” As she walked, Tia filled Tessa in on the situation. 
 
    “Alright. Milton is listening in but he’s busy with some other problems. I’ll send you an address—meet me there. If there is a new crime syndicate in town, I know just who to ask.” 
 
    “It’s really good to hear your voice,” Tia said. 
 
    “You too, hon, you too.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    ELEVEN 
 
      
 
   Kate groaned as she rolled over on the hard ground. For the last eight hours they’d beaten, drugged, and tortured her. Nothing she wasn’t trained for, nothing she couldn’t endure for a little while. Despite the drugs they used to block her empathic powers, her superhuman physique healed her through the pain. That wouldn’t last though, since they weren’t letting her eat or drink. 
 
    The beatings had gotten worse, then, out of frustration, they had moved to water-boarding. Her resistance to their truth serum and other techniques aggravated them into making mistakes. They assumed she would die here, and as time went on they spoke more openly. They had let it slip that this was Mexico, somewhere near the Arizona border. She also learned that there were at least twenty people here but the only one she knew had powers was Kronk. Dominguez was just the ‘talent.’ 
 
    She propped herself up against the rock wall. The cells were small, with no light and no bedding; just a hole in the ground to defecate. It wasn’t as bad as a hot box in Somali, but it wasn’t great. She shuddered at the memory of the worst six days of her life. 
 
    Kate, at some point you need to revise your strategies. This is the third time in your life you’ve undergone torture. Let’s not make it a fourth? 
 
    Her inner critic, always ready with helpful advice, made her smile. She closed her eyes for a moment, letting the tension drain out of her body and double checking that she could activate Amelia’s arm if she needed too. So far, her captors still believed they were the ones in charge. That thought brought another smile to her face. 
 
    Which immediately turned into a frown as she thought of Carlos. He had to be chomping at the bit to come get her. As the Protector of Humanity, he could be anywhere in the world in seconds. When she pressed him on the how, he had said: “When I’m in orbit I just think of where I want to go, or who I want to go to, then throw the spear. It does the rest.” 
 
    He had always liked her. All men did, at first. After he came back as the Protector though... he’d changed, not just in body but his mind. There was something… special about him. Thinking of him warmed her heart and heated her cheeks. She shook her head, forcing her feelings down. Now wasn’t the time to be dwelling on Carlos. 
 
    She moved a little to the side to dig a rock out of her back, letting out an unconscious groan as she did so. 
 
    “Kate?” a man said. 
 
    “Who’s there?” she replied. 
 
    “It’s Major Nelson. Tony,” he said. 
 
    “Major, I’m glad you’re still alive.” It wasn’t a lie. The man had only done his duty, she knew that. She even respected it, even though it had led to her current situation. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Kate. I didn’t know,” he said. 
 
    “How much of what you told me was true?” she asked. 
 
    Silence was his only answer. She waited patiently for him to decide to speak. As she did, she worked out the kinks in her muscles, stretching them and encouraging them to heal. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Nelson said again. 
 
    “Tony, listen, I get it, you’re sorry. Now, how much of what you told me was true? The only weapon I have is information and I need as much as I can get.” It frustrated her not to be able to use her empathic powers of persuasion on people, but it wasn’t her only gift. 
 
    “Only a little. I’m afraid. My orders were to stall you so I figured I would play into your hands with a story about conspiracy and deception.” 
 
    “How did you keep me from sensing that you were lying to me?” she asked. 
 
    “That machine I turned on—it mimics human alpha waves. It fed you what you wanted to believe.” 
 
    Kate frowned; that kind of technology didn’t exist as far as she knew. But then again, it happened. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Tony. Tell me what you do know, please?” 
 
    “Sure. I guess it doesn’t matter now. Part of what I said was true, key personnel have been replaced. But I thought it was the normal rotation of duty. My orders came from my new CO, a General Havloc. I should have known something was wrong; the man didn’t know the first thing about the Air Force. Sometimes, though, you get officers like that. Promoted for their ineptitude—to get them out of the way.” 
 
    “Do you think he was some kind of impostor?” she asked. 
 
    She heard the sound of fabric on rock as he shrugged and repositioned himself. The sound came from the cell across the hall from hers. The doors to her cell were wrought iron and closed with a chain. The doors looked old, but the chain was brand new. Standing up, she placed one hand on the wall and walked forward until she was standing next to the cell door. 
 
    She had guessed right; when he spoke again she heard him much more clearly. 
 
    “Maybe. I wasn’t paying attention and I should have. Considering the men who attacked you weren’t part of the military, I can only assume he was an impostor—or so deeply on the take it doesn’t matter.” 
 
    She nodded silently. “Amelia and I ran into an FBI agent who was like that. It was like... he wouldn’t listen to reason. He was pathologically convinced of Amelia’s guilt and there wasn’t anything anyone could do to convince him otherwise.” 
 
    “Huh,” Nelson said. 
 
    To Kate, there was a question in that sound. “What is it?” 
 
    “Well... I hadn’t thought about it until you said that, but I noticed that in my CO. He really doesn’t like superheroes—Amelia in particular. He kept wanting updates on their locations, activities, capabilities, that sort of thing. It was a little unusual, but not unheard of.” 
 
    Before Kate could answer, the far door down the end of the hallway opened and light spilled in. Several men marched in with determination on their faces and evil in their hearts. She didn’t need her empathic powers to understand what they planned to do next. 
 
    “I guess they got tired of water boarding.” She’d learned all she needed to know or could learn from them anyway. It was time to make her exit. She moved back against the far wall, cracking her neck muscles and loosening up her shoulders. 
 
    A key turned the lock and the first man pulled the chain off the cell door. 
 
    “Leave her alone,” Nelson yelled from the other side. 
 
    “Shut up,” was the only response. 
 
    The door creaked open and they poured in. They were big men; six feet, two-fifty each. If she were a normal woman this would be a problem. 
 
    “Get down on your knees and put your hands behind your back,” the first one said as he pulled out a long, sharp knife. 
 
    Kate grinned, she couldn’t help it. Not a mirthful grin—a merciless one. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” he asked. All six of them were in the cell now, spread out in a semi-circle around her. Every one of them was slightly more than an arm’s length away and any moment they would charge her. 
 
    “That you think I’m locked up in here with you,” she said. Confusion spread across his face as his brain tried to process the conflicting data. Her lips spread to a wide smile as she spoke. “Full beast mode.” 
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   Kate blocked the knife blow, taking the edge on her bionic arm as she spun, dropped down and swept the man’s feet out from underneath him. He fell in a heap on the ground smacking his head on the stone. She leaped up, smashing her metal fist into the jaw of the next man in line. He was unconscious before he hit the ground. 
 
    Two down. 
 
    The last four, who had been stunned into inaction, moved. They didn’t come at her one at a time; instead, they rushed as one. Normally, Kate would agree that it was a smart move. No matter how good an unarmed opponent is, four-to-one is rarely winnable. 
 
    Kate wasn’t unarmed. Four-inch claws made from Amelia’s single molecule, diamond coated blades slid from under her fingernails. Visually, Kate’s bionic arm was an exact duplicate of her real arm. Amelia had gone to great lengths to program the Animetal with the exact texture, warmth, and feeling of a flesh arm. So much so that Kate often forgot it wasn’t flesh and blood. 
 
    The first man she hit didn’t even scream when her claws severed his jugular; the next man did as hot blood sprayed on him. She silenced him with a slash through his throat. 
 
    The third man unleashed a powerful blow, all his weight coming down on her jaw. Kate spun around, slashing out with her claws. She caught something and was rewarded with a howl of pain. Her vision cleared as she stumbled backward. A wave of sympathy hit her—one she was easily able to ignore. Still, she’d cut the man’s hand off and she would feel bad about that. Later. Not now. 
 
    The last one came at her with a look of grim determination. No witty banter, no taunts, just a pure desire to kill her. She batted his arm aside and jabbed him in the face. Even with her powers suppressed she was a skilled fighter and incredibly fit. Her blow snapped his head back, forcing his eyes closed for a split second. Kate dropped to her knees and lashed out with her bionic arm, her hand forming a knife edge as it slashed into his thigh, slicing a massive gash through his femoral artery. He collapsed, clasping his hands around the wound in a vain attempt to stem the bleeding. 
 
    She stood and watched him. Once his eyes closed for good, she looked around. All six were down. It was a far cry from her superhero fighting style. In her costume, she would never use her claws to kill. Not unless she had no other choice. 
 
    Here, though, it was kill or be killed and the ruthless assassin she had spent the last six years hiding was in her element. 
 
    She searched their bodies, looking for anything that would help her. A set of keys was all she found. No ID, no info on who they might have been. Two were still alive but she didn’t want to stop to question them. She just choked them out to make sure they stayed unconscious for a good long while. 
 
    The chain around the door broke in pieces under the strength of her bionic arm, falling with a rattle as she pulled it off. The door opened easily enough then. 
 
    “Kate?” Major Nelson said in shock. “How?” 
 
    “I’d tell you, but then I would have to kill you,” she said with no humor. The only person in her life who knew about her spy past was Amelia. Even working at the Pentagon, Nelson wouldn’t have the clearance or the ‘need to know’ to find out about her past. 
 
    “I thought they suppressed your powers?” he asked. “How?” 
 
    “They did. They just made one mistake,” she said. 
 
    Grabbing his locked door with her bionic arm she heaved. The door groaned before giving way with a screech of tortured metal. She tossed the door aside with a loud clang. 
 
    “What mistake was that?” he asked, eyes wide from shock at witnessing her do something she wasn’t supposed to be able to do. 
 
    Using her arm without her powers fully active came at a cost; pain. It flashed down her shoulder into her back. If she didn’t get her powers back soon, she’d feel that for a while. 
 
    “They thought they were smarter than Amelia. Everyone should know by now, no one is smarter than Amelia,” she said with a grin. “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    Nelson agreed. Though the circumstances were grim, he couldn’t help but smile either. “If there is one thing I’ve learned in the last couple of years, it’s no one outsmarts Amelia for very long.” 
 
    Kate slapped him on the shoulder. “Good man.” She took off at a run down the hall while Nelson followed along behind. Since they had knocked her unconscious before depositing her in the cell, she didn’t have any recollection of the area. However, when the men came to kill her it was from this direction. 
 
    Her hunch and awareness paid off. A door at the end of the hallway was closed and when she tried the handle, locked. It was an old oak door, solid, and banded in iron. 
 
    “Where the hell are we? A dungeon?” 
 
    “Maybe...” Kate said. She held out her hand, palm up and focused on the image of her sword. Nothing. She had some basic vocal commands with her arm, but without her powers she couldn’t form the more complex shapes. That was okay; the only other thing she needed was to call Milton. 
 
    “Call Milton,” she said. 
 
    “What? I don’t have a—” 
 
    “Kate! So good to hear from you, mum. Carlos is wearing a hole in the carpet and Tigress is about to go mad from lack of attention.” 
 
    Nelson’s eyes went wide. “You could have done that the whole time?” 
 
    She nodded and held up her other hand to stave off any more questions. “Where are we?” 
 
    “Scanning. You are three miles East of Guadalajara Mexico, approximately thirty meters underground. Shall I notify the Protector?” Milton asked in his upper-crust English accent. 
 
    Kate shook her head. “No—” 
 
    “No?” Nelson asked, shocked. 
 
    “Keep the line open, you’ll know when to send him,” she told the AI. She flexed her hand a few times focusing on her inner mind. The place where her empathic powers resided, deep within her. 
 
    “You were playing them for information?” Nelson asked. It was rhetorical, as if he was working out a math problem. “You were a spy, weren’t you? Empathic powers, F3 physicality, it makes sense.” 
 
    Kate opened her eyes to mere slits and glanced at him over her shoulder. A spike of wonder and awe filled her awareness, one that was not her own. She grabbed it and focused on it, pulling it into her, breathing in his emotions as if they were a cloud. She pulled herself along his emotions, using them to jumpstart her powers and overcome the drugs in her system. 
 
    Every second that went by her powers grew until she had them all back. Her wounds faded and her body refreshed as her cells went into overdrive. It happened so fast she let out a sharp gasp as not just Nelson’s emotions hit her, but everyone’s within a hundred meters. A slow smile spread on her lips. 
 
    “Stay here until you hear the screaming, then come running,” she told him. He nodded. She focused for a moment on the feeling of fear. She’d felt it often enough to know exactly how to produce the pheromone for it. “You might want to back up a bit,” she told Nelson. 
 
    Once he complied, she brought up her hand above her head. Three feet of mono-molecular blade slid out of her palm and she brought it down on the iron bands holding the door in place. Sparks flew as the sword cut through the iron. Even without her enhanced strength the blade would have done the job; with it, no mere piece of iron stood a chance. 
 
    The door shattered and Kate ran through, silent as a shadow behind the collapsing door. She slashed her sword across on man’s chest then plunged it into another’s. She ran past their falling bodies and up the stairs out into a main courtyard. 
 
    Several four-by-fours were parked against the far wall. A dozen or so men and a few women were gathered together, making what Kate thought was a drug transfer under a bright, noon day sun. The backs of the trucks were loaded down with pallets of white powder wrapped in plastic bags. The far truck looked like a military surplus vehicle with six wheels and a covered back. Kate counted at least a dozen women and girls, some of whom were clearly American, chained to the bed. 
 
    So not just drugs but trafficking too... Wait... This is about money? Kate shook her head in disbelief. She was prepared for a world domination angle or a plan to control the western hemisphere... but money? 
 
    Dominguez spun around to face her, his eyes going wide as she slid to a halt in the dirt. He and his crew were fifty feet away from her. A distance she could easily cross before they could stop her. However, Dominguez had Kronk with him. If he really was an F5 then he was more than a match for Kate. Engaging him in hand-to-hand wasn’t an option. 
 
    “I don’t know how you escaped but dying in your cell or up here makes no difference,” Dominguez said, punctuating with a spit into the hot Mexican dirt. 
 
    Kate smiled. “I escaped because you’re an idiot,” she said, relaxing her body and standing up straight. “You made a couple of mistakes, Dominguez. One, you thought you were smarter than Amelia Lockheart; no one is smarter than Amelia.” 
 
    “Quite,” Dominguez replied sarcastically. “Your glib tongue does you no good, woman. You’re alone, and out gunned. Your powers may have returned enough for you to escape your cell, but clearly you can’t teleport, or you would be gone. And dead, as they say, is dead. Kronk... kill her.” 
 
    “With pleasure,” the bald man said, stomping forward. 
 
    “Yeah that was mistake number two.” Kate smiled. 
 
    Sunlight reflected off a bronze spear, lighting up the courtyard with a brief flash as it fell from the sky to strike the ground between Kronk and Kate. 
 
    “Oh shi—” Kronk started to say but was cut off when a pair of sandaled feet crashed into him from above, flattening him against the ground in a landing of earth shaking proportions. 
 
    The Protector, one of the strongest supers ever known, stepped off the unconscious invulnerable Kronk, pulled his spear from the ground and faced the group of criminals. “Who’s next?” Carlos asked. 
 
    It was rhetorical; they were all next. 
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   Tia followed Tessa down the alley behind the biker bar on the outskirts of Phoenix. While she had only recently met the girl, they’d hit it off fabulously on the Protectors’ trip to Argentina. However, the alleyway Tessa led her down left a lot to be desired. She suppressed a shudder as she stepped over a pool of what had to be vomit. 
 
    “This place doesn’t exactly strike me as nice,” she said. 
 
    Tessa smiled. “That’s the point, doll. It’s seedy as hell.” Tessa stepped up to a large metal door with a slit for security. She banged against it three times, waited a moment, and banged three more times. Tia pulled her hat down farther, despite the dark shadows that already obscured much of her vision. She felt exposed here. Tessa, however, seemed right at home in her knee-high black leather boots, cut-off jeans that only just covered the important bits, and a white tank-top she’d tied in the front to expose as much of her stomach as humanly possible. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to go in dressed like that?” Tia asked in a hushed whisper. 
 
    Tessa responded with a pshaw. “I could say the same thing about you; you’re gonna stick out in there. Don’t accept any drinks.” 
 
    Tia shuddered. Reaching deep within herself she opened the valve, increasing her mass, density, and weight by a factor of fifteen. The extra strength and protection relaxed her considerably. While she couldn’t exactly say how heavy she was, she knew from experience she had about the same mass and density as six cubic feet of granite—making her all but impervious to physical harm. 
 
    The door opened and a large man with a beer gut looked out. His eyes slowly roamed up and down Tessa for a moment before he glanced at Tia. A frown emerged on his face. “You a cop?” he asked point blank. 
 
    “No,” Tia said, laying her accent on thick. “I’m her second cousin from Argentina. She wants to show me a good time. She said this is the place to go for some fun.” 
 
    The man glanced back at Tessa. “You sure you want to bring her in here?” 
 
    “Oh, yes I do,” Tessa said with a mischievous grin. 
 
    The door guard shrugged. “Your funeral.” 
 
    Tessa brushed past him and Tia followed. The ex-cop in her tried to relax as she moved into the main bar. The low lights, combined with the heavy fog of smoke, made it hard for her to see. The smell of weed and alcohol weighed heavily in the room. The floor creaked under her and for a moment she worried it would break but nothing happened. 
 
    A long, worn out bar ran the length of the far wall, shielding shelves full of alcohol. An old haggard woman with dirty blonde hair and a leather vest worked the drinks and an even older man served the twenty or so tables. 
 
    From the outside Tia had expected bikers—but that wasn’t the case. The tables closest to the door were filled with heavily tattooed men wearing leather, scattered with a few dark-haired girls who looked like they would rather be anywhere else. 
 
    On the far side were the more well-dressed gangsters. Not the kind that would eat in public at front restaurants, but the kind that scurried in the shadows. 
 
    “Oh, for the love of all that’s.... Bruno, why did you let her in here?” the bartender asked. 
 
    Tia turned to the woman tending bar. She was holding a pistol in one hand and pointing at Tessa with the other. Without thinking, she leaped in front of Tessa as the gun went off; protecting others always came natural to her. The bullet struck Tia square in the gut, burning a hole in her clothes before impacting on her rock-hard stomach and falling to the ground. 
 
    “Who is she?” Bruno asked in the silence that followed the gunshot. 
 
    “She’s my old barmaid, Tess Harper—and one of the Protectors,” the bartender said with a sneer. 
 
    “Hey boss. I came for my final paycheck. But I’ll take a trade instead. Tia?” Tessa asked with a smile. 
 
    Tia cleared her throat, stepping forward and tried to use her best English. “An assassin named Massacre was hired to kill the Protectors. Who hired him and where is he?” 
 
    Tessa turned to the girls and shooed them out. “You don’t want to be here for this,” she said. 
 
    They agreed, hopping off the laps of the men and running for the backroom. 
 
    “You’re not the only one here with superpowers,” Bruno said marching by Tessa, ignoring her and coming to stand in front of Tia. “I’m an F4 strength and invulnerability. I might not look like much, but the meat doesn’t make you strong.” He emphasized his words by slapping his belly, sending the fat jiggling. There was a collective snicker from the gathered crowd. No one moved as the two completely opposite people stared each other down. 
 
    Tia nodded and let her valve open, increasing her mass to fifteen hundred pounds per cubic foot before choking it off. “You’re right,” she said to the bouncer. 
 
    At five foot four, with a size four waist and normally weighing in at a hundred and twenty pounds, Tia didn’t look like much. Sure, her arms were cut, and she was clearly in shape, but to a six-four, three hundred and fifty pound man, she was hardly a threat. 
 
    At least, if there were no superpowers. 
 
    Tia reached back and slammed her hand forward with an open palm, striking Bruno in the stomach. He didn’t even try to dodge. A crack of thunder filled the room as the air compressed at the point of impact until it exploded outward faster than the rest of the air in the room could escape. At fifteen hundred pounds per cubic foot Tia weighed twelve thousand pounds—with a density greater than anything on Earth. For all intents and purposes she was indestructible. The blow hit with more force than a train. 
 
    Bruno was indeed an F4 but he only weighed three-fifty. Twelve thousand pounds of mass, spread out over a palm four inches wide, struck Bruno in his fat gut. The shock wave exploded every glass bottle in the dive. Bruno flew through the air and crashed through the far wall. The big man lay in the street outside, blood leaking from his nose and ears, but his chest steadily rose and fell. 
 
    “Anyone else want to try their luck?” Tessa asked the stunned crowd. “I thought not.” 
 
    Chaos descended on the bar as the patrons ran every way at the same time. Tia, though incredibly powerful in strength and resiliency, had no way to detain or contain people. She looked over her shoulder to Tessa for help. The seedy rockstar-like super just smiled, laced her fingers together and cracked all of them at the same time. 
 
    “I’ve got this,” she said. Holding her hands out she focused. An invisible barrier popped into existence so suddenly that two patrons slammed face first into the all but indestructible field. 
 
    When she realized she couldn’t leave—and none of her customers could either—the bartender scowled at the two girls. “Tessa, you’re killing me here. What do you want?” 
 
    The telekinetic smiled sweetly at her old boss. “Where is Massacre and who hired him?” 
 
    “I don’t know anyone named no Massacre,” she said, mangling the words with her accent. 
 
    “Who is trying to kill the Protectors?” Tia asked. Twenty heads all looked as one at a poor sap alone in the corner. He wore a dingy pair of jeans and a white shirt that had long since lost the battle for brightness. 
 
    “Oh thanks. No honor among thieves I see,” he said. 
 
    Tessa dropped her shields and people scurried out like rats from a sinking ship. The two women, neither one of whom was physically imposing but both with a fierce countenance, approached the man in the tattered shirt. 
 
    “I don’t suppose we can talk about this?” he asked. 
 
    “Oh, you’ll talk sweetie,” Tessa said, raising her hand, and him, into the air. 
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   Ashort distance away from the bar, the dingily dressed man, who identified himself as Mav, pointed to a squat, four story building with all the windows blacked out. “That’s where I pick up the drugs, sometimes,” he said nodding more to himself than the girls. 
 
    Tessa scowled at him. “And how do you know they have it in for the Protectors?” 
 
    He glanced around, as if the shadows themselves would come out and kill him for speaking. “You can’t tell anyone I told you.” 
 
    Tia wanted to slap herself for how idiotic this man was. One, he left with them in a room full of criminals, and two, who would they tell? 
 
    “Of course not,” Tessa said, patting his shoulder reassuringly. 
 
    “Last time I was picking up a shipment they had a big TV and all you were on it... well not you,” he said, pointing at Tia. “They were all talking about the kind of product they would be able to move once you were out of the way.” 
 
    Tia shrugged. It was a better lead than they had otherwise. For all of Milton’s processing power, he had turned up very little on who was behind hiring Massacre. 
 
    “Okay, get out of here—and find a new line of work.” Tessa slapped the man lightly on the cheek. He nodded and ran down the street as fast as he could from the two superpowered women. 
 
    “What do you think?” Tia asked. 
 
    “I think Mav there is a tweaker and would say anything to save his own skin.” 
 
    Tia nodded in agreement with her friend. “I agree.” 
 
    “But we’re going to check it out anyway,” Tessa said with a smile. They both walked back to the F-150 Milton had provided them. It was the single most common vehicle in the city; they blended in seamlessly when in it. 
 
    In the back they had their equipment—what the team referred to as their uniforms. Tia’s was a stretch leotard-like material that faded from white around her neck to dark blue at her feet. It was made of a special fabric Amelia developed just for her. She’d called it “smart” fabric. Small tears and holes mended themselves, so she didn’t have to worry about running around naked after she stood in front of something big or explosive. Tia climbed into the back and took off her jeans and her shirt, which already had a hole in it, then pulled on her costume. The only down-side was how tight it was; it was like wearing yoga pants for her body. 
 
    Tessa’s costume was much more to her liking. The entire thing was reinforced with Amelia’s titanium-tungsten carbide, lending it serious toughness and protection. It would take a high-powered rifle to penetrate it. She wore combat boots with three-inch heels, black cargo pants, a red top made of the same smart fabric Tia wore, and a dark red military style jacket over that. 
 
    Of course, they both wore the standard black goggles with low light capability and Milton/Epic access. 
 
    “Good evening, mums. Sorry for my absence. I located Ms. Petrenelli and Mr. Dominguez and they needed my assistance. I’m all done there, though. How may I help you?” 
 
    Tessa quickly filled the AI in on their plan. 
 
    It sounds like a good idea. Neither of you are easily hurt and the risk level is low. A cursory scan shows no wireless accessible devices on the premises. Not even cell phones. Either no one is there, which I find unlikely based on the heat levels, or they are taking extreme measures to protect whatever is inside. 
 
    “I’m not too worried about going in blind with the Boulder here,” Tessa said. 
 
    Tia perked up. “Boulder?” She rolled the name around in her mouth for a second. “I like that.” 
 
    Boulder it is, then. Congratulations on your codename. 
 
    “Thank you, Milton. Okay, TK,” she said her friend’s lackluster codename with a grin. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    It only took a few moments for them to dart across the street. To protect her modesty and be less obvious as they approached the place, Tia wore the jacket Milton bought her. 
 
    The squat building was one of many on the block. Chain-link fences guarded each, connecting in the alleys that were little more than ten feet of space between buildings. With the light fading in the west they had to hurry. Not for their vision, but because they were running out of time to stop Massacre. Right now, they knew what he looked like, but soon... 
 
    Tessa formed a knife with her fingers and raised them in front of her like she was waving at an invisible person. Her telekinesis formed a knife that sliced through the fence, peeling it back like a wrapper. 
 
    “This way,” she said, ducking through. 
 
    “But the door is that way?” Tia asked, pointing in the opposite direction from where they were now going. 
 
    “Door? Where we’re going, we don’t need doors,” Tessa said. She giggled at some joke Tia didn’t get. Honestly, half the things the team said she didn’t understand. 
 
    Tessa ran her hand along the aluminum siding, her eyes closed as she walked slowly forward. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Tia whispered from right behind her. 
 
    “I’m ‘pushing’ to see if there is anything on the other side of the wall.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Halfway down the alley, just as Tia was starting to wonder if they would have to double back to the door anyway, Tessa stopped. “Right here.” 
 
    Tess turned to face the wall and took a step back. She put both her hands together, palms flat to form a wedge and raised them at shoulder level. Then, so slowly Tia could barely tell she was moving, Tessa lowered her hands. 
 
    Tia watched the hole form in the wall then slowly slide down like a zipper. She looked back to her friend and sweat beaded on her brow. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah... this... takes... effort...” 
 
    Tia closed her mouth, not wanting to cause her friend anymore strain. Instead, she closed her own eyes and reached for that place deep within her. The valve opened and the feeling of weight descended on her. The air shimmered around her like a mirage in the desert as her body condensed without changing size. Within moments she had the density and mass of granite. Enough that she couldn’t really be hurt, but not so much that she couldn’t run if she needed to. Even with her mass to her theoretical maximum, she could still move but she couldn’t sprint; even moving quickly the effects on the world around her could be devastating. 
 
    As Tia finished massing up, Tessa let out a breath and sagged a little, her powers letting go of the wall. The corrugated aluminum was sliced neatly in half, with enough of a gap that Tia could wedge her hands in. 
 
    Tessa nodded and gestured to the hole. “Be my guest. Just do it quietly.” 
 
    Tia kneeled down and slipped her hands in, palms facing away from each other, then gripped the wall and pulled. The aluminum crumpled under her hands, bending apart like tissue paper. She pulled until there was a hole big enough for the two girls to shuffle through. She let go, turned sideways, and started moving in. 
 
    “Careful,” Tessa said. “We don’t know what we’re facing here.” 
 
    Tia smiled. “I’ll be okay.” 
 
    Inside the warehouse it was a maze of tall racks and boxes. The lights were all on, but Tia heard no sounds of workers, no vehicles going back and forth, nothing to indicate a living person. She stepped lightly as she could, moving out of the way for Tessa. 
 
    “Which way?” Tia asked. Back when she was a police officer she usually went into places through the front door—to draw as much attention as possible. Having a bullet proof body had its advantages. 
 
    Tessa tapped her on the shoulder and pointed at her goggles. Tia scanned the heads-up display and realized that all communications with Milton had been cut off. Some kind of signal jamming would be her guess. She shrugged. Tessa pointed in the direction she wanted her to go and Tia led the way. She glanced behind her to make sure her friend followed and had to bite back a gasp. 
 
    Tessa floated behind her, a giant grin on her petite face. When she saw Tia looking, she shot her a wink. Tia just smiled. Her new friends never ceased to amaze her. 
 
    Walking the long side of the warehouse took almost five minutes; in that time they didn’t hear or see anything that would indicate people. It was starting to bother Tia. The hairs on the back of her neck started rising on their own and she felt that uneasy feeling in her stomach she got when she knew it was a trap but had to go in any way. 
 
    When the end of the row appeared, Tia waved Tessa back. She inched up to the corner of the ceiling-high rack and glanced around the corner. The racks were also solid walls; even if they were empty, she wouldn’t be able to see through them. 
 
    When she peeked out, she saw an office with an open door and a blue light coming from it, along with a small card table with five chairs set up outside the office. No people, though. No sign of anyone. 
 
    If I wasn’t so desperate to find Massacre, I would hightail it from here. It wasn’t that she was overly worried about herself, but Tessa lacked the invulnerability Tia’s powers afforded. While her shields were incredibly powerful, they had their weaknesses. 
 
    She looked back at her friend and held her hand up in a stopping motion. “Stay here while I check it out.” She trusted Tessa to listen, which might be a mistake, but she needed to focus on what she was doing without having to worry about her friend. 
 
    With as much stealth as she could manage, she slipped out from behind the rack and jogged over to the side of the wall where the office and bathrooms were. It ran perpendicular to the racks and had to be the back wall. Making herself as small as she could she slid her way along the wall to the office. 
 
    “Oh no,” she muttered. The monitors in the office had images of her and Tessa displayed in HD glory. Then the lights went off. 
 
    

  

 
   
    

  

  
  
   
    
    FIFTEEN 
 
   It’s a trap, was all Tia could think as darkness descended on her. Of course, it was a trap! 
 
    In hindsight it was easy for her to see. Just like the night vision built into her goggles let her see the three men charging her. They were incredibly stealthy; she couldn’t hear them, and if it weren’t for Amelia’s genius she wouldn’t know they were there. 
 
    Since they were coming for her, she had to assume they knew who she was. Tia stepped back and doubled down on her mass powers. Throwing the spigot wide open, she let the power run into her like a river. The concrete floor beneath her cracked as her mass increased exponentially. 
 
    Then they were on her. 
 
    The night vision goggles turned everything green and black. Their eyes looked like tiny flashlights under the light amplification technology. Tia tagged them mentally as Short, Average, and Tall. Tall came at her with an overhand fist using his height and leverage to bring his hand down on her like a hammer. 
 
    As his fist hit her, silence enveloped the four of them. How can they see? And how are they so quiet? Whatever, or whoever was aiding them, it was certainly a useful power set for thieves. The blow hit the top of her head, the silent shockwave from the impact rolled out around her. Glass shattered and the computer screens blew apart. 
 
    With her mass at three thousand pounds per cubic foot and still climbing, Tia hardly felt it. She swung directly at him; despite moving slower because of her extra weight she struck home. The three men were completely unprepared for her to see them, Tall didn’t even try to dodge, just took it on the chest. 
 
    Tia almost felt bad for him. Almost. 
 
    They’re the ones attacking two unarmed women in the dark. 
 
    Still, her compassion for others was what made her an excellent PR person for the police and a terrible beat cop. Her open palm struck him dead center; she prayed he had invulnerability to go with his strength. The blow lifted him off his feet, sending him sailing into the blackness. 
 
    Average ducked low and grabbed her ankles. When nothing happened, she spared him a glance; the look on his face was one of surprise. Then she felt it, a slight tingle in her skin. 
 
    Oh, he has electric powers... 
 
    She gingerly lifted one foot up and stepped on his other hand. His mouth opened in a soundless wail that looked really painful—before he passed out. Short came at her with a series of rabbit punches, each one hitting harder than the last. 
 
    When the fifth one hit her it forced her to take a step back. Shocked that he could even touch her without breaking his hands, she didn’t move to avoid the sixth blow. It crashed into her ribs and honest to God pain flared up in her side. He was moving too fast for her to try and block his punches, so she brought her foot up in an arc, landing a blow between his legs. 
 
    He stopped punching her, reeling from the attack and staggering back to fall on his knees. She cocked her head to the side, puzzled. With her current mass she should have sent him through the roof. 
 
    “Are you like me?” she asked but no sound came out. With a frown she lifted her foot off the concrete floor and brought it down as hard as she could. Her size six foot hit the ground with the force of a train, not just one car, but ten. The concrete exploded under her, shock waves rolled out, sending Average flying through the air. The building shook, and every window for five hundred feet exploded from the vibrations. 
 
    Sound rushed back, from the moaning of the man she nailed in the balls, to the screaming of another she couldn’t see. The screaming got closer as a man with a black suit, tie, and retro sunglasses stumbled out of the office behind the broken window, his torso covered in blood and glass shards. He flailed around, trying to pull out the piece embedded in his chest. He dropped to his knees, then face planted as he lost the battle with pain and blood loss. 
 
    They had been ready for her... they just had no way to know that past a certain point her molecular density became such that she couldn’t be electrocuted. 
 
    “Tessa?” she called out. When her friend didn’t reply she took a ground shaking step back. 
 
    “Tia, I’m here. Tessa said from behind her. “You okay?” 
 
    Tia nodded. “They weren’t as prepared for my powers as they thought,” she said, brushing the dust and dirt from her outfit. “Now what?” 
 
    “I’d say question them but...” 
 
    Tia smiled. “Sorry, not sorry?” 
 
    Tessa laughed. “Yes, that’s how you say it. Let’s get out of here before the cops come. I have another plan for saving our friends.” 
 
    Tia let some of her mass go, though not all of it, and followed Tessa out of the building. Sirens in the distance worried her. She wouldn’t—couldn’t—hurt police. If it came down to it, she would surrender. As she followed Tessa, the sirens grew more intense. 
 
    Tessa looked over her shoulder with a smile. “Down that alley is a fire escape. We climb up it and over the roof and we’re home free.” 
 
    They turned the corner into the alley just as two cop cars passed by, lights flashing, speeding toward the warehouse. Tessa used her powers to levitate herself up and onto the first landing. She unlatched the ladder and sent it rattling to the ground below. 
 
    “I’ll meet you up top.” She leaped out into the air and floated up to the roof in a few seconds. 
 
    Tia could reduce her mass and weight, even enough to float gently to the ground if need be, but it was much harder than increasing. Almost like she was bailing out a bathtub with her hands. 
 
    She turned her internal faucet off and in a few moments was her usual self. As always, when she stayed heavy for more than a few minutes, returning to her real weight left her feeling light-headed but with a bounce in her step. 
 
    She climbed up the ladder, pulled herself up to the first balcony then started the trudge up the next five. The last one ended with a small ladder to climb, almost as if she were getting out of a pool. Reaching, she grasped the iron handles and pulled herself up. 
 
    Standing a few feet away, looking directly at her, was Tessa. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Tia asked. 
 
    “Waiting for you,” Tessa replied and launched her mental attack. A wall of force, stronger than anything Tia had felt from Tessa before, struck her in the chest and face, lifting her off the fire escape and dropping her the five stories to the ground. 
 
    The last thing she saw before impacting the ground was Tessa’s gloating face. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    SIXTEEN 
 
    KATE 
 
   Gunfire, flame, and red beams of energy shot forth from the group of criminals. From what Kate could tell, nearly all of them had superpowers. How had she not heard of another superpowered criminal organization? The Riot Boys (and Girls) were the last ones that had tried to make a foothold in the US, and the Protectors had handed them their butts. 
 
    But these folks didn’t seem like they were interested in knocking over jewelry stores. Drugs and human trafficking were usually the domain of the DEA and Border Patrol. Why did they spend millions of dollars and influence to take down Amelia and the Protectors? They were backing Agent Brown’s crusade against Amelia for sure, but why? 
 
    Kate didn’t have any longer to ponder the events; it was time to move. Carlos absorbed the majority of the fire; what didn’t ricochet to the side from his shield, bounced off the rest of him. 
 
    She spun, looked up to the roof and teleported. A second later she was fifty feet up and looking down on the battle. Of the eleven people left, not counting Kronk—who didn’t look like he was going to get back up anytime soon—three had guns. The rest appeared to have powers—a fire generator, laser eyes, speedster, and five strong men guessing by how they were taking up positions between the gunners and Carlos. 
 
    “Go! Get the merchandise out of here!” Dominguez screamed to the two men and one woman with guns that were firing uselessly at Carlos. The woman ran for the truck full of girls while the men ran for the drug vehicles. 
 
    Drugs were a problem, but lives were a bigger issue for Kate. She focused on the running woman and leaped off the roof. After three seconds of falling she triggered her teleportation. The world vanished, only to re-appear with her feet hitting the running woman square in the back. Kate rode her down to the ground with the gravity assist. The woman’s face slammed into the dirt, her nose exploding in a shower of blood as it flattened against her face. Kate kneeled into her back, grabbed a mop of hair, and slammed her head down a few more times for good measure. 
 
    Once she was sure the woman wasn’t going anywhere she spun around and teleported to the hood of the first truck. The man with the UZI had just climbed in and was turning the engine over when she landed with a crunch of metal. 
 
    “What the fu—” he was cut off as she slammed her bionic arm through the windshield and into his face. She grabbed his collar and pulled him as hard as she could into the windshield. His face hit with a sickening crunch. 
 
    Two down. 
 
    “Kate, move!” Carlos yelled. She didn’t hesitate, leaping straight up into the air, flipping backward and teleporting to the ground. Crimson beams of heat slashed through the air above her, melting the hood of the truck and striking the wall behind her with an explosive impact. 
 
    Kate rolled sideways and around the vehicle that shielded her. The man with the crimson eye beams wore a white button up shirt and jeans. The red beams stopped, and he blinked several times. 
 
    He can’t leave them on. Good to know. 
 
    She ran right at him, as fast as her enhanced strength would let her. Which was pretty damn fast. 
 
    He focused on her as she came at him; his eyes burned bright red and Kate risked one more step before she dropped to the ground in a slide. She was well short of him, but she dropped in time to avoid the laser vision. 
 
    With a mental trigger, she teleported right in front of him, carrying her momentum with her. He let out an ear splitting, high pitched keen as her boot struck his man-parts with glass shattering force. He stumbled backward, eye-beams winking out of existence as he dropped to his knees, hands clasped to his privates. 
 
    Kate kip-upped, spun and landed a boot on his temple, knocking him aside like a rag doll. His limp body hit the ground hard. It was probably doing him a favor—considering the pain she had inflicted on him. 
 
    Kate only had a second to check on Carlos. Not that she needed to. 
 
    Carlos slapped one of the “strong-men” aside with his shield, knocking the man through the brick wall that circled the courtyard. He lifted his sandaled foot and slammed another in the chest, sending him crashing into the truck with the smoking hood. 
 
    Kate looked for Dominguez; it was all for naught if they didn’t stop him. The rest of these people were just grunts; Dominguez was the one in charge. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
   Kate slapped Carlos on the shoulder as she ran behind him, letting the Unstoppable Force know she was moving away from the field of battle. In the confusion, Dominguez had slipped out; she needed to find him. Only he knew who was pulling the strings here, and why they so badly wanted Amelia and the Protectors out of the picture. 
 
    Carlos dodged to the side for a moment as the speedster came in at him, hurling a thousand metal ball bearings at the Greek-themed superhero. She could see them bouncing off his armor and flesh, but still, they had to sting. Carlos held his hand out toward his spear and the magic weapon flung itself through the air to slap his palm. With the force of an explosion the Protector slammed the spear head into the ground. Seismic waves of force spread out from him, cracking open the ground and setting off car alarms a mile away. The shock wave hit the speedster like a wall, flattening his nose in a gush of blood. 
 
    Kate chuckled as she initiated her teleport up to the roof of the old fort. Mud brick walls that had to be two hundred years old surrounded the place. It looked like something out of an old western. The roof had sheets of plywood laid down to keep it from collapsing. 
 
    Now that she was on the roof and not fighting for her life, she took a moment to examine what was outside the walls. A sprawling town, barely larger than a village, with maybe fifty buildings spread out outside the walls. It was big enough that Dominguez could disappear if he needed too. 
 
    “Milton, this is Kate, do you have eyes on us?” 
 
    “I can, but I’ll need to hack a KH13 and they are on the list Amelia has asked us not to hack. Would you like me to anyway, mum?” 
 
    Kate scanned the horizon, trying to make up her mind, hoping she could spot some sign of Dominguez. “What are the risks?” 
 
    “The KH13’s are the most advanced spy satellites in the world. While I can access them, doing so could reveal my location. The government currently thinks they have shut me down inside the Spire. They do not know my actual location and this could give them that information. However, you are one of three people who can authorize this. I will do as you ask.” 
 
    Dammit. They needed Dominguez but not if it meant exposing Milton. The AI was their greatest weapon and he was most effective if the enemy didn’t know he existed. 
 
    “No, Milton, don’t. We’ll find him another way. Can you detect any wireless signals in the area?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, several. Your assailants all have cell phones. The fort you are standing on has a wi-fi network of some kind and there are several more in the nearby town.” 
 
    She gave the area one more look, teleporting from corner to corner to see if she could spot him by chance— nothing. 
 
    “Okay, start breaking in and scanning them for data. We need every piece of info we can get.” 
 
    “I’m on it.” 
 
    By the time she returned to Carlos, the fight was over. Winning would be a lot better if they didn’t have to leave so many bodies on the ground, but at least the bodies weren’t the innocent people this time. 
 
    “He get away?” Carlos asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” she replied as she walked to the truck. “Any of you speak English?” she asked the girls chained to the floor. 
 
    They all nodded their heads. One, a tall leggy blonde who couldn’t be more than sixteen spoke up. “We’re all from the states. You’re Domino, right?” 
 
    Kate nodded and leaped effortlessly into the truck. The chains weren’t thick, but they were brand new. She could cut through them with her sword but they would still have the cuffs on. 
 
    “Muscles, why don’t you hop up here and flex some of those biceps?” she asked with a grin. 
 
    Carlos sauntered forward, shaking his head and chuckling at the nickname she used for him. He climbed up, not jumping like Kate did, and examined the situation. “Yeah, give me a second.” He carefully kneeled down and put two fingers on either side of the cuffs of the first girl, an African American whose clothes had seen better days. She flinched when he reached for her. 
 
    “Please,” she whispered. Her eyes were wide and red from crying. 
 
    Carlos held his hands in a surrendering gesture. Reaching up, he lifted his helmet off, and placed it on the floor next to him. “It’s okay, senorita, my name is Carlos but most people know me as The Protector. Have you ever seen me on the Internet?” 
 
    She nodded, looking between him and Kate. “It’s okay, hon, he’s one of the good ones,” Kate said while placing her hand on Carlos’ armored shoulder. He reached up and patted her hand; the little gesture made her heart flutter. 
 
    Get a grip. What are you? A child? 
 
    To ease the process, Kate flooded the area with the pheromone meant to reduce stress and engender trust. It was the kind of smell that a brain would interpret as coming from a best friend. After a moment the tension visibly eased on the faces of the trapped girls. 
 
    “I watched a YouTube video of you fighting that guy who looks like a Rhino. Did you really throw a tank at him?” 
 
    Carlos chuckled, a lazy grin that was his signature smile spreading across his face. “I sure did. Seventy-three tons of battle steel, right in his face. That was a good day. But not as good as today. This is what the Protector is meant to do, saving people. It’s a calling that goes back four-thousand years. Did you know that?” he asked her. 
 
    She shook her head. Of course, there was no way for anyone to know that. Only Pythia and Carlos knew the whole story—something Kate found annoying, considering Pythia was dead and Carlos was as tight lipped as they came. 
 
    He gingerly reached up, careful to only touch the manacles, and pinched either side of them. With no visible effort, he pulled them apart with a ping of breaking metal. The girl smiled at him, eyes wide like a doe and suddenly Kate was more than annoyed. 
 
    She was jealous. 
 
    Worried that her emotions would translate into pheromones and upset the work they had already done, she stormed out of the back of the truck, her knee brushing Carlos as she passed him. 
 
    “You okay?” he asked as she hopped down. 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    She hated her answer. It was so stereotypical. Of course, she wasn’t fine! What was she supposed to do, swoon? 
 
    Oh Carlos, your muscles are so big and so is your heart, oooh. 
 
    She kicked a stone as she walked by, letting her anger vent. She took it out on the few prisoners they had, dragging them none too kindly to the back of the last working truck and slamming them down on the bed. 
 
    When that was done, she activated her comms again. “Milton?” 
 
    “Here, mum.” 
 
    “Is there anyone at the US Consulate in Mexico we can trust to get these girls back to the states?” 
 
    “Give me just a moment and I will find out for you.” 
 
    She nodded, forgetting he couldn’t see her. He didn’t seem to need her acknowledgment though. She folded her arms across her chest and leaned to one side, biting her lip and trying to shake the unpleasant feelings flaring up in her heart. Why should she be jealous? She and Carlos were nothing to each other. She’d practically ignored him before he became the Protector, and since… well, since then they had flirted back and forth but whenever it seemed like it would become more, Carlos would back off. 
 
    He... would back off. 
 
    A man. From her. 
 
    Insufferable! 
 
    She’d told Amelia once that there was a dark side to her powers. A craving, almost like a need to be the center of attention. It had become so automatic, so normal, to be the desire of every man around her that she expected it. When her powers had first expressed it was a nightmare. Every teenage hormone she felt was inflicted on the people around her. Once she gained some control it had turned into something else; a perk. She was in control, always in control. 
 
    And here comes a man who had definitely wanted her before but now actively shot her down... multiple times since she started to desire him too. Not to mention resisting her powers. Even the ones she used without meaning too. 
 
    “It’s irony, that’s what it is,” she said out loud. 
 
    “What’s irony?” Carlos asked from behind her. Kate jumped, letting out a small cry as he startled her. How did a man that large, wearing bronze armor for God’s sake, move so damn quietly? 
 
    “Nothing, I’m just thinking out loud. How’s your fan club?”’ 
 
    His eyebrow shot up. “Uh, well. Angelica wants to make sure we stay with them—” 
 
    She knew it was wrong—knew the feelings in her heart were irrational and even stupid. That didn’t stop her from feeling them. 
 
    “Angelica? You’re on a first name basis, are you? Tell me Carlos, do you just put on this act for me and Amelia?” 
 
    Confusion swept his face as he tried, and failed, to follow what was wrong. “Act? Domino what are you talking about?” 
 
    Domino. Once again he’d managed to build distance between them. “What’s your game? Come back here and flirt just to lead me on? Is this revenge on the hot girl for ignoring you when you were scrawny? God, if I’d known you were this petty I would never have flirted with you in the first place—” 
 
    It wasn't until she looked him in the eye did the extent of the blow she’d just delivered dawn on her. She had always shielded herself from the emotions of others; now she opened herself up to what he felt. 
 
    She wanted to take it back. The look in his eyes broke her. She reached out to touch him, her emotions pulling a one-eighty in a heartbeat as the extent of her cruelty was revealed to her. 
 
    The shock and pain rolling off of him was almost too much to bear. She’d truly hurt him with her thoughtless words. If she’d opened her powers up before, she would have sensed how much he cared about her, but she was too wrapped up in her own self to think about anyone else. 
 
    “Carlos I’m—” 
 
    He sliced his hand through the air in front of her, holding his palm open toward his spear. “It’s fine. Milton says there’s a fire in Rome that needs my assistance. You’ve got this, right? Have Milton call me if you need more help.” As he spoke, the spear smacked his palm and he threw it up toward the sky in one smooth motion. The bronze spear disappeared in a second. He held his hand up for a moment more before he flew after the spear like a retreating rubber band, disappearing into the sun just as fast as the spear had. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said reflexively. He was long gone when the words final came. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
   Amelia, what if we strip away the armor component but leave the exo-skeleton intact? That would allow you to walk and fly. As long as you do not try to stop a bomb, you should be okay. 
 
    Epic is a genius. Here I am trying to figure out how to make the armor work again, and really all I need to do is reconfigure the Animetal exo-skeleton and maybe rewire a few things. 
 
    “Good thinking, buddy. This won’t look awesome but it will do the job.” 
 
    “You figure it out?” Luke asks from over my shoulder. He’s acting as my assistant, holding tools and fetching things for me so I don’t have to move too much. Without a wheelchair I’m stuck in one seat. 
 
    “Yep! Well, Epic did. When we designed the new modular suit system, it was all based around an Animetal Exo-skeleton. That part is self-repairing—as long as it doesn’t take too much damage—but the armor on the leg is a loss. However, I don’t need the armor to function, just the bits underneath. Give me an hour and I’ll have this up and running.” 
 
    “Uh-huh, an hour? You always underestimate how long these things take,” Luke says with a smile. 
 
    “Your doubt in my ability is duly noted.” 
 
    He presses his lips together in a thin line. “That’s not what—Oh. You’re joking. Ha ha,” he says. 
 
    I wave him over and give him a peck on the cheek. “You’re cute when you’re flustered. Now shoo. I need to focus, and you make that hard.” 
 
    With Epic’s help and a little luck I dive right in and figure things out. We have two and a half days to acquire and assemble the Protector’s Armor; I can’t waste a single second of it. Even if this makes me less sturdy, at least I’ll be able to walk and fly. Besides, it’s not like I’m going to be facing anyone with superpowers in this time. 
 
    A few hours later (Luke was right; I underestimated) and I think I have it. “Epic, run a systems test and let me know when you’re done.” 
 
    Affirmative. 
 
    While I wait I glance around the cave; I notice things that I hadn’t before... Somehow Pithia managed to summon a military style cot for Luke, including a green footlocker next to it. Also, the bed of pillows is gone, replaced by a fancy four post affair with frilly pillows and a down comforter that looks yummy. Frank is relaxing on the bed reading a book. Pythia is nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “Luke?” 
 
    He hops off the cot and fast-walks over to me. 
 
    “What happened?” I ask. 
 
    “She said that with the new Protector coming she needed rest to conserve her power. She walked behind the waterfall and vanished. After that, things”—he turns and gestures to the room— “things started changing. It’s weird because neither Frank or I noticed until after they had changed—almost like it had always looked this way.” He runs a hand through his hair, bringing it to rest on the back of his neck. “That woman gives me the creeps. I thought the week we’d spent with her on Lux’s ship was weird, but this...” 
 
    I nod. I know what he means. It’s hard… no... impossible to read that woman. Is she telling the truth? What is she hiding? Reading a book written in invisible ink would be easier than divining that woman’s true intent. 
 
    Epic beeps and his cool voice fills the cavern. Amelia, I have some good news; the suit is one-hundred percent operational. Even with the removed armored section it does not impair the functionality as long as we have sufficient Animetal to patch the hole with, which we do. I would suggest you not have any more holes torn or blown in you, though. 
 
    “Yes!” I pump my fist in the air. “Good news at last.” I turn to Luke and smile. “Okay Baby, help me get dressed,” I say to Luke. 
 
    Luke stops for a second, looking me up and down with a gleam in his eye. Heat builds up in my cheeks and ears and I look down to the ground. “Not like that, jerk.” 
 
    “You said it,” he teases. 
 
    “Luke, when we get back... I want you to ask. I’m ready if you are,” I tell him as he leans down to pick me up. 
 
    “Ask you— Amelia, are you sure?” He freezes as he realizes what I mean. Once upon a time he was going to ask me to marry him. I cut him off before he could with a ridiculous reason. I realize now how short-sided and fear based that decision was. I want to undo it now. 
 
    I nod. Suddenly the cave is far too small. I reach up and put a hand on his square jaw, letting my fingers linger over his face. He needs a shave, but other than that he looks amazing. Not trusting my words, I pull him in for a kiss. 
 
    It lasts for a lot longer than normal; when I pull away from him, we’re both breathing heavy. “I think kissing you is my favorite thing in the whole world.” 
 
    He shakes his head. “Liar. Science is your favorite thing,” he says while nuzzling my nose. 
 
    “Nope. Right here and now.... You are.” 
 
    We hug for a few seconds and I just don’t ever want this to end. 
 
    “Ahem,” someone behind us says. 
 
    Luke jerks around, standing in front of me protectively because whoever made that noise isn’t someone we know. 
 
    The woman walking out of the waterfall wears a pair of brown desert colored boots, khaki pants, and a button-down shirt that looks vaguely like a military uniform shirt. Her long black hair is severely pulled back. The only reason I know it’s Pythia, is her eyes—languid pools of blue that are incredibly hard to look at for more than a few seconds. Whenever I try to stare at her, I feel like she’s looking into my soul. 
 
    “You changed?” I say. 
 
    She nods, her lips pressed together in a thin line. “I guess Fate knows who my next Protector is, because this is what he needs,” she says. 
 
    “Don’t you normally change after you meet them?” I ask. 
 
    She nods. “This is new territory for me, though. There hasn’t been a Protector in a long, long time.” 
 
    I shrug. “Let’s go get the dude his armor then. Luke,” I say with a grin, “initiate.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re funny. Which piece first?” he asks with a perplexed look. 
 
    Yeah, it’s going to take a while to gear up. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    NINETEEN 
 
      
 
   Three hours, four cokes, and a ham sandwich later, I’m standing on the Delphi Hill. I smile as I walk up to the top. It’s nice to be able to move again, even if it is artificial. Epic is back to projecting his words on the screen for me, and he’s busy running through all the last-minute checks. I don’t want to get up ten thousand feet only to have a critical system fail. 
 
    He starts putting everything on the HUD for me to see. 
 
    ZPFM... 100% 
 
    Kinetic Manipulates... 100% 
 
    IP Cannons... 100% 
 
    Particle Beam... 100% 
 
    Emdrive... 100% 
 
    We are as ready as we are going to be, Amelia. Let us go break some laws. 
 
    I chuckle. “Activate Emdrive in three...” It’s not like I think the suit is going to explode or anything but... the damage Red Gem-Luke did to the ankle and knee was pretty extreme. 
 
    “Two… One… Launch!” 
 
    The Emdrive saps power from the ZPFM and the whine they generate fills the air around me. The suit shakes for a second then shoots into the air like a rocket. 
 
    “Woohoo!” Excitement runs through me as we blow past the sound barrier. A slight shaking of the suit tells me my flight controls need some calibration, but other than that, everything works perfect. 
 
    “Epic, let’s take a look at the Basilica, the area around it, and pull up anything we know about Vatican city at this time in history.” 
 
    For one, there is no Vatican city at this time. The area that will later be known as the city is just called The Vatican. The Papacy is legally confined to that area. 
 
    “Cool. I feel like Indiana Jones. We’re looking for an honest-to-gosh religious artifact.” The implication of that hits me. “Epic, mom is going to freak when she finds out what we’ve done. Oh man, the look on her face is going to be priceless.” 
 
    You are correct. Given the importance of faith in her life, this will be a very significant event for her. Cruising speed of Mach 3 achieved. Time to target: thirty-nine minutes. Would you like to watch a movie? 
 
    “Tempting, but no. I need to fill in some gaps. Find me every major event that happens over the next two days and let’s read about it. I want to brush up on my history.” 
 
    All I have is a scattering of pictures, journals, and newspaper articles that are questionable at best. 
 
    On that cheery note, Epic starts filling me in on things. Before I know it, we’re descending over Rome, decelerating to a manageable three hundred miles an hour. 
 
    The Italian peninsula at night is gorgeous; I’ve only ever seen it from orbit as I flew to and from Greece, and then only a handful of times. I cut the power a few thousand feet up and freefall—more out of habit than any need for security. They have no radar, no infrared, nothing at all that can detect me. 
 
    I power back up at three hundred feet, throw my hands out in front and hit the jets. The thrust slows the suit down so that I land on the thousand-year-old cobblestone outside the Basilica as light as a feather. 
 
    I hold still for just a moment while Epic scans the area. At four A.M. I don’t expect there to be a lot of foot traffic—it’s the ideal time to break into a place. 
 
    All clear. Bear in mind we are going to have to do some searching. It is not like there is a computer I can hack to tell us where it is. 
 
    “Spoilsport,” I mutter. The building is a magnificent replica of Roman architecture. Columns hold up the roof, past those the external walls are marble with intricate carvings on them. 
 
    “Epic, make a note; if we ever build a base, we need marble, and lots of it. This is beautiful.” 
 
    Note made. Intricate religious carvings for evil mountain lair. 
 
    I chuckle as we move past the exterior to find a hallway that leads to a heavy wooden door. A quick IR scan doesn’t reveal anyone on the other side, which makes this easier. I hesitate and I reach for the door. 
 
    This door is far more modern than the rest of the architecture Amelia. You may break it without destroying history. 
 
    “Thank you, Epic, I was worried about that.” With him giving me the go ahead, I place a hand flat on the door and heave. Despite the slim size of the flight suit, the Animetal core is what provides the enhanced strength. While my combat suit has far more rigidity and allows for greater feats of strength, my flight suit will still rip a door off its hinges. 
 
    Metal pings as it gives way and the door folds inward, hitting the marble floor with a clatter. I shake my head. I should have tried to grab it as it fell but I wasn’t fast enough. 
 
    Well done. I am sure there is someone here who is not alerted. 
 
    “Right. Sorry. I wasn’t thinking.” I move in, kicking in the Emdrive and flying down the hallway into the large open interior. “We need stairs going down. If there is a vault of some kind it won’t be on the higher levels... I hope.” 
 
    Turn right. 
 
    I cut over, switching to night vision as I go. The door Epic locates for me is far more normal than the one I broke open. As the seconds tick by, I can hear people rushing to the noise. Thankfully I’m long gone. This door is also locked, but I decide to take a stealthier approach and crush the handle. It comes apart then swings open freely. I step through and take flight down the stairs. 
 
    “This is a lot less nerve-wracking when we can listen in to their conversations,” I say to Epic. 
 
    Agreed. No Internet or electronic networks makes me feel a lot like a blind person must. I do not like it. Not one bit. 
 
    At the bottom of the stairs is a large sub-basement that looks more like a modern subway tunnel; concave roof, a platform, the whole bit. Then I see the tracks in the center. 
 
    “Epic?” 
 
    Scanning. Wait one moment. 
 
    “Hurry,” I tell him. Between each of the archways that run parallel to the tracks there is a large metal door. 
 
    This is their vault; however, the train tracks would indicate this is just one of many. We may have to start guessing. 
 
    “Frell,” I mutter. I go to the first door, grab the handle, and pull. When I hit five hundred pounds of force the suit’s alarms start ringing. Whatever these doors are made of, it’s frigging heavy. When I’m at maximum force and it still isn’t budging, I switch tactics. 
 
    I step back and spin up my particle beam, slicing the blue beam through where I think the locks are. Sure enough the door swings open easily. 
 
    “Ha!” 
 
    Well done circumventing one-hundred and twenty-year-old locks. You should write a book about it. 
 
    “Spoilsport,” I say sticking out my tongue at him as I walk through. Night vision is great, but it doesn’t provide the ability to see details. “Max LEDs please?” I ask. 
 
    Exterior LEDs pop on, lighting up the room like a small sun. 
 
    We need to re-think our plan, Amelia. 
 
    “You don’t say?” The vault is three hundred feet long and fifty feet wide and it’s absolutely packed with crates and boxes. It really is like Indiana Jones. I step back out and look down either end of the tunnel; it goes on for as far as I can see in both directions. Every fifty feet there is another door. 
 
    Perhaps we can find someone to ask? 
 
    “Do you really think they’ll talk to us?” 
 
    Someone approaches. 
 
    “Kill the lights,” I order. 
 
    I duck behind a large crate, kneeling as best I can. While the suit is nimble, it isn’t easily crammed into small places. 
 
    Based on the footsteps, I am 83.7% sure it is a woman. 
 
    Flickering light filled the room. Quite pitiful compared to my own LEDs but I imagine they make do with what they have. The light grows brighter as the footsteps close in, then she’s walking past me. It’s hard to tell what she looks like with the robe and hood on. She holds a small lantern in one hand. 
 
    “Epic, let’s prepare a—” 
 
    She turns and looks right at me, as if she heard me speak, but that’s not possible. The suit is completely sound proof. 
 
    “I expected someone to come, just not a Talos. Who are you?” 
 
    Amelia, I am confused as to how she knew you were here... 
 
    “Me to, and did you notice the word she used... Talos?” 
 
    She thinks you are a creation, a golem, made of bronze and used to fight wars. 
 
    “Uh, hi,” I say lamely as I stand. “I’m not a... Talos,” I fumble the unfamiliar word. “How did you know I was here?” 
 
    She smirks. Now that I’m standing up I can see her face. She’s pretty, with ashen skin and bright eyes. Her cheekbones make her look like she’s perpetually displeased with everything and everyone. 
 
    “You are not the only one with special gifts, golem. But are you here for the spear or did you come for some other reason?” 
 
    I reel, taking a step back and bumping up against the crate. I’m so confused right now. This feels like the tricks Pythia pulls 
 
    I retract my faceplate, showing her that I am a person. I’m not sure what to do... but if she knows about the spear, maybe she can lead me to it. “Yes, I’m here for the spear...” 
 
    “Then follow me. And try to be quiet you metal monstrosity. The guards here are trigger happy.” 
 
    Before I can respond she brushes past me, her robes swirling behind her. I follow, not sure what else to do. She leads me out the way I came in, jumps down on the tracks and heads off to the left. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I ask. 
 
    “Nothing you would recognize,” she says. 
 
    The light from her lantern doesn’t go very far, so I turn my LEDs back on at half power. They immediately illuminate the cave-like surroundings. There are statues every few yards, but I don’t recognize any of them. Epic brackets each one, scanning and recording for possible future reference. 
 
    My guide spins when the light comes on, her eyes going wide. Now that I can see better, I notice a few things about her. She’s not very tall, maybe 5’2”, and she’s wearing boots with tall heels on them. Her white robes are covered with a black poncho and hood. At first I thought she was a nun or something, but now... I don’t know. 
 
    “How are you creating that light?” she asks, a little awe in her voice. Finally. 
 
    “You’re not the only one with special gifts,” I say with a smirk. 
 
    Her eyes narrow and she glares at me. “Be wary, mortal, it’s not wise to anger your betters.” 
 
    Mortal? Now where have I heard that kind of language before? 
 
    “Who are you exactly?” I’m regretting tossing the Red Gem on the hill. I was so eager to be away from it, what if she picked it up and somehow the Titan, Chronos, is in her? 
 
    She takes a step closer to me, her eyes examining me up and down. “Are you a mortal? I spoke hastily, but now I think I am right...,” she says. 
 
    There is something about her eyes and the way she looks at me... I desperately want to take a step back or close my faceplate but I hold my ground. Fear isn’t a new feeling. 
 
    “My name is Amelia Lockheart, or Arsenal if you’re so inclined,” I say to her. I reach out with my hand to shake hers. I will extend an olive branch if it gets me what I want. 
 
    She smirks. “Your name is unknown to me,” she says, but she takes my hand. Then she jerks me forward with a strength she shouldn’t possess and peers into my eyes. 
 
    The fear I felt quadruples and her gaze sends my mind reeling back to when I was a little girl. Every bad thing I ever did, every word I ever spoke that I regret, every mistake I made, runs through me like a slide show. When visions of the Th’un home world come to my mind I see the black hole consuming their world. Millions of them die in seconds—billions follow. 
 
    But I... I wasn’t there, so this can’t be a memory; she’s showing me what happened. 
 
    Then I’m in Buenos Aires with Tia and Kate. The Red Wizard uses the giant robot made from my metal to destroy parts of the city; every single person who dies while I tried to stop it flashes before me... 
 
    My lab is next. Luke reaches for the Red Gem and it possesses him. 
 
    “No,” I scream. I hold up my other hand and blast her in the face with a full power IP cannon. The sandpaper sound fills the cavern along with the bright blue light. It hits her in the face, knocking her back a few steps. She lets go of my hand and whatever connection she established with me, vanishes. 
 
    I stumble backward until I fall on my butt, then roll onto my back. 
 
    “Close faceplate!” I shout at Epic. He’s a half-second ahead of me, bringing down the shield and switching to combat mode. 
 
    How could I be so stupid! Of course, she has some kind of mental powers. “Full power ECM. Spin up the particle beam. If I have to, I’ll cut her in half,” I growl as I regain my footing. 
 
    The LED lights cut out, plunging the cavern into darkness, hopefully confusing her. 
 
    “Wait,” she says as her form becomes visible in the green light of night vision. “I meant no harm. I simply needed to see who I was dealing with. I’m sorry, I had no idea. The destruction you have wreaked across the galaxy would make Ares proud.” 
 
    Ares? Pythia said the same thing... “Who are you?” I say in my synthesized voice. 
 
    She pulls the hood off her head, revealing long black hair that flows like it’s under water. 
 
    “I am Nemesis the Inescapable, goddess of retribution and the last Olympian on Earth. I’ve waited two thousand years for this moment, Amelia Lockheart. I do not wish you harm, but I will kill you if I have to.” 
 
    “Oh,” I say. “Is that all.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    TWENTY 
 
    BOULDER (TIA) 
 
   Tia came to with cold, smelly water washing over her chest and waist. Some of it splashed her face, and the putrid smell about killed her. She rolled over, wanting to vomit, but managed to choke back her gag long enough to regain her feet and look up. 
 
    Up through the hole she had made in the street she could see dark sky. That meant a couple of hours had gone by, at least. 
 
    What happened? Massacre! During the fight he must have jumped to Tessa, but... but twelve hours hadn’t passed? How? 
 
    She shook her head. It didn’t matter, not really. If he had Tessa, then he could succeed in killing pretty much everyone—even Lux if he caught her unaware—as unbelievable as that seemed. She needed to warn Milton but her goggles were knocked off when she fell through the street. 
 
    Lucky for her, Tessa didn’t realize that Tia’s powers required effort to hold back. One of the pitfalls of her childhood was sleeping—until she learned to control her powers enough to prevent it. However, she still massed up when knocked unconscious. Thankfully the sewer had rock underneath it or she could have awoken in real trouble— or not at all if she sank too far into the Earth. 
 
    She raised a hand to her face, trying to hide from the stench, but it was pervasive. She patted her head and couldn’t find her goggles. Looking down at the water with a sigh of disgust, she kneeled down and felt around the bottom. 
 
    The cold, disgusting water soaked her sleeves, and every time something slimy slipped past her fingers she let out a string of Portuguese curses. Finally, she grasped the elastic band and pulled them out. Shaking them off several times then using the collar of her costume to wipe them off, she put them over her eyes and pulled the strap tight. 
 
    Please be waterproof. 
 
    “Tia, I’m glad you are okay,” Milton’s English accent was a relief to hear. 
 
    “Graças a Deus! Milton, I need help. The assassin we were tracking, he’s in Tessa.” 
 
    “Oh dear,” came his reply. 
 
    “Milton...” 
 
    “She contacted me an hour ago. She told me you two had separated and she was going to try and get to the team another way... I suggested she allow herself to be arrested and then I could arrange for her to be in the same building as Tony, Monica, Teddy, and Lux.” 
 
    “Tell me you haven’t done that already?” Tia asked. 
 
    “I’m afraid they transferred her fifteen minutes ago.” 
 
    Tia swore again. Activating the night vision mode she looked both ways, trying to see if one had an advantage over the other. She couldn’t tell. 
 
    “Milton, I need to get there, and I mean right now.” 
 
    “I’m working on it. One moment, mum.” 
 
    Tia hated this. She had no idea how to force Massacre out of a body, or how he was able to jump bodies so soon. She’d fought him twice in the past and each time he had required twelve hours between jumps. 
 
    Unless... her head shot up. Oh no. It had to be. The mad wizard that she, Kate, and Amelia had fought could alter people’s powers, enhance them. What if he did that for Massacre? What if he did that for a bunch of villains and that was why things were heating up? With Amelia’s own government coming after her and so many villains attacking at once... 
 
    “I have it, mum. Go north... your right. Five hundred feet to an access tunnel. You’re in the sub-sewer, so be prepared for a climb.” 
 
    Tia shed her ruined jacket. It was water logged and ripped and would only slow her down. She took off at a run. Focusing on her mass and doing her best to force some of it away to lighten her even more and allow her to move and climb faster. 
 
    It wasn’t easy. She’d told Amelia she could float if need be, but it was ten times as exhausting as piling on the mass. She reached the ladder, leaping up six feet to hit near the top. The slimy surfaces were hard to hold, and she scrambled for the rungs 
 
    Sweat beaded on her forehead as she reached the top. The manhole wouldn’t budge. 
 
    “Dammit.” She let go of the faucet inside of her. Instantly her mass increased back to normal. A weariness washed over her. She shook her head; now wasn’t the time to allow exhaustion to stop her. Lives were at stake, her friends’ lives. 
 
    “No,” she said out loud. With a grunt she increased her mass three-fold, giving herself the strength she needed. She hit the manhole with her shoulder, sending the iron disk flying through the air. 
 
    She pulled herself out of the hole and sat on the street for a second. “Milton, I need to get to the Federal building as fast as possible. Where is it?” 
 
    A red, 4-door Toyota Prius turned the corner a hundred feet away and flashed its lights as it came to a stop next to her. 
 
    The window rolled down and a young man with shoulder-length sandy blonde hair and a scraggly beard smiled at her from the driver side of the car. 
 
    “Hey babe, you wouldn’t happen to be Cat, would you?” 
 
    “Si, and I prefer ‘Tia’ to ‘Cat’, if you please.” 
 
    He smiled a lopsided grin. “Sure babe, whatever you say. As beautiful as you are, I’ll call you whatever you want, as long as I get to call you,” he said with a grin. Clearly the young man had vision problems. She was covered in muck from the sewer; he couldn’t possibly think she was beautiful. 
 
    “Mum? The driver is Johan—he works for me. There is a change of clothes in the backseat and he will take you to the Federal building... are you sure that is wise?” 
 
    “Yes, Milton. Massacre doesn’t have much finesse.” She pulled herself to her feet, wavering as she walked to the car. “He’ll likely go right to his targets and kill them the first chance he can.” The rear door was smaller than the front, but Tia wasn’t large; she had no problem fitting in. The backseat was cramped and included two Walmart bags. 
 
    “Sorry about the Wally-world clothes. Milt told me to hurry and that was the closest store.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Don’t apologize. I appreciate your haste.” She glanced around, confused for a moment. There really wasn’t anywhere to change and she didn’t fancy stripping naked in front of Johan. 
 
    “Uh, there’s a sheet in one of the bags. Milt-o-matic suggested it to preserve your modesty. I think that’s how he put it.” 
 
    She muttered her thanks to the AI in her native Portuguese as she pulled the sheet from its bag and threw it over her head. 
 
    “You from Portugal?” Johan asked as the electric car moved. 
 
    It surprised her that he would recognize what language she had spoken. “No. Argentina. My parents emigrated from Brazil when I was very young. I am just a visitor here in the states.” Tia found the car’s motion disconcerting, since she couldn’t see where they were going. 
 
    “Groovy,” he said as he pulled a u-turn. “I don’t speak it as well as my other languages, but I keep meaning to work on it. Maybe when this is all over you and I can have dinner and you can teach me what I don’t know?” 
 
    Tia froze, her costume unzipped to her waist. Was the man with the surfer accent asking her out on a date? She decided to deflect. “Uh, how many languages do you speak?” She finished pulling the zipper all the way down and shimmying out of the top. It stuck to her skin like she had worked out in it—she didn’t even want to think about what was in it... 
 
    He chuckled. “Fifty-seven... well, sixty, but the last three aren’t really spoken anymore so I can’t really say I speak them, I just know them.” 
 
    Tia blanched, shaking her head. “How do you keep all those languages straight in your head? I speak four and find it hard sometimes. I’m always switching between Portuguese, Spanish, and English. German is pretty easy to keep separate, through.” Inside the second bag was a box of green tea scented baby wipes. She closed her eyes and muttered a prayer to God for Milton. The baby wipes did the job of removing the muck and much of the smell. She shed the last of her costume from around her feet and stuffed it into the white kitchen trash bag Milton’s assistant also brought. 
 
    “I’d like to say I’m just that good, you know? But naah, I’m an F1 interpreter. As powers go it isn’t even that great.” 
 
    Once all her clothes were off, including her underthings, and she was finished wiping off as much as she could, she held the full trash bag out from under the sheet. Johan took it without looking back and tossed it on the floor of the passenger seat. 
 
    “What is an ‘F1 interpreter?” she asked. Milton had bought all athletic clothes, which was great considering the wear and tear she tended to put on things. 
 
    “If I’m exposed to a language long enough, I can understand it. Once I understand it, I can speak it. Takes about three weeks for full fluency. There are some downsides, though,” the driver said. 
 
    Tia dressed as fast as she could; the boyshorts and sports bra went on easily, followed by the yoga pants and short sleeved blue Under Armour shirt with their logo and name emblazoned across her breasts. On top of that she put on the hoody and zipped it up, then a pair of thin, loose fitting draw string pants. Lastly, a pair of flip-flops. 
 
    She pulled the sheet off, used it to wipe her hair one more time, it wasn’t particularly long, and dumped the sheet on the floor before climbing over the center and sliding into the passenger seat. Once buckled in, she picked up the bag and tossed that behind her as well. 
 
    “What downside?” she asked. She looked over when he didn’t answer; he was staring at her with his mouth open. “Johan?” 
 
    “Y—yeah?” 
 
    “The road.” 
 
    “Right!” He turned back to watch where he was going, just in time to avoid swerving into the other lane. 
 
    “Downside?” she asked with a smile. It was nice to make a man stare every once in a while—even if she could punch a tank, she still liked to have men think of her as beautiful. 
 
    “Uh, downside. It takes me about a month to stop talking in whatever language I’m learning, which makes me useless in field work. I also have to be in proximity to the person speaking. Which sucks, because otherwise I could learn every language ever from YouTube. But noooooo,” he said with a smile. 
 
    “You sold me Johan. When this is over, we’ll have dinner.” 
 
    He did a double take, looking her up and down then back to the road, then back to her. “What?” 
 
    “I said, when this is over, we’ll have dinner,” she said with a knowing smile. Then, she pointed at the next corner. “This is our stop.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    

  

  
  
   
    
    TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
   She did, in fact, not “have it.” It turned out no one at the US embassy passed Milton’s trust algorithm. The entire facility scored less than 50% on his checks and he couldn’t recommend they contact anyone at the facility or stay at their current position. Kate could leave whenever she wanted, but the twenty women they rescued were stuck. She could only teleport a few at a time and in any case she had no anchor to teleport back to since Carlos left. She certainly couldn’t teleport all twenty at once... the most she had ever done was three, and that left her feeling it the next morning. Twenty could kill her. Or worse, kill all of them. 
 
    If only Carlos hadn’t left. No, he didn’t leave; you drove him off with your stupid, childish emotions. Besides, Rome is under his direct protection... he had to go. 
 
    She couldn’t disagree with that. Nor could she understand it. No one had complete control of their autonomous reactions, but she hadn’t had to say anything. She could’ve just bit her tongue and moved on. 
 
    Nope, you’ve got to be stupid, in the middle of a freaking mission. 
 
    She shook her head, chuckling. The irony of the situation wasn’t lost on her. The ex-spy and experienced hero losing her cool while the ex-unemployed gamer and newbie kept his. 
 
    If he would acknowledge her presence she wouldn’t be so damn mad. Again, no. He acted like there was nothing between them. Then he would flirt with her again, then act like there was nothing between them. It was all so damn frustrating. 
 
    She kicked a rock into the wall and the small piece shattered on impact. This was her mess and she was going to have to clean it up. 
 
    She walked back to the entrance and called for Major Nelson. He came out of the shadows, shielding his eyes from the bright Mexican sun. 
 
    “You two are quite the team,” he said. 
 
    “Can you search the bodies and see what you can find? Maybe I missed something. Then pick up a gun you like and hop in the truck with the girls. 
 
    Glancing around at the women milling about and the three remaining vehicles she knew what she had to do. 
 
    “Okay, everyone back in the truck.” 
 
    The closest three women turned to her with shock on their faces. Kate sighed. She’d wrapped herself up in a little cocoon of her own emotions, forgetting her powers were working on overdrive. They were already agitated and worried and here she was adding anger and insecurity on top. 
 
    She closed her eyes for a moment, reaching into her brain for the place where she could tell her body what pheromones to exhibit. She found it and pushed out trust and safety. Then it was just a matter of walking through the crowd of women and drawing them closer to her. Once they were all circled about, the tension lifted from them, their spirits rose, and suddenly they were ready to go. 
 
    “I’m going to be honest with you. I have no way to get you all out of here,” she opened with. 
 
    “What kind of rescue is this?” Rachel asked. 
 
    Kate stifled her annoyance. In her mind, people shouldn’t complain when they are saved from slavery. “It’s not a rescue at all. I had no idea you were here, and to put it bluntly, even if I had known, you wouldn’t be why I was here. This outfit has gone after a friend of mine and I’m trying to find out why.” 
 
    “They call themselves ISO-1,” Rachel added. “I overheard a few of them talking when they thought I was asleep.” 
 
    Kate nodded. “Thank you. That’s good info I didn’t have. Milton,” she put her hand to her goggles, mostly to let the crowd know what she was doing. 
 
    “Yes, mum?” 
 
    “We have a name to go with some faces. Want to run it through your computer systems?” she asked, shooting a sideways glance at the crowd. Milton’s identity was secret for a reason. Only the costumed heroes in the Spire knew his real secret; that he was an AI created by an AI. The rest of the workers there all thought of him as an off-site manager. Since Amelia was so open about her disability, Kate allowed the rumor to spread that Milton was disabled as well and confined to his room. She was glad she had. The FBI would go nuts looking for Milton; meanwhile he was free to help her solve this case. 
 
    “I’ll have to get back to you, mum. I’ll compile a full briefing for you; it appears they are quite the criminal enterprise. However, Tia is on her own in Phoenix and needs my full attention at the moment. I’ll keep my eye on you, though. Shout out if you’re in trouble.” 
 
    “Thanks, Milton. Is everything okay?” 
 
    “No, mum. Tia has spotted a dangerous assassin and he’s going after the team. I’m arranging for her and Tessa to meet and stop him.” 
 
    Kate’s eyes went wide. An assassin? She looked at the girls in need of rescue. If she left them here, they were as good as dead. She shook her head. 
 
    “Milton, good luck. I’d come help but…” 
 
    “Understood. Tia and Tessa can handle the situation in Phoenix. Good luck to you, as well,” the AI said before he disconnected. 
 
    Rachel held her hands out with her palms up while shrugging her shoulders. “Who’s Milton?” 
 
    “Overwatch,” she said without further explanation. “Okay, here is the situation, I know you’ve all been through a lot. You’re tired, scared, and want to go home. Does that about sum it up?” She said it with a grin, letting the women know she was on their side. 
 
    When they all nodded agreement she continued. “I won’t lie to you; you’re not out of the woods yet. But I have a plan. If any of you can fire weapons, take five minutes and scrounge up some guns. Everyone else, in the truck. We’re going to drive out of here just like they planned to do.” 
 
    Worry flashed across their collective faces. 
 
    “I know,” she said in her most calming voice. She rested her flesh hand on the nearest woman—a pretty raven-haired girl who looked about Amelia’s age. “It’s five hundred miles to the US border. That’s probably ten hours in that truck,” she said with a glance over her shoulder. “No air conditioning, minimal stops, and no food. I won’t force you to come with me and I won’t lie about your chances. If you think you’re better off here, you can stay.” 
 
    Kate didn’t really expect any of them to bail out; none looked that stupid. “Excellent. Grab a gun if you’re confident using one and hop in the truck... you,” she pointed at Rachel, “ride up front with me. The rest of you, this is Major Nelson, he can handle himself. He’ll ride in the back with you.” 
 
    The Major waved after climbing into the back of the truck. He’d found a shotgun and held it in one hand while offering the other to help the girls up. 
 
    Rachel nodded before running off to pick up a pump shotgun one of the fallen gang members had left behind. 
 
    Five hundred miles through enemy territory. What could possibly go wrong? 
 
    Kate knew the answer to the question even as she asked it of herself: Every damn thing. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
   We’re in a standoff; I can kill her with my particle beam and she thinks she can kill me with... well whatever she has hidden under her robe. Unless it’s a plasma rifle, she’s probably wrong. However, I need to find the spear and she seems to know where it is. I make the first move and stand down, lowering my arms and letting the power wind down. 
 
    “You have chosen wisely,” she says with a nod. I have to bite my tongue because I want to make some remark about shoving my fist so far down her throat I could tell what she had for breakfast... but I only think it. 
 
    “Listen, Nemesis, I’m here for the spear. If you know where it is, great. If you’d like to, we can compare notes on the current state of the Olympians after I have the spear. Agreed?” 
 
    She nods, her body relaxing as she stands up straight. It’s almost funny because she’s short. Now, I’m not tall, even in the armor, but 5’2... I cock my head, recalling reading something about how short the Greeks and Romans were. Maybe she’s the real deal, but then, how did she survive all these years? 
 
    “The spear is this way. The Papacy has kept it under lock and key for seven hundred years. They don’t even know what it truly is.” She turns and walks down the tracks. “Follow me,” she says. 
 
    I do. My armored feet bang on the tracks occasionally—the iron rails don’t stick out in the dark, making my night vision unable to discern them from the ground. She walks through the dark like she was born in a cave. 
 
    “I thought it was a spear crafted by Hephaestus for Achilles?” 
 
    You finally read the Iliad? 
 
    “Yes, Epic. I read a book that wasn’t science related... or possibly I just Googled the story and read the synopsis... what? Don’t judge me, I’m a busy woman.” 
 
    “You are partly correct, mortal. Hephaestus did craft it, but not for Achilles. He made it for me; it’s the Spear of Justice. Forged to strike the heart of men whose hubris has exceeded their wisdom.” 
 
    If she’s telling the truth, that explains why she wants it… though she wants it for herself. Maybe she’s the new Protector then! Oh, this is perfect. We can kill two birds with one legendary item. I don’t know if there are rules about female protectors, but I don’t see why. Especially if the spear was originally hers. 
 
    “This way,” she says turning to the right and hopping on the ledge like a house cat. I hit the Emdrive for an assisted leap, sending me well over the lip to land in a crouch in front of her. 
 
    Showing off? 
 
    “Something about her rubs me the wrong way. If I can remind her she isn’t ‘all-powerful’ then maybe she’ll be a bit nicer to us.” 
 
    And by nicer you mean, ‘not try to kill us?’ 
 
    “You got it in one,” I say. 
 
    The archway she leads us to is different from the others; intricate carvings cover the inside of the arch. They don’t look Christian though. I turn my lights back on, low this time, and examine them. 
 
    They appear to predate Roman occupation of Italy. 
 
    “Yeah they do,” I say. 
 
    Nemesis stands next to me wearing a superior expression. “Do you like? I spent many years on these catacombs. If I had any idea the Papacy would come later and seize my work I wouldn’t have bothered,” she says with a frown. 
 
    “You carved these? They’re beautiful,” I say with a genuine smile. 
 
    “I’m a god; everything I do is beautiful,” she says, gazing at my faceplate. I know all she can see is her own reflection, but I still hide my reaction. It was like she had set me up for that line. 
 
    “Yeah, listen, I know you’re not a god. So please, sell that story somewhere else. You come from another dimension and the differences between here and there is what gives you power, so please, don’t try to con me with your hand wavy mysticism.” I can’t help the sneer in my voice. I really am tired of people claiming to be gods. 
 
    One delicate eyebrow raises as she looks up at me. “Interesting. You are going to have to tell me how a mortal has come by such knowledge.” 
 
    Dang. I said too much didn’t I? 
 
    “Maybe later. Spear first.” 
 
    She nods and holds one lithe arm out to point at a large metal door. “I built this cave as my own personal retreat. After my brothers and sisters left I wandered the Earth for a time. When I returned for my things, they had installed this monstrosity of a door. At my current level of power... I am unable to open it. As far as I know, no one alive even has the key to turn the lock. Not that the fools above have any intention of ever doing so.” 
 
    I nod as I examine the door. It’s massive; ten feet wide and twelve tall. I put one hand on the exterior surface and have Epic run a metallurgic scan. 
 
    97% iron. This is a wrought iron door approximately thirty-six inches thick. I am unsure how they were capable of moving a door that weighs eighty-seven tons into position, especially considering we are underground. Yet, here it is. 
 
    “Here it is, indeed,” I say. “Give me full light, Epic.” Light instantly banishes the dark, lights burn to life around my helmet giving me enough illumination to see minute details. I kneel down and run a hand over the iron. The craftsmanship is gorgeous, and Epic is right; it’s much heavier than I can lift. Heck, even powered up, Luke would have a hard time opening this thing. 
 
    “Are you going to caress it like a lover, or open it?” Nemesis asks. 
 
    I clench my jaw for a moment, looking behind me as best I can while wearing the armor. “I forget, which one of us has a degree in metallurgy?” 
 
    Technically, neither of you do. 
 
    “Your grasp of language is as ugly as your face. Just open the door, mortal, before we are discovered,” she says. 
 
    “Did you just call me ugly?” I know I’m no Kate, but ugly? No. 
 
    How is this woman the person in charge of punishing hubris? “Regardless,” I say, letting the insult go. “I know what I’m doing, I built this suit I’m wearing because I know how metal works. This is a wrought iron door and it weighs more than some warships. I can’t just rip it off the hinges and toss it aside. If it falls on us there won’t be enough left to scrape up with a spatula. So zip your lips and let me think.” 
 
    She makes a tsk sound as she spins on her heels, then walks back to the ledge overlooking the tracks and taps her foot impatiently. 
 
    “What a bi—” 
 
    Amelia, I have an idea. 
 
    “I’m all eyeballs,” I say. Epic displays a wire-frame of the vault door, with specific hard points highlighted. His plan becomes obvious after a second. 
 
    “You want me to drop it? Cut the hinges then pull the door forward? Will that work? It’s pretty solidly wedged in, not to mention the mild expansion that’s probably occurred since it was installed.” 
 
    Agreed. However, once the hinges are cut, my suggestion is to run the particle beam over the carved rock frame holding it in place. Once that has destabilized, it should come free relatively easily. 
 
    “Okay, princess,” I say in my best Han Solo, “Let’s give this a shot. Stand back, this is going to be tricky.” 
 
    I stand up, walking backward until I’m fourteen feet away from the door. 
 
    “I’m not a princess; despite what you think, I am a goddess,” she says in a huff. 
 
    The urge to punch her in her perfect face is all but irresistible. But somehow, I manage. 
 
    I commend you on your restraint, Amelia. I do not understand the effect she has on you, but you are showing a remarkable level of self-control. 
 
    “Thank you, Epic. Now, spin up the particle beam and highlight the cutting path,” I say. 
 
    He does. A yellow line superimposes on my HUD, drawing a near circle around the outside of the vault, then a second line, in green, shows me where he suspects the hinges are. 
 
    I reach out with my arm, hand in a fist, curled down, and fire. The beam splits the air, striking the rock in a cloud of exploding dust. Thankfully, I don’t have to rely on my eyes, I just follow the path. More dust fills the air to the point Epic switches the suit over to internal air. 
 
    One hour of atmo available. 
 
    Rocks ping off the suit as the hyper-accelerated silicate particles cut through the molecular bonds, causing an instant expansion in the form of an explosion. 
 
    “Do you think you could be louder?” Nemesis asks with her hands over her ears. I bite back a scathing remark about her supposed god-hood and just focus on my work. 
 
    I make the last cut on the rock and kill the beam. It needs time to cool off before I can continue. The top of my wrist is practically glowing red from heat buildup. 
 
    “How long, Epic?” 
 
    Five minutes. 
 
    I take that time to examine my work. The rock is a mess—once the hinges go this should be a cake walk. 
 
    “Are you almost done? Someone was bound to hear that, and guards will be here soon,” she says. 
 
    I slap my faceplate and growl inside. “Woman, will you shut your pie-hole. If you want to do this without me, by all means, please do. 
 
    No? Then shut it. Epic, muffle all external noise, I can’t take another word from her.” 
 
    Done. Amelia, I am concerned she is having an adverse effect on you. Not unlike Kate, but in reverse. 
 
    “Are you saying she’s some kind of empath?” 
 
    Possibly, though I am detecting no pheromones or the like. 
 
    “Keep an eye on it... okay the suit is cooled off enough. Let’s fire it up.” 
 
    The blue beam reaches out again, this time I go a little slower. Essentially, I have to turn the iron to slag in order to cut through the hinges. 
 
    Amelia. There are armed men approaching. While their weapons are incapable of hurting you, they may injure Nemesis. 
 
    “Almost there,” I say. 
 
    You may want to hurry. 
 
    “Can we risk more power to the particle beam?” I glance at the temperature; it’s sitting at twenty-eight hundred degrees, which is close to the two-thousand nine-hundred and ninety degree cut-off. 
 
    No. Epic answers. 
 
    Something pings off my suit from behind, but I ignore it. I shut down the particle beam, admiring my handiwork for a second. The vault door glows red in the dim light. The right hand side is done; a line slices cleanly down it like I used a lightsaber to cut it. That just leaves two hinges— 
 
    Another ping on my suit. 
 
    “Epic, is someone shooting at me?” 
 
    I turn around and there are six men with guns—five revolvers and one large bore rifle—all pointed at me. A seventh man holds Nemesis around her neck, pressing a snub-nosed revolver against her temple. I clench my jaw in frustration. Clearly she could stop them, but she doesn’t. What game is she playing? 
 
    They’re saying something I can’t hear, then I remember I shut down the sound. “External speakers on. Translate please?” I ask Epic. 
 
    “Take your armor off and put your hands up,” the one holding Nemesis orders. 
 
    “Uh, no.” I hold my hands up, palms out, and light all of them up with an IP cannon blast at wide angle. The ionic energy knocks them all backward into twitching heaps. Nemesis falls with them, either from the impact of the cannon or from the guard dragging her down. 
 
    I turn around and fire up the particle beam to finish what I started. A few seconds later the final cuts are done, and I step back a little more, just in case. 
 
    It doesn’t fall. 
 
    “Epic?” 
 
    It is likely wedged; you will need to apply force. 
 
    “Right.” I run forward, kicking in the Emdrive, and slam into the side of the vault door with a clang. 
 
    That does it. I leap back out of the way. The door moves slowly at first, then it spins on its axis like a penny before slamming into the ground. I step by into the vault after it settles on the ground. Epic dampens the noise for me, otherwise I’d be deaf. 
 
    I don’t know what I expected, but a mostly empty vault wasn’t it. In the center of the room is a pedestal holding a wooden fragment with a tiny piece of iron on it. The whole thing isn’t more than six inches long. It’s the only thing in the entire space. 
 
    “That’s no spear, it’s like a sharp rock...” I say to Epic. 
 
    “What have they done to it?” Nemesis asks as she pushes past me. 
 
    I study the vault, looking for anything else; surely they wouldn’t put just this one relic behind that giant door. 
 
    “What were they afraid of?” I ask aloud. 
 
    Nemesis looks at me then the spear. “They were afraid of me,” she says as she reaches for the legendary relic. 
 
    Oh boy. 
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BOULDER 
 
   Johan dropped her outside the federal building a few seconds later. What she had to do was the last thing she wanted to do—walk right in and break her friends out. She was fairly confident she could, but even if she were right, at the very least she would never be allowed to stay in the country after this. 
 
    She sighed, looking at the young man in the Prius as he drove away. He was very interesting to her. Who knew, maybe Amelia could fly him down to Buenos Aires for a date? 
 
    If you live, that is. 
 
    Tia cracked her neck several times, flexing her hands and stretching her shoulders. She’d already changed mass more times in the last twenty-four hours than she ever had before, and it wore on her. 
 
    It was time to dig deep. 
 
    With a deep breath and a prayer to God for help, she walked forward. With each step, her mass increased. 
 
    The Federal building was fairly typical six story building. She started across the deserted street at an even pace, headed for the stairs that led up to the front door. She had no idea where her friends were but she could figure that out as she went. Most of these kinds of buildings were similar in design; the holding cells and interrogation rooms tended to be on the second and third floor. 
 
    Tia paused as she took the first step. She couldn’t mass up too much; if she took it too far, she’d never be able to walk to the second floor. 
 
    She decided the mass of a small car would do. The faucet inside her opened a little more as she ascended the stairs. By the time she was at the top, she weighed five hundred pounds per cubic foot— four-thousand in total. Her density was twice that of Tungsten. 
 
    She reached the top of the stairs and stood before the closed wooden doors. It was night time and while there were lights on in the upper windows, the Federal building was closed to civilians. 
 
    She glanced left and right one more time, giving herself a second to shore up her courage. There was no question she had to do this, but she knew that from this moment on, her life would never be the same. 
 
    Worst case scenario, you end up in a prison for the rest of your life. Mama would love that… It would give me a lot of time to read... 
 
    She smiled, thinking of the bright side. It was her nature to be positive. She took a deep breath, held her hand up, and knocked. 
 
    Bombs exploded with less force. The large wooden door, at least four inches thick, blasted right off its hinges, hurtling to crash against the far wall and embed itself in the concrete. 
 
    Alarms immediately sprang to life and emergency lighting kicked in bathing the lobby in red. She ignored the elevators, making her way to the stairwell on the immediate right of the lobby. 
 
    “Freeze,” a police officer yelled at her. She ignored him. He fired his Tazer at her; the leads bounced against her super dense skin and fell uselessly to the ground. 
 
    “We have a Code Ultra, I say again, Code Ultra.” 
 
    Tia had no idea what that meant, but she could guess. “Listen,” she said to the man as she continued her march to the stairs, slowed only by her own weight. “I’m not here to hurt anyone. My friends, the Protectors, are in serious danger. Please don’t try to stop me.” She knew her words would fall on deaf ears—if she were guarding the place, she wouldn’t listen. However, she needed to say them, if for nothing else than her own conscience. 
 
    She reached the stairwell door in time to hear the click of magnetic locks. While the door was stronger than the wooden one she’d already knocked down, it wasn’t that much stronger. She placed her hands on either side of the door frame with her finger tips flat against the metal and pushed. Her fingers went through the frame like it was made of sand, once they were embedded knuckle deep, she scrunched her fists and pulled. The entire frame screeched as she tore it free and tossed it carefully to one side, making sure she didn’t hit the officer who was busy hitting her from behind with a stun baton. 
 
    “Watch the debris, it’s sharp,” she said as she walked through the hole. He didn’t follow her; she guessed he realized the futility of trying to stop her. “Okay, here goes nothing. Milton?” 
 
    “Here, Tia,” he said. 
 
    “Can you tap into their network from in here and find out where they are keeping everyone?” 
 
    “Now that you are inside the physical building I can access their wireless network via your phone. Make your way to the third floor,” he replied without delay. 
 
    Tia smiled—it was nice to have a team. She would miss it when they threw her in a dark hole for the rest of her life. 
 
    She took each stair carefully. Despite the concrete material and reinforcements to survive bombs and other acts of terrorism, Tia didn’t want to risk breaking them or falling through. The tile cracked as she marched to the third floor. Her brow was covered in sweat from the exertion. She didn’t normally hold her mass for extended periods of time like this and it taxed her. She was determined though. Nothing would stop her from saving her friends—from saving Tessa. 
 
    By the time she reached the third floor, metal plates had descended over the stairwell doors, sealing them off from the stairwell. It was a wise move. 
 
    She stopped for a moment to examine the barrier. It was solid, for sure, reinforced, and designed to withstand a lot. 
 
    She added another twenty percent to her mass before reaching back and slamming her fist into the wall. 
 
    The clang of her hand against the metal was deafening. The resulting dent was an inch deep and looked like her fist. She hauled back and hit it again. Then a third time. The fourth time, the clang of mass against metal deafened her to the point she couldn’t hear. 
 
    The fifth time her fist penetrated the reinforced door. Once she had leverage, she pulled the plates apart like cotton candy, opening a hole in the center she could squeeze through. As soon as her torso emerged, gunfire erupted in the room. A hundred bullets peppered her as the agents fired their weapons. 
 
    It was all far too loud for her to try and tell them to stop; instead she finished pulling herself through. Once it was clear their guns weren’t working, they tried gas. As one they pulled on masks then threw grenades at her. 
 
    Gas was a problem. She took a deep breath and held it. While it wouldn’t affect her eyes like it would a normal person, it could hurt her lungs. The first grenade bounced off her chest. She reached down, picked it up, and threw it as hard as she could at the ceiling above her. 
 
    The ceiling exploded as the projectile tore through it, blasting a hole up to the roof. She moved as fast as she could to avoid the other grenades. This was where her slowness infuriated her. No matter how strong, dense, or hard she was, she could barely move faster than a slow jog when she massed up. 
 
    “Is he here yet?” She heard one of the agents say. Her hearing was slowly returning—the ringing in her ears faded as she jogged through the room, shaking the floor and knocking people off their feet just by her footfalls. 
 
    He who? 
 
    The outside window exploded inward, showering the room with glass and forcing the agents to take cover. 
 
    Tia wasn’t familiar with the supers of America, beyond the Protectors anyway. She didn’t know his name, or who he was—she’d never seen him or heard of him. He wore a dark red costume with a stylized black shield and a yellow outline on his chest. 
 
    Milton’s voice chimed in her ear. “His name is Ultra; he’s one of the new heroes on the scene since the reorganization of the super teams. He’s an F5, though not in the same league as Carlos. He’s strong, fast, incredibly tough, and—” 
 
    “Babe, you just made a huge mistake.” 
 
    “—cheeky as well,” Milton finished. 
 
    “I’m not here to hurt anyone. There’s an assassin named Massacre here. He’s going to kill my team and I have to stop him,” she said as she made her way to the holding cell. She might already be too late, and it burned in her gut that she had taken too long already. 
 
    “Nu-uh,” Ultra said. In a blink of an eye he was in front of her, hovering a foot off the ground and towering over her. He looked the part of a strong-man, including the bulging muscles and lean body. He also had the smirk of someone who thought they were in the superior position. 
 
    “I’m going to give you one chance to surrender. Power down, let them stun you, and you can walk out of this with most of your teeth,” he said. 
 
    Tia sighed. She opened her mouth to reply when he hit her. She didn’t see him move, he just hit her. 
 
    The blow struck her temple, spinning her around and sending her stumbling, crashing through a desk then an office wall before landing on her butt. The world was blurry. She shook her head trying to clear it. 
 
    He hits like a train! 
 
    She’d fought F5s before, but none had ever hit her that hard. “Are you sure he’s not in Carlos’ league?” she asked Milton. 
 
    “Not even close, mum.” 
 
    She struggled to her feet as he landed in front of her. “I did say most of your teeth, now, on your knees and hands up.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. She hated when men said that to her. Her nostrils flared as she let the faucet open wide. 
 
    “Let’s try that agai—” 
 
    He hit her again, harder than before. The wall behind her exploded as she crashed through it and across the street to slam into the adjacent building. Rubble collapsed on her for a heart stopping second, burying her. 
 
    It took her a moment to lift the concrete support beam off her and regain her feet. Her head pounded and every part of her hurt. Something warm and wet filled her mouth; she realized it was blood. 
 
    “Mum, you may want to run. He is more powerful than the database listed—you may not be able to take him.” 
 
    She shook her head, spitting the blood out onto the rubble. “He made a mistake Milton. I’m not leaving when I’m about to win,” she said. She made her way to the entry hole and leaped out to the ground three stories below. The concrete cracked where she hit, her feet digging in a good inch before stopping. 
 
    Ultra landed in front of her, a pompous smug expression on his face. Even if he wasn’t flying, he would tower over her. But as she always told people, superpowers and size have nothing to do with each other. She let the faucet open wide. The air around her condensed and the ground cracked further as she massed up. 
 
    “I’m asking you for the last time, Ultra. Let me save my friends, I don’t want to hurt you.” She forced herself to relax. It was hard, considering how powerful the man was. 
 
    “That’s funny,” he said as he swung. The air exploded in a shockwave as his fist hit her. The power behind the blow was unbelievable. The rubble around her pulverized from the shockwave, she stumbled backward, biting back a scream from the pain. 
 
    Come on, girl. You can do this. 
 
    Internally, she ramped her powers, opening the faucet as wide as she ever had. The weight and mass piled on as she went past her limit. She felt the strain go too far—too much mass and weight—but she had no choice. 
 
    He hit her again. Another shockwave rolled out. This time she only took a step backward. The third time he hit her, the blast was deafening. 
 
    The fourth time, she didn’t move. 
 
    He reached back to swing again. With some effort she raised her hand and caught his fist with her open palm. The blow was like a small bomb detonating. The building behind her collapsed in a shower of rubble and broken glass, obscuring her vision. 
 
    When the debris cleared, Ultra kneeled in front of her, holding his hand and howling in pain. She took one step forward and kicked him. She was so far past what she had ever massed that she had no way of knowing if it would kill him or not. 
 
    As he sailed out of view over a building she hoped he lived, but it wasn’t like she hadn’t given him a chance. 
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   Each step was accompanied by a wave of agony as she forced her mass down. Reversing what she had accomplished was no mean feat. The power that flowed through her always wanted to flow through her, making it stop, then reversing it was nearly as exhausting as the fight itself. 
 
    By the time she was back across the street, she had her mass down to a more manageable level, letting her move considerably faster than her prior slow walk. 
 
    Tia made her way back up to the third floor, trying to ignore the massive structural damage that she had done to the building. Sirens rang from outside as first responders arrived on the scene of the collapsed building. 
 
    I didn’t do this. I tried to stop them. 
 
    She had, too. Ultra and the agents in the building were the ones who’d insisted on escalating the problem. All she wanted to do was save her friends. 
 
    The third floor was a mess of broken furniture and blasted out walls. The first blow Ultra had landed on her had devastated the room. 
 
    “Milton, are you there?” she asked. Finally, the incessant high-pitched whine that dominated her hearing had faded and she could hear again. 
 
    “Yes, mum,” he answered. 
 
    “Where are they?” 
 
    “Back wall, the metal door.” 
 
    Tia rushed to the back, passing the downed agents as she made her way, trying not to think about them but hoping none of them were seriously injured... or dead. 
 
    The holding cell door was electronically locked using a magnetic system. While she wasn’t nearly as heavy as when she was fighting Ultra, she still had the mass of a car. She reached back and slammed her fist into the door as hard as she could. The door exploded off its hinges, flying inward to smash against the far wall. 
 
    “Teddy!” she screamed. 
 
    The cell doors were large, solid, metal vaults with no windows and probably sound proof. Massacre-Tessa had torn Teddy’s cell door wide open and was repeatedly bashing the large black man head first into a beam. 
 
    “Why won’t you die!” she yelled as she slammed him once more. 
 
    Either it was luck or fate, but Massacre-Tessa chose the wrong Protector to start with. Despite the tremendous amount of blood on the wall and covering Teddy, the good doctor was alive and conscious. Grinning weakly, he laughed at Tessa as she continued to hit him against the wall with her telekinesis. 
 
    “Massacre,” Tia yelled, “put him down.” 
 
    Tessa turned her head to look but it was Massacre’s evil countenance, not that of her friend. It infuriated her that he had taken possession of Tessa. Despite them only knowing each other a short time, Tia found herself really liking the rough talking ex-con. They were friends, maybe even best friends, and now this maniac was using her against her will to try and kill their friends. 
 
    Worse, Tia had no idea how to force him out of her. In the past, Massacre had to inhabit a person for twelve hours once he jumped in them. Once he was in, he was there for the full twelve hours, now though… Tia had no idea. 
 
    Massacre swore, twisting Tessa’s pretty face into an expression of rage. “You dumb whore. How are you still alive?” 
 
    Tia charged forward, trying to take him by surprise, if she could lay a hand on him maybe she could figure something out. Instead, she slammed into an invisible wedge-like wall, sending her flying to the side and into a cell door with a thump. 
 
    “You can’t stop me, cop. I never miss a contract. You of all people should know that.” He picked Teddy up and flung him at Tia. 
 
    Tia tried to go limp but wasn’t fast enough. Teddy hit her with a loud crack as several of his bones broke and he screamed in pain as he fell. 
 
    “Teddy!” 
 
    He put a hand on her shoulder, his eyes frantic with pain. The broken bones within him mended almost instantly but it hurt him bad. “Tia, he’s... not... a... ghost..., you can touch him.” The pain overwhelmed the man and he fell unconscious. She was amazed he’d hung in that long. She effortlessly picked him up and tossed him out the cell door into the destroyed office to keep him out of harms way. 
 
    “Milton, make sure you’re recording all of this,” she ordered. 
 
    “Of course, mum.” 
 
    “Massacre, who are you working for?” she asked as she turned to face her foe. 
 
    “Like I’m going to tell you? No, I’m just going to complete the contract, kill your friends, and then maybe inhabit you and have you kill this chick and then your armored friend. Yeah, I think that will just about satisfy my revenge.” 
 
    Tia shook her head. There had to be a way to defeat him. What had Teddy said… he wasn’t a ghost? 
 
    Tessa lashed out, slamming Tia against the wall as she had Teddy. Tessa’s powers were like an invisible wall slamming into her, but there wasn’t anything to push back against. Then the wall shifted, wrapping around her neck and compressing. Blackness crowded her vision as her air was cut off. 
 
    Exhausted, beaten, and bruised, Tia neared the absolute limits of what she could do. The only way she could think of to beat Massacre would be to kill Tessa. And she was so exhausted from her fight with Ultra she wasn’t sure she could mass up enough to even break free before she choked out. 
 
    The band around her throat tightened more, cutting off her air entirely. 
 
    Air... when we were in Costa Rica her shield protected us from the flame but not the heat... she can’t stop air! 
 
    Tia closed her eyes, reached down and dug deep for one last push. This time, though, it wasn’t like opening the faucet and massing up, it was more like tediously trying to put toothpaste back in the bottle. 
 
    She struggled to relax, letting her hands drop to her side as she focused the last of her energy on reducing her mass, and therefore her density. 
 
    Her lungs screamed for air; her entire body seized as she started the short spiral to black out. Irrational panic filled her, and she had to fight it with all her considerable will power, ignoring her body screaming at her that she was about to die. 
 
    As her throat closed and no more air entered her system she spasmed uncontrollably. In her mind, though, she forced more toothpaste back in the bottle until... 
 
    She fell to the ground gasping for breath as her head swam from the suffocation. 
 
    “How?” she heard Massacre shout distantly. 
 
    The wall behind her thudded with impacts as he used Tessa’s powers to throw debris at her. She took a moment before she could stand, holding her throat and inhaling rapidly. When she did, she looked at Massacre-Tessa with a smile. 
 
    This was the most she had ever de-massed. It wasn’t easy on her—not like increasing mass which felt natural. This was different. The world looked different. Particles in the air floated lazily about; she could see the individual dust motes. Sound came distantly, as if through a long tunnel. 
 
    Her skin buzzed as she moved, she could see through herself, as if she were intangible. 
 
    That’s because you are, she thought. She ‘walked’ forward toward Tessa as the man inhabiting her slammed more debris at her, desperately using Tessa’s powers in a last attempt to stop Tia. 
 
    With her new perception she could see new things. While the world seemed hollow, so did people. As if she were now able to see through and move between the molecules that bound people together. 
 
    She saw something else—a faint outline, a wrongness inside Tessa. She focused her vision as best she could and realized what she was seeing. 
 
    Massacre. She could see his body inside Tessa. His powers were more like Tia’s than a telepath’s. She reached out and passed her hand through Tessa. Her fingers grasped at something as she pulled them out, but she wasn’t able to hold it. She was still too close together… too dense. 
 
    She had no choice; she had to spread herself thinner, reduce her mass and density until she could grab him and pull him out. 
 
    She reached into Tessa with both her hands, feeling for him while triggering her powers to lower her density even farther. 
 
    It hurt. Pain spread through her like a fire as the molecular bonds that held her together decreased in strength. She felt like someone was pulling her apart from every direction at once. 
 
    Just when she could take it no longer, her hands found purchase. Massacre’s form was solid to her; they were on the same frequency. She grabbed him and pulled with all her might. 
 
    Tessa screamed, her eyes rolling up in her head as Tia forcefully wrenched the entity known as Massacre from her. Tia pulled and pulled, taking a step back with each grunt. The thin form of the assassin grew from Tessa as she pulled him free. Tessa’s contralto scream turned into Massacres alto howl of pain. 
 
    Then the bond holding him to Tessa snapped. Tia stumbled backward and flung him against the far wall. The moment he left her grip, his density snapped back to that of a human and he hit the wall, hard. 
 
    Tia stumbled, her mind fogged over from the pain her powers were inflicting on her and the effort she had put into reducing her mass. She had to stop it now, though, put it in reverse and regain her normal density before it was too late. Her legs shook and she fell to her knees, but she didn’t hit the ground. Instead she began to sink slowly into the concrete, as if the very floor had turned to quicksand. 
 
      
 
    ∆ ∆ ∆ 
 
      
 
    Tessa blinked and her mind cleared. At first she was confused; as that faded, fury filled her. Massacre had violated her in a way she hadn’t thought possible. He’d told her exactly what he planned; that he was going to use her power to kill all her friends, then herself. He had used her like a puppet and she had been helpless, forced to watch.. 
 
    Rage flooded through her as she picked herself up from the floor. Massacre stirred in the corner, his chest rising and falling slowly as he tried to move. She took a step toward him, intent on ripping his head off, when she saw Tia. 
 
    “Tia?” 
 
    The blonde was half sunk into the floor, her body nothing more than a see-through outline, a ghost of herself. Her mouth moved but Tessa didn’t hear anything. She dropped to her knees next to her friend and reached out but her hands passed right through the ex-cop. 
 
    Tia looked up at her, eyes wide and pleading as she sank farther into the floor, her body spreading out like a mist on the wind. 
 
    Tessa screamed in frustration. She grabbed at her, desperately trying to hold her together. 
 
    “Don’t go,” she said. Her eyes filled with tears as her friend slowly vanished. Tessa focused her power on Tia and tried to use her telekinesis to hold her friend together. 
 
    Dust swirled on the ground where her powers passed through. Tia’s image was almost invisible; the girl held one indistinct hand up to Tessa’s face, pressing it against her wet cheeks... then she was gone. 
 
    Tessa blinked several times, holding her own face where Tia had touched her. Her chest burned as tears flowed freely down her face. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. Then he coughed as he woke. 
 
    All the rage, all the despair, all the loss bubbled up in her and she screamed. Every window in the building exploded outward as she unleashed her power, fueled by a near infinite well of wrath. 
 
    Tessa stood, holding up her hand and crushing it into a fist. All the cell doors ripped off their hinges, colliding into one massive lump which she then compressed into a paper-thin sheet. The heat of the friction raised the temperature in the room by thirty degrees in seconds. Sweat poured off her, mixing with her tears as she pushed her powers far beyond her ability. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Massacre whispered as he tried to stand. He looked weak; his face was gaunt and his legs wobbly. 
 
    “You used me,” Tessa said. She held her hand out like a knife and slashed it downward. The sheet of metal shot out, slicing through Massacre in a blur of speed. He screamed as his arm came off, blood splattering against the wall. “You killed her!” she yelled. She slashed her hand again and his other arm fell to the floor. 
 
    “Tessa!” Fleet yelled as he blurred to a stop in front of her. “Stop, he’s finished—” she used her power to slap him aside. Not enough to hurt him but enough to move him. 
 
    “You killed my friend, you bastard.” 
 
    Massacre screamed as her hand came down again. His scream stopped and his headless body dropped to the floor. The metal sheet twanged as it vibrated, embedded in the wall behind where his neck had been. 
 
    Tessa’s fury subsided and she fell to her knees, her anger and frustration spent, leaving only a well of endless sorrow. 
 
    “Tia… don’t go,” she whispered. 
 
    

  

 
   
    

  

  
  
   
    
    TWENTY-FIVE 
 
    DOMINO 
 
   Ahundred miles north of Guadalajara she lost contact with Milton. He’d informed her it would happen—the cell network in Mexico wasn’t the most reliable. This particular area was more desert than anything else and there were no cell towers as far as the eye could see. Despite Amelia’s near omniscience with foreseeing problems, she hadn’t thought to install a satellite phone in Kate’s arm, only a cell, and radio. 
 
    The claws, sword, and strength are pretty awesome. Not to mention that I can feel with it. 
 
    Which would be more useful if she had something or someone to feel. Right now, the only thing she felt was the hard steering wheel—and every single damn pothole on the god forsaken road they traveled. Even if it were daylight she would still hit half of them. 
 
    “Didn’t you say you had night vision on those things?” Rachel pointed at the goggles resting on Kate’s forehead. 
 
    “I do, but I can only look through them for so long before I get a raging headache,” she said to her new friend. 
 
    The rest of the girls were huddled together in the back of the truck. Mostly for warmth, but some for comfort. The truck’s heater didn’t work at all, and even though they were in Mexico, it was the middle of winter. Cold was cold. 
 
    Rachel was only wearing a t-shirt and a pair of cut-offs. At least Kate had her costume on, torn as it was from the two days of torture. But once again Amelia’s genius protected her; the costume kept her warm in the cold and cool in the heat. Kate seriously had no idea how Amelia did half the things Amelia did. 
 
    Please come home soon. 
 
    She had no idea where Amelia was, but it wasn’t the first time her friend had disappeared. She tried not to think about the difference this time, though; she couldn’t feel Amelia. 
 
    A glance at the dash told her they would need to find a place to fill up the tank soon. Some of those jeeps she had blown up had exterior fuel tanks on them, which meant they were probably intended to run with the truck and keep it going all the way to the Gulf. 
 
    While not like the US with a massive highway infrastructure, Mexico wasn’t lacking in little towns and gas stations. The trouble was going to be finding one open in the middle of the night—and not attracting attention. 
 
    I’m gonna have to go on my own and get some. 
 
    “Rachel, I need you to drive for a little while. Keep it under twenty, stay on this road, and don’t stop no matter what.” 
 
    Rachel’s eyes went wide as she went from half asleep to wide awake. 
 
    “You sound like you’re leaving...” 
 
    Kate unbuckled her seatbelt, opened the door and stood out on the runner. “I am. We need gas. It won’t be long before we have to stop and get some, but there may not be a good place to do that. I can see a light,” she pointed off in the dark, “about three miles that way. I can pop over there, get what we need, and come back. Twenty minutes, tops. Okay?” 
 
    Rachel shook her head. “No, not it’s not okay. What happens if they find us while you’re gone?” Tears welled in her eyes and Kate wished she didn’t have to leave them—but better now when she decided, rather than waiting until she was forced. 
 
    “You’re going to be fine. They probably don’t even know we’re gone yet. Just stay on this road and it will work out.” She pushed all her reassurance and domination into those words, harder than she normally did. She feared that sort of manipulation could be semi-permanent, but at this point she didn’t have a choice. 
 
    Kate’s powers took hold and Rachel relaxed, her eyes going placid as she nodded. “Stay on this road, go slow, don’t stop. Got it,” she said almost like a drone. 
 
    Part of Kate regretted having to use such measures, but she was in a hurry. She just needed the woman to listen. 
 
    Pushing it out of her mind, she leaped off the truck. When the sign in the distance became visible, she teleported. The world went white as she passed through quantum space before appearing atop the sign. 
 
    It was a gas station, for which she was thankful, but it was closed. She was about to jump down and go about Jerry rigging the pumps when she spotted movement. An armed guard wandered out of the shadows, slowly walking the perimeter. She looked opposite of him in the yard and spotted another. 
 
    Now why would a gas station have two armed guards walking the perimeter? 
 
    She took a moment to examine them; they weren’t pros, she decided. Jeans, t-shirts and guns stuffed in their pants told her they were random, not operators. 
 
    She leaped off the sign, tumbling over to aim her feet straight at the ground, then triggered her powers. A white flash later and she landed on the first man’s back, crumpling him silently to the ground. He didn’t have time to groan before he was knocked unconscious by the force of the blow. Taking the force of the landing, she rolled forward and teleported again, coming out of quantum space right in front of the other guard. She swung, bringing the force of her momentum and her enhanced strength into an uppercut that broke the man’s jaw. He flipped over backward, crashing to the ground in an unconscious heap. 
 
    She spun, taking in her surroundings to make sure she didn’t set off any alarms. After a moment of silence, she was satisfied there wasn’t anyone else. 
 
    Now to find out what’s so important. 
 
    The old gas station didn’t look like much from the outside; just a few dirty windows and an old Coke sign 
 
    She passed through the door with a thought, triggering her powers easily. Little jaunts hardly exhausted her, not like the big ones or teleporting across the world. That took its toll on her. 
 
    “What could possibly warrant armed guards?” she whispered aloud. The place looked exactly like she expected it to, right up to the broken vending machine in the corner. Dust settled everywhere and it looked like the place hadn’t been cleaned in a dog’s age. 
 
    “It was a trap...” her heading for the US would be her only play. They knew she couldn’t fly out or teleport; not without leaving the girls. It would be a simple matter to call ahead and have people waiting at every gas station and watching the roads... 
 
    “Oh no,” she said. She’d left the girls in the truck. Kate rushed toward the door, teleporting to the other side. She stopped for a heartbeat to orient herself, then teleported again. In a blink she was on the road. In all, her side trip had taken less than ten minutes. In that time the truck traveled over the uneven hilly ground which kept her from seeing them, but she didn’t need to. She ran, using her teleportation whenever she could see more than a hundred feet. 
 
    It only took a minute for her to catch up, appearing on a hill a half mile behind the truck. Her fear was confirmed; the truck was on its side, several SUVs circled it, and men with guns surrounded the vehicle. 
 
    Of all the rotten luck. 
 
    They must have run the truck off the road. She slipped her goggles on, activating both the night and telescopic vision. She got a clear picture of the situation. Twenty assailants, almost all of them with guns. The two who didn’t were likely supers of some kind. She let her senses extend out, trying to pick up emotions from them. Fear, anger, excitement—all common. Maybe they didn’t know she wasn’t there? Then she spied Major Nelson. It looked like they’d worked him over good. At least he wasn’t dead. But he sure paid for trying to protect the girls. 
 
    “Carlos, I could really use you right about now,” she whispered. 
 
    With a breath she triggered her powers, teleporting behind the closest man. She grabbed him around the jaw with her enhanced arm and pulled him backward to slam his head into the ground. 
 
    She took his gun, raised it above her head, and hurled it at full strength against the next guy. It hit his head, knocking him sideways. 
 
    “She’s here!” someone yelled. 
 
    Kate ran forward, teleporting to close the distance and hit the next one across the jaw with her iron hard fist. He crumpled like an aluminum can. 
 
    Then things got real. Shaken from their surprise, they opened fire. Kate did her best to keep empty space behind her—she didn’t want any of the girls taking a stray round. Bullets tore the ground around her as they fired full auto. The flashing light and roaring sound practically blinded and deafened everyone... but her. Amelia’s goggles suppressed flashes and dampened loud sounds. 
 
    “Beast mode,” she yelled, extending her monomolecular claws and bringing them down on a long rifle with a wooden stock. Her claws shattered the weapon and she spun and slammed the man in the chest with a hammer fist. He crumpled; she doubted he’d get up anytime soon. 
 
    Actual fire burned the ground around her, encircling her like a living thing. She leaped backward, flipping over the bands of flame, landing on her feet to search for the super. One of the two who weren’t carrying guns held his hands out like a puppeteer as he maneuvered the flame around, in an attempt to capture her. 
 
    “He wants her alive,” someone yelled. The Fire Puppeteer nodded, a cruel sneer on his face. 
 
    She had lost track of the other super but she didn’t have time to find him now. She ran forward and just as she would have struck the flames she teleported. Appearing past the fire controller, she turned and struck out at him with the heel of her boot. She connected with his back and felt the crunch of something breaking. Even as he screamed she knew he wouldn’t be getting back up. 
 
    He collapsed, clutching his back as his legs gave out. After he fell the firing stopped and the area went silent for a moment. 
 
    “Long time no see, Domino,” a familiar voice said, just as she heard the crunch of a person taking a bite out of an apple. 
 
    Kate froze, her skin tingling as she recognized who spoke. They’d encountered him twice before and each time he’d started his powers by taking a bite of an apple. Amelia called him “Apple-man” but that was all the name they had on him. The last time she’d met him, he almost killed her. 
 
    She turned slowly; she could now see that he was the other person not carrying a firearm. 
 
    “You,” she said. 
 
    He smiled at her. He was sitting, inside the overturned truck. The stolen girls were huddled behind him as he took another bite of the apple. 
 
    “Bang,” he said. “You’re dead.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    

  

  
  
   
    
    TWENTY-SIX 
 
    THE PROTECTOR 
 
      
 
   Carlos shook his head, trying to clear the sleep from his head. He’d started his “day” thirty-six hours before; between waiting to hear from Kate and his regular Protector duties, he was spent. Then there was the argument. Or at least he thought it was an argument. 
 
    What was wrong with her? Every time I think we’re getting somewhere she pulls some crap like this. 
 
    He liked her, really liked her. For whatever reason, she liked him back. He knew his time in the Ancient world had changed him. Part of him hardly recognized himself anymore—he still hadn’t gone home to see his parents because he needed more time, more distance to explain his dramatic transformation. A couple of years wouldn’t cut it. 
 
    But Kate... he sighed. She was so— perfect. Not just the fact that she was a dream to look at, but she was nice, kind, smart, the list went on. She was everything Carlos liked about women. 
 
    He shook his head. He’d screwed it up, he was sure. If she was mad at him, it had to be his fault. He just needed to figure out what he’d done. 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” a fireman said as he walked by. It brought Carlos’s mind back to the present. The apartment fire was under control and, thanks to the efforts of these men and women, no one had died. 
 
    “My pleasure.” He didn’t want to waste any more time here; there was always someone who needed the Protector. “Milton?” 
 
    “Here sir,” the AI said. 
 
    “What’s next?” 
 
    “There are three things that could use your attention. A bridge collapsed near Manarola, a passenger ship in the Med has declared a state of emergency, and there is a hostage situation in a night club in Greece.” 
 
    He sighed. His mandate was to save lives; in the absence of Pythia’s near omnipotent ability to send him on missions, he relied on Milton to guide him. 
 
    “Which one has the largest possible loss of life?” he asked. 
 
    “Seventy-four cars were on the bridge, two hundred people are on the passenger ship, and the night club has a maximum capacity of three hundred people. However, in the absence of more information it would be impossible to know which one is more pressing.” 
 
    “Of course,” he muttered. “All three then. Nightclub first, then the bridge, followed by the boat. Where exactly is the night club?” 
 
    He reached out reflexively toward his spear. He hadn’t needed it to help fight the fire, but now he did. It flew through the air above the crowd to slap against his palm with a thwack. Distantly, he heard the crowd cheering as he hauled back and heaved the ancient weapon into the sky. 
 
    As he flew through the air, Milton provided the address of the club. Carlos really didn’t know how everything in his powers worked. Once he knew where the trouble was, all he had to do was think about it and throw the spear; the magic of the armor did the rest. 
 
    He chuckled. Amelia would be pissed if she heard him call it magic. 
 
    Oh Niña, I hope you’re okay. 
 
    Thinking of Amelia reminded him that he wasn’t as indestructible as some thought. After all, the Titan had worked him over within an inch of his life. If it wasn’t for the armor’s ability to heal him, he would be dead as disco. 
 
    Regardless, traveling via the spear never grew old. One second he was outside a smoldering apartment building, the next he was in orbit, gazing down at the majesty and wonder of his home planet. 
 
    He only needed a second, though; up this high the Earth turned fast, and Greece was easily visible. He imagined the night club in his mind. Like every time he threw the spear, it guided itself. 
 
    He smiled as he felt the pull. For some reason, fate or luck, Carlos didn’t know, the spear always landed exactly where he was needed, the moment he was needed. He readied himself as space turned to the blue of the atmosphere, then Athens appeared and an instant later he crashed through the roof of the night club to land with a crunch on the dance floor, dropping to his knee as he hit. 
 
    The club was a huge multi-level space and all the levels were half sized and wide open so anyone could look down from the balconies to see the main floor from above. 
 
    He stood up, retrieving the spear from the ground and brushing the rubble from his chest plate as he stepped off the... oh, a person. The rifle clutched in the man’s hand made it clear he was one of the terrorists— just the one, though. There were probably more. 
 
    “Who are you?” One of two other men with long beards and rifles asked. 
 
    Carlos spoke English and some Spanish, along with ancient Latin and Greek. His helmet—the same helmet Leonidas wore while defending Greece from the Persians—translated all languages into English so he could both understand and speak any language on Earth. 
 
    In this case it was some version of a Middle Eastern dialect. Great. That means the likelihood of them surrendering is pretty low. Still, I have to try. 
 
    “I’m the Protector—maybe you’ve heard of me?” he said softly. 
 
    The two men, hardly older than Carlos himself, looked to each other then back at the man Carlos had smashed. If the spear guided him here, then maybe he’d taken out the most immediate threat. He took a second to really look at the two men; he could tell they were terrified. A hundred battles under Alexander had shown him exactly what fear looked like, not only in his own heart but in men’s eyes. 
 
    He held up his off hand in the universal gesture and smiled. “I’m sure we can talk this out, right? No one needs to die today.” 
 
    They looked at his feet again, then back to him. 
 
    “No one else needs die this day. Tell me what’s going on? Why are you doing this?” 
 
    His senses told him there were over a hundred scared people in the room with him. Sadly, several were dead. It angered him, but if he could stop this peacefully, he would. His job was to protect everyone. He focused on innocent lives but if he could save more, he would. 
 
    “You’re an infidel, you don’t belong here,” the younger of the two said. 
 
    Carlos stiffened. He didn’t want to argue religion with them, especially since he’d met living gods before. 
 
    “True, but just because we disagree, does that mean we can’t get along? Can you not have your beliefs, let me have mine, and we both go our separate ways?” he asked. It was worth a shot. After all, if he only had friends who believed what he did he probably wouldn’t have any friends at all. 
 
    The two boys looked to each other again, as if the idea had never occurred to them. Carlos decided that the man he had flattened was the leader and had probably convinced these two poor kids they were doing the right thing. 
 
    He shook his head. Taking hostages and threatening civilians was completely against his belief system, but again, if he could save them, he would. 
 
    “No,” the younger one said suddenly. “You are full of lies and deceit. You know nothing of our life, or our sacrifices, of the suffering we’ve seen!” 
 
    With one hand up, the other holding his spear, Carlos slowly sat down, crossing his sandaled feet, resting the spear across his lap, and leaning the shield against his arm. “You’re right, but let me tell you a story—trust me you’ll like it. 
 
    “Three thousand years ago a massive army marched across this very spot. They were led by Menelaus, the king of Sparta. He was desperately in love with his wife, Helen, and she was abducted by this guy Paris—” 
 
    “Like the city?” the older one asked. 
 
    Carlos nodded. “That’s why it’s called Paris. Anyway, he sailed hundreds of miles with ten-thousand soldiers and spent a decade sieging Troy for this woman.” 
 
    “That didn’t happen, it’s a myth,” a woman said behind Carlos said. 
 
    He smiled. “This armor,” he said, making a fist and knocking the chest piece a couple of times, “was made for Achilles by Hephaestus. He wore it when he died.” 
 
    There was a guffaw behind him from one of the hostages. “Troy is a myth, a tail told to warn people of the danger of obsession,” the same woman said. 
 
    “It’s funny that you all have no problem with me crashing through the ceiling and having bullets bounce off me, but there’s no way the Trojan war happened? Come on...” 
 
    Carlos continued his story, mostly without questions as he related the tale of the Trojans. It was only slightly different than history remembered, and he glossed over the differences to focus on the important part. 
 
    “A lot of people died, and it didn’t accomplish anything. Just more death. Is that what you want? More death? Because once you’re dead you can’t change anything. Alive you can, but dead... it’s all over.” 
 
    The two boys looked to each other again. He could see understanding in their eyes and they slowly dropped their weapons. “Good choice.” He looked over at the door nearest to the front and pointed at the woman who doubted his story. “You, go open the door and let them know it’s all good.” 
 
    To make sure the two boys weren’t accidentally killed, Carlos stood up and walked over to them, kicking away the guns. He secured his shield on his back, put a hand on their shoulders, and walked them outside. 
 
    Once outside, it was a tense few minutes but once he was sure no one else would die, he held out his hand. The spear flew through the open door and over the heads of the police to come to rest in his palm. 
 
    “Wait, we need a statement,” one of the officers said to him. 
 
    The blue lights of the police cars illuminated the place and Carlos couldn’t help but feel bad for the two boys. 
 
    “The dead one is the reason this happened, these two boys were duped.” He threw the spear up and a second later was back in space. 
 
    Three hours later, one ship rescued and twenty tons of rubble removed, Carlos stumbled down the slope near the collapsed bridge to sit on a rock outcropping overlooking the chasm the bridge had once crossed. He took his helmet off and placed it down beside him, along with the shield and spear. Lying down with his legs dangling over the chasm he starred up into the stars and let his mind drift. 
 
    I know what I did wrong. I’ve been waiting all this time for her to make a move, and when she didn’t, I thought she wasn’t interested. But she was, wasn’t she? She was waiting for me to make some kind of gesture. 
 
    He slapped his face, running his hands down to his jaw. The pure stupidity of his own actions stunned him. How could he not have seen it? Here he was, the big hero, and the second he was around Kate he was back to acting like the shy kid. Like she couldn’t possibly like him. 
 
    Now that he thought about it, it was obvious. When they were on the boat, she kept finding excuses to touch him. Whenever they were in a room together, she would sit down next to him and lean in close. And oh, golly did she smell good. 
 
    “Dork,” he said to himself with a smile. Time to man up. 
 
    He sat up, placing his helmet back over his head. “Milton, you there?” 
 
    “Always sir,” the AI replied. 
 
    “Where is Kate right now?” 
 
    “I’ve lost contact with her sir, she’s moving through an area of Mexico with intermittent cell coverage.” 
 
    His heart raced. Lost contact? Now he really was a jerk. He’d left her there to fend for herself because she hurt him, but really, it was his fault. Sure, she could have acted differently, but that was no excuse for his own behavior. 
 
    “Damn. Okay, I’ll go check on her. I need to talk to her anyway.” 
 
    Spear don’t fail me now. 
 
    He heaved it up into space, thinking of Kate’s gorgeous face the entire time. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
    DOMINO 
 
      
 
   She moved toward the monster. She’d done this previously— teleported away with him before he could explode. It had nearly killed her; if it wasn’t for Amelia and Teddy, she would have died. 
 
    No Amelia this time. Even if she were here, no Teddy either. 
 
    None of that mattered; she wouldn’t allow these girls to die like this. 
 
    “No, not this time,” Apple-man said. “You take one more step toward me, you disappear, you do anything, and I’ll detonate. Right now, it’s just enough to kill everyone here. You have one play here; I’ll let these girls go, but you have to stay.” 
 
    She looked at the girls then at him. “They can go free?” 
 
    “Ha, you wish. No, they get to go back with their owners. But hey, life is better than death, amirite?” he said with a sneer as he took another bite. 
 
    “Why do you even care? I thought you worked for Jack Random?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Highest bidder, remember? I’m pretty sure even your disabled friend in the armor couldn’t pay me more than ISO is right now. So that’s the deal. You die, they live. Or you all die. Take it or leave it. But don’t take too long to decide, you know how I go. In three minutes, this whole area is going to look like Nagasaki.” 
 
    Half the gang members were still up, and Kate got the feeling they hadn’t known about this. There was a lot of murmuring and sudden movement as they headed to their cars. If the girls died then there was nothing Kate could do. But once they were gone... maybe she could get him out of here, far enough away that they would reach minimum safe distance. 
 
    “OK,” she said. 
 
    “OK? You’re just going to let them take us?” Rachel yelled. 
 
    “You don’t understand, Rachel. He’s a bomb, a living bomb. In three minutes—” 
 
    “Two and a half,” Apple-man interjected. 
 
    “He will go up like a nuke and everyone within three miles will die. You have to go now. I’ll come for you, I promise.” She looked hard at the girls, trying to convince them it was true, even though she knew she was lying. 
 
    Rachel nodded, gesturing for the girls to get up and walk past the man. The gang-members quickly hustled them into the waiting SUV’s then tore out of there at break-neck speed. 
 
    “One minute. I’m not sure they can get away. Too bad—some of them were pretty,” he said. 
 
    “No more, Apple-man. This is the last time you do this. No matter what, this ends now.” 
 
    He laughed. “Hardly. Nothing can stop me from exploding once I trigger it,” he said gesturing to the apple. 
 
    So that’s why he’s always eating an apple. 
 
    Kate smiled as she heard a familiar sound, a whistle as something fell through the sky. She didn’t know how he knew to come to her rescue, but he knew. 
 
    “Here’s the thing, Apple. You think that you’re going to explode, and then in a few months, what? You reform?” 
 
    He nodded. “Sometimes longer, but I always reappear wherever I detonate. Last time it was a little tricky because I went off ten miles up. The good news is, when I hit the ground I just detonated again. I’m like nitro, baby. Handle with care,” he said with a laugh. 
 
    “What happens if you detonate in space?” Carlos asked from right behind the man. Somehow, without even Kate hearing or seeing him, he’d made his way into the back of the truck through a hole in the canvas. He seized Apple-man by the neck and in the same instant threw his spear up into the sky. Kate barely had time to see the surprise on Apple-man’s face before they were gone, flying off into orbit faster than Kate could follow. 
 
    Amelia had told her the Protector made the journey in less than two seconds. She looked up at the night sky, wishing for a second it was her instead of— 
 
    The sky lit up like a small sun had appeared a hundred miles up. Apple-man could trigger his detonation, and probably had as soon as he could. The flash illuminated the country side and then it was gone, vanished as if it was never there. 
 
    Then she waited. Carlos wasn’t indestructible; he’d spent three days in the hospital after stopping Amelia’s satellite weapon, then a few days recovering after his fight with Titan. The last Protector, Sydney had died while fighting Behemoth... They were strong and tough, but they could die. 
 
    Please don’t be dead. 
 
    Minutes ticked by and Kate’s breath came in ragged gulps. Her chest heaved as the reality of what had happened set in... he was gone. Killed in the blast. 
 
    She fell to her knees, sorrow and pain, loss and regret overcoming her. She put her hands to her face and screamed in frustration. Why? Why had she let this happen? It was all her fault, all her doing. If she had just dropped her petty need to be the center of attention for one second— 
 
    Then the spear hit the ground ten feet from her. 
 
    Carlos fell from the sky, slamming into the ground and dropping to one knee. His armor glowed bright red, smoke drifted off it as the cool night air clashed with the super-heated metal. 
 
    “Carlos?” she asked, stunned. 
 
    “I’m okay. Stay back for a second,” he said. He stepped away from her. He picked up the spear, spun it once and struck the ground with the point. As if he’d opened a fire hydrant, a gout of water, sea water from the smell, gushed from the ground, engulfing him in steam that exploded outward. She leaped to her feet, shielding her face and retreating from the hot steam. 
 
    After a moment the steam cleared and the water stopped. 
 
    Carlos stepped forward, his usual lazy grin on his face. He pulled his helmet off and tossed it on the ground along with his shield. “Kate, I’m so sorry. It was all my fault.” 
 
    “What?” she asked, surprised. “Apple-man had nothing to do with you...” 
 
    “No, Kate, not Apple-man. I...” he closed his mouth and walked toward her with a purpose she had never seen in him before. A gleam in his eyes. Her empathy kicked in and she knew exactly what he was doing. His strong arms encircled her, and he pulled her close, planting his lips on hers and kissing her like she was the most important woman in all the world. 
 
    More important than the kiss, which she enjoyed more than any kiss before, was the honesty in his emotions. He hadn’t intended to rebuff her, he’d genuinely thought she wasn’t interested, but now that he knew she was, he acted. 
 
    After a moment, they broke their embrace, both of them breathing heavily. It felt so damn good to be in his arms, she almost purred. 
 
    Then reality caught up with her. She stiffened. “The girls!” 
 
    “Right,” he said, letting her go. “Let’s go get them.” 
 
    “Then more kissing?” she asked. 
 
    “Try and stop me.” 
 
    She smiled mischievously. “I might.” 
 
    He growled in response and Kate felt everything was right. Now they just needed to go kick some butt and save some lives. 
 
    

  

 
   
    

  

  
  
   
    
    TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
   Her glee turns to anger when she picks up the remains of the spear and points it at the ground and nothing happens. Her scowl becomes wide eyed surprise. Then she shakes the spear a few times and tries again. 
 
    “It’s not working,” she says. Her eyes burn with anger as she looks at the spear then back to me. 
 
    I’m guessing it was supposed to do something, but I don’t have time to figure out what. She can’t hear the dozens of people running toward us. 
 
    I march forward, snatch the spear out of her hand, and wrap one arm around her waist. 
 
    “Unhand me you cretin!” 
 
    “Listen, I don’t know what you were trying to do or what you thought would happen, but you helped me find the spear; I’m not going to leave you to die here. Besides, I need to know what you know.” 
 
    I kick in the Emdrive—this time I’m going for power. The high pitched whine of the engines fills the cavern and we blast off. It’s really difficult to maneuver while holding a person, but I manage. We fly over the heads of a dozen soldiers. They aren’t fast enough to shoot, but I can hear them turning around to chase us. 
 
    I hit the ground outside where the staircase came down; the tunnel is too small for me to fly up while holding her. 
 
    “You can fly?” she asks, her breath coming in gasps. 
 
    “Can’t you?” I say with a smirk. 
 
    “No, not at the moment.” 
 
    I shrug. “Up the stairs. We need to get outside, then we can take off.” I let her go first; once she’s a few steps ahead I follow, but I examine the spear first. It certainly looks Bronze Age; the shaft is mostly deteriorated, almost petrified wood. The spear head might have looked great in the sun but now it is a dark green and only a small amount of the actual metal still exists. 
 
    I hope Pythia knows what she’s doing, because if the fate of the world rests on this piece of junk, we’re doomed. 
 
    Once we’re at the top of the stairs I grab Nemesis again. She doesn’t struggle as much this time and I blast off. Instead of going for the door, I pick a skylight that isn’t stained glass. Using my free arm as a shield, we crash through it and into the night air. 
 
    I can’t fly nearly as fast with her in my arms—not only would she die of hypoxia, she’d freeze to death. Instead I shift her so she can ‘lie’ on my back, holding my shoulders as I keep my speed at a measly one-fifty—which turns the thirty minute trip into three hours. Thankfully, I can’t hear her whine the whole time. 
 
    We hit the ground outside of Delphi just as the sun crests over the mountains. She stumbles and falls to one knee. I reach down to help her up and she jerks her arm away from me. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she says. “Why did you bring me here?” 
 
    I stop for a second. I had assumed she’d known about Pythia... but now that I have a second to think, I realize it’s a foolish assumption. Pythia has mentioned her loneliness more than once. If there was another Olympian on Earth, the prophetess hadn’t known about it. 
 
    “Follow me,” I say as I walk around to the correct pillar. Once she is in place, I press the stone. The ground rumbles, sinking slowly down. Her eyes go wide as we pass the barrier. She looks up as the new ground slides above us, replacing the one we’re on. 
 
    “How is any of this possible? You mortals don’t have the ability or the knowledge to craft any of this,” she says as the lift walls give way to the cave. 
 
    Frank and Luke are at the small table, eating and speaking in hushed tones. Pythia kneels next to the pond, running her hands through the surface and watching the ripples go back and forth. 
 
    She turns around with a smile on her face, until her eyes meet Nemesis. 
 
    “You,” she whispers. 
 
    “Apollo, that fool!” Nemesis leaps off the lift and runs full speed toward Pythia. I don’t think it’s for a hug. 
 
    “Luke,” I shout. I bring up the IP cannons, but the angle is wrong. Luke responds with the speed of a man who’s trained his whole life to fight; he’s up out of the chair before she takes four steps. He collides with her at the halfway point... and she throws him off her like a rag doll. Angle or no, I fire off a blast. Ionic energy washes over her, knocking her forward. She collides with Pythia, slamming the poor girl to the ground, then rolls on top, and starts choking her life out. 
 
    “Nemesis, stop,” I yell as I jump down. Halfway there, I hear the crack of Pythia’s neck. 
 
    I sock Nemesis across the jaw as hard as I can. My momentum and strength manage to send her flying, she stumbles sideways and falls into the water. 
 
    “Epic, check Pythia!” 
 
    Amelia, I have no way of knowing if she was alive to begin with, let alone what Nemesis has done. However, Pythia is not moving and does not appear to be alive. 
 
    “What? How?” 
 
    “Foolish mortal, aligning yourself with the spawn of Apollo. Justice is served for her crimes. Now, give me the spear so that I might unleash retribution on the rest of this pathetic planet.” 
 
    Now I understand why they kept this thing in the vault. Luke regains his feet and walks up behind me. I toss him the spear. “Not today, crazy lady, today—” 
 
    The bang of thunder behind me knocks me down and I face plant in the ground. I struggle to my feet when I see what caused the concussion. 
 
    Luke’s face is a mirror of my own surprise. Instead of a spearhead, he’s holding the full spear in his hand like it was a snake. 
 
    “Amelia, what is going on?” he asks. 
 
    “How am I supposed to know?” 
 
    “No, you can’t, it’s mine!” Nemesis charges out of the water, leaps through the air, and tackles Luke. She knocks him backward, he lands hard on his back with a grunt as the wind is knocked out of him. 
 
    The spear clatters against the ground. She rolls off Luke and runs for it like a junkie looking for her next fix. I let loose with two full-power IP blasts, narrow beams, right in her back. They knock her off balance and she runs face first into the wall then slides down, leaving a streak of blood. 
 
    I look down to Pythia to see what I can do but she’s vanished. I look around the room, but her body is nowhere; there isn’t even a pile of clothes like Obi Wan Kenobi. 
 
    “Frank,” I yell, “Find something to tie that crazy bee up.” He nods, stunned, but jumps up and grabs the linen on the bed. “Luke, you okay?” 
 
    I rush over and slide to a halt next to him. His blue eyes are a bit dazed, but his easy grin tells me he’s okay. “She hits like a Marine,” he says with a smile. I reach down and help him up. 
 
    “Did you feel anything when you touched the spear?” I ask him. 
 
    He nods. “It was like static electricity. I got hit with a zap that went down to my toes.” 
 
    “Grab it. I’m going to check on Nemesis.” 
 
    “Amelia, why did you bring her here?” he asks. 
 
    “I thought she could help us. She’s an Olympian, Luke, and she knew where and what the spear was. I didn’t expect her to go full Gone Girl the second she saw Pythia.” 
 
    While I check on Frank and Nemesis, Luke stumbles over to pick up and examine the spear. 
 
    “Epic, what can you tell me about her?” I ask. 
 
    Only what is in the mythology. She predates the Olympians and goes by several different names. All her incarnations had one theme in common; she would punish the hubris of humanity and gods alike. She is the basis for the avenging angel myths. 
 
    “Who knew vengeance was five cans short of a six-pack,” I say as I walk over. 
 
    Then her eyes open. 
 
    

  

 
   
    

  

  
  
   
    
    TWENTY-NINE 
 
      
 
   She roars in rage, tearing through the fabric Frank used to tie her and slams him across the chest. The poor man is unprepared for the blow; it knocks him backward and he hits the wall with a thud, his head bouncing off the rock. He slumps to the floor, unconscious… I hope. 
 
    “He better not be dead,” I say to her. I bring up the IP cannons to end this, but before I can shoot she’s up and running at me. I fire, but she slides beneath the twin beams and right past me. 
 
    “Luke,” I yell a warning as I turn, trying to bracket her with the beams. She hits him again, knocking them both down, but this time she comes up with the spear. 
 
    “Yes!” She raises the spear above her head and slams the butt down on the ground with a crack like thunder. I recall Carlos doing that once, and the same thing that happened to him, happens to her. 
 
    A blast of mist surrounds her and explodes outward; when it dissipates she’s still there, but now dressed in Greek style armor. 
 
    “Is she the basis for the chain mail bikini too?” I say as she moves to face me. I’ve seen cosplayers with more clothes. 
 
    “Now you fools will feel the true might of Nemesis. For too long this world has laughed in the face of the gods. Humanity must be punished for its arrogance and brought low, only then will you seek the favor of your betters. And I shall start with you, Amelia Lockheart. How dare you make a machine and think yourself a god,” she says. Her voice is unnaturally loud and it shakes the walls. 
 
    “Uh, of the people here, you’re the only one pretending to be a god,” I say. 
 
    As she speaks, she raises the spear above her head again. I don’t know what’s going to happen this time, and I don’t wait to find out; I fire both IP cannons at her. The energy slams into her stomach and dissipates down her legs into the ground. 
 
    “Oh darn,” I say. She spins the spear above her head, picking up speed and out of nowhere a wind roars through the cave, pulling everything in the room toward her. 
 
    “Epic, what the hell?” 
 
    Amelia, I do not know how she is doing this, but she is opening a quantum gate, I hypothesize that it will connect to where ever she receives her power from. If she returns to her full power she may indeed wipe out a significant amount of life on earth. 
 
    “But... that didn’t happen, so we stop her, right?” 
 
    This is not a philosophical debate, Amelia. I do not know what will happen, this is the here and now. Stop her, or everyone on Earth pays the price. 
 
    I hate when he’s right. Maybe whatever she’s trying to do won’t work..., considering humanity wasn’t wiped out in 1903, but at the same time, this isn’t a game, I don’t get a do-over. 
 
    “Full power to the particle beam!” I drop to one knee and dig my fingers into the floor to stabilize myself against the ever-increasing vacuum. Once the light on the HUD goes green, I fire. 
 
    Hyper-accelerated silicate particles shoot out at near light speed, vaporizing everything in their way. The beam strikes her in the chest... 
 
    If she notices, she doesn’t react. 
 
    “That’s impossible,” I mutter. I sliced through an F5 invulnerable with this. The only person it never worked on was Behemoth. Of course, here I am in power-armor, fighting a Greek god, so maybe not throw out the “I” word. 
 
    The energy build-up is enormous. You need to find a way to disrupt or drain it. Once it reaches critical mass… I do not know what will happen, but “bad” is an understatement. 
 
    “Epic, could we open a channel to the ZPFMs in the suit and disperse it using the Emdrive? Force the particles through the pathways we use to generate propulsion?” 
 
    That could kill you, Amelia, and me. 
 
    “Us or the world, your choice.” 
 
    There is no choice, Amelia. We will always choose to save others over ourselves. Converting reactor flow rate. Ionizing gauntlets. Do it! 
 
    I kick in the Emdrive at full power—the kind of power I would use to break orbit. She’s only twenty feet away but I’m going one-fifty when I hit her. We slam together and I push her across the room to crash into the wall. I stick one gauntleted hand in her face and shove. With the other I reach for the spear. Alarms scream at me and I ignore them. She’s not very tall but she’s doing everything she can to keep the spear away from me. 
 
    I drive one armored knee into her crotch as hard as I can, she screams, folding over me and I wrap my other hand around the spear. 
 
    Every sensor in the suit goes haywire, my temperature gauge reads a million degrees, and my atmospheric sensor reads negative one million atmospheres. The suit’s reactors peg the red line at seven hundred percent and in three seconds of contact, two trillion mega-joules pass through the suit and out the Emdrive into the ground, then the suit seizes up. 
 
    Nemesis uppercuts me, knocking me back, but my hand firmly grasps the spear and I drag it with me. 
 
    “Epic, reboot the suit,” I yell. I slide along the floor and run into Luke, who stops me cold with a foot on my chest. 
 
    “I’ve got this Amelia,” he says with a grin. And I swear he’s bigger than he was a second ago. The seams of his shirt have ripped open, and his pants bulge around his waist. 
 
    Nemesis comes at me and Luke leaps right at her. His big fist catching her square in the nose. I’m not sure who’s more surprised, her or me, when she flies backward in a shower of blood and a crack of thunder. 
 
    Rebooting, ten seconds. 
 
    She keeps her feet and her eyes glow—not metaphorically this time. White light like a plasma beam shoots at Luke. As if he knew they were coming, he dodges to the side, slides under them and comes at her with another flurry of blows. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I whisper as I realize what happened. “His powers are back!” I shout for joy. 
 
    The suit comes back to life and I can move again. A list of broken systems scroll past me. The Emdrive is fried and I’m down to one reactor operating at fifty-percent—barely enough power to keep the kinetic shields up. Only one operational IP cannon, no internal atmosphere, the list goes on. 
 
    That’s okay, though. If Luke has his powers we can clean her clock. I toss the spear aside, no reason to give her the chance to get it back, and I charge into the fray. 
 
    I slam a fist into the side of her head. She swings back. I take it on my forearm. Luke rabbit punches her in the gut, and she turns to hit him when I hit her with a left. All that time Luke and I spent training together pays off in spades. 
 
    We’re a ballet, when he feints, I attack, when I dodge, he attacks. We quickly push her back against the wall. I don’t know how long I can keep this up, but right now we’re winning, and we need to win. 
 
    “Enough!” she screams. White light envelopes her, then explodes outward. Luke twists as the blast catches him, riding the wave like a surfer. Unfortunately, I take the brunt of it. 
 
    She’s on me in a heartbeat. Her bronze armored fist hits my faceplate, knocking my helmet against the cave floor. I stick one hand up in her face and trigger the IP cannon, blinding her for a second as I try to push her off. 
 
    Hands like vice grips rip into my chest piece like it’s a sponge and she pulls me up with her, swinging me around and slamming me against the wall. 
 
    “Luke, the spear!” She keeps hitting me and alarms warble. The kinetic shields are on the verge of failing and when that happens, I’m dead. 
 
    “I don’t know what to do,” he says as he picks it up. 
 
    “Hit... it... against... the... ground,” I manage to spit out a word each time she pulls me back before slamming me against it again. 
 
    It’s hard to see with an elephant hitting me. But I make out Luke raising the spear above his head. He holds it for a second, then slams it against the floor. 
 
    A crack of thunder booms through the cavern. Gone are his clothes, gone is Luke, standing in his place is The Protector. From his red plumed helm to his golden shield and his sandaled feet, Luke looks every inch the part—and dang if he doesn’t look good. 
 
    “Nemesis, unhand her,” he orders. Years as a marine trained Luke to speak with confidence and command, but this… this is like God came down and ordered it. 
 
    She flings me aside. I bounce off the wall before I regain my balance. 
 
    Luke runs at her, leaps up and comes down with the spear pointed right at her. She fires her eyebeams at him, but he has the shield up beside him and they deflect off it into the cavern ceiling. The bronze tip cuts through her arm, spraying ichor across the floor. The rock sizzles where her blood splashes. 
 
    “Holy crap, that’s a thing?” I say as charge in at her. 
 
    So it would seem. 
 
    Luke spins around and slaps the haft of the spear against her. She stumbles back just as I dive in and sock her across the jaw as hard as I can. 
 
    I stumble past her, alarms scream for my attention. 
 
    AMELIA, FRANK! 
 
    I spin around. Oh no. Frank is unconscious on the floor; a welt on his face shows where she slapped him but that isn’t the problem. The portal, forming above him like a storm cloud is. 
 
    “Luke, we have to go!” I run toward Frank. I try to kick in my jets before I remember they’re toast. I fall on my face and slide across the rock in a cloud of sparks. 
 
    I grasp Frank’s wrist just as his body lifts toward the portal. 
 
    “Luke,” I scream. I dig my fingers into the ground for support. I manage to look over at Luke. Somehow she disarmed him of his shield and spear, but that hasn’t stopped him. 
 
    He has Nemesis from behind, one hand around her neck, the other crossing his wrist and pressed against the back of her head in a classic choke hold. She rams her elbows into his stomach and chest, each blow causing a mini shockwave at the point of impact. 
 
    “Amelia,” Luke cries, his eyes finding mine. “Go!” 
 
    I shake my head. “You stay, I stay!” 
 
    The force pulling Frank pulls me from my hold and the floor crumbles as my tungsten-titanium carbide fingers drag furrows in the rocks. I feel Frank’s wrist break in my hand, and like a turkey with its bones broken, his sinews start to stretch. The portal is full sized now; it roars as it sucks in wind and debris. 
 
    “Amelia?” I look at Luke. 
 
    “Retract faceplate,” I yell. It slides up and our eyes meet, and I instantly know what he’s planning. I shake my head, tears welling in my eyes. 
 
    “No,” I say. “Luke, no. We go together or not at all.” 
 
    “I love you,” he yells over the noise of the portal sucking in all the air. My eyes narrow trying to protect me from the flying dust. 
 
    He knees Nemesis in the back, bringing her up and shoving her with his now boundless strength, sending her flying toward me. 
 
    She crashes into me and that is more than I can take, my fingers rip free and Frank, Nemesis, and I fly into the temporal portal. 
 
    As it closes behind us, I see Luke running for it, but we both know he’ll never make it. 
 
    Epic immediately closes the faceplate while pumping every ounce of remaining power into the kinetic shields. It’s all I can do to hold on to Frank. I drag him toward me, fracturing his poor arm even more, but I lose track of Nemesis; without Frank’s powers to guide her, who knows when she’ll end up. 
 
    I see the portal at our destination open and then we’re through it, back in Pythia’s cave in our original time. 
 
    We hit the floor with a thud. We roll over together a few times before we separate, I slide to a halt a few feet away from him. I get my knees under me and crawl over to him. 
 
    “Retract faceplate.” I bark. Then softly to Frank, “Wake up!” I slap him gently on the face, 
 
    His eyes slowly open, then horror crosses his face and he screams. Rolling to the side he cradles his arm, blubbering and screaming. 
 
    “Frank, we need to go back, we need to get Luke, we left him back there, we need to go back,” I say, shaking him, trying to get him to focus through the pain. 
 
    He shakes his head, grimacing and clenching his teeth as he speaks. “You know it doesn’t work that way. I went back a hundred times to the same exact second; it was always the same,” he says. Tears leak out of his eyes and he starts breathing heavy. “Amelia, hospital, it hurts... oh God it hurts,” he cries. 
 
    He’s going into shock, but I don’t care. We have to try. “Frank, try, for God’s sake, try!” I scream at him. I slam my fist into the ground. “I swear Frank, if you don’t try, I’ll kill you myself. Try!” 
 
    Amelia, even trying could kill him. 
 
    “I don’t care, Epic, I won’t leave Luke back there. He’ll die,” I say. I know the truth even before I say the words. 
 
    He is already dead, Amelia. For many decades now. I am sorry, my friend. I am so sorry. 
 
    

  

 
   
    

  

  
  
   
    
    THIRTY 
 
      
 
   Ifeel the sobs coming, my heart clenches up and I can’t breathe. “No, no, no,” I whisper. I hit the floor again. “I refuse to—” 
 
    Frank passes out, convulsions wracking his body. 
 
    It is a moot point, Amelia. If Frank dies, we cannot go back. 
 
    “Crap. I can’t fly, Epic. What am I supposed to do?” 
 
    IP cannon. Knock him unconscious and we can go from there. 
 
    I push Luke out of my mind, taking all those feelings, wrapping them in a box, and forcing them down to my gut—the way I know he would. For Luke to have a chance, Frank must live. I dial the remaining IP cannon down to ten-percent and blast him. The energy interrupts the ions in his nervous system and he instantly relaxes as the pain is temporarily reduced. 
 
    “This isn’t a permanent solution; I still can’t fly him out of here. Do we have comms?” 
 
    I am afraid not. Virtually all the circuits close to the surface of the armor were fused when we channeled the energy from the spear into the ground. 
 
    “Yeah, that was weird. I’m not sure... Oh... oh no.” 
 
    Amelia, we have more important matters to concern us before you lay the blame for all death and destruction of the last one-hundred and twenty years on your shoulders. 
 
    “But... but... it was Tesla. His machine, wasn’t it?” 
 
    No, Amelia. I cannot tell you how she did it, but she was indeed breaching dimensional barriers. When you interrupted and siphoned it off into the Earth... you caused the event that created super powers. It is the only possible explanation for why Luke and Frank immediately regained their powers. Whatever happened to Tesla may or may not relate to this, but for the scientists of the time, it was an easy thing to point to and say it was the cause. 
 
    “It’s too much, Epic,” I say, stumbling back. It’s all too much. My heart flutters faster than I can think, my breath comes in ragged gasps and I am on the verge of passing out. 
 
    AMELIA. If you pass out Frank dies—and with him any chance of rescuing Luke. You have to figure out a way to save him. 
 
    I nod, trying desperately to keep everything into that box and let it sit. A coldness comes over my heart and my head clears. I can do this. I just need to get to the surface and I can call Kate and then she can come here and get him. 
 
    Except... the elevator. I’ve never known how she does it but this cave is a dimensional pocket of sorts; once that lift door closes above us there is no communicating with the outside world. 
 
    When we were last here, not-Luke, Chronos, trashed the elevator while we were fighting. Another idea comes to me. “Epic, am I right in thinking we saw Pythia come out from behind the waterfall?” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    I charge over, splashing into the water like a kid with floaties on. Epic closes my faceplate as I go through the water; after it clears from my visor I see there is another cave back here, this one lit by a brilliant blue light—as bright as the sun but somehow not blinding. 
 
    I pass under it and gasp. The small room contains a coffin-like machine with a see-through top. 
 
    Inside, lying peacefully, corpse-like, is Pythia. Hanging next to the coffin is a pair of skinny jeans, a white tank top, panties, a bra, and of course, a cell phone. 
 
    I am unclear how she does this. 
 
    “I think I have an idea. Imagine she’s you, an advanced AI, and her bodies are like my armor. There would be nothing stopping her from transmitting her program from body to body, not unlike the way I carry you around in my armor when I think we might be cut off.” 
 
    Yes, but she died in another solar system, light years from here. How would she have come back? 
 
    “Same way I did—or some other way. Doesn’t really matter. If this device can create tissue—” 
 
    —Then it can regenerate tissue. 
 
    Easier said than done. I don’t see any controls; no buttons, handles, I don’t even know how it’s powered... 
 
    A hiss emits from the coffin and the glass lid slides open. Pythia’s large blue eyes flutter open and she smiles. “Amelia, it’s a pleasure to see you again. Please don’t hate me. I was left with no other choice…as were you.” 
 
    “I know that, but right now we’re at the end of the loop. Frank is dying, Luke is trapped in the past, and we need this machine to save Frank so he can save Luke.” 
 
    “Of course, bring him here.” 
 
    I run back out, splashing water everywhere as I plow through the waterfall to reach Frank. His arm is swollen to the point it’s unrecognizable as belonging to a human. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Frank. This is my fault,” I say as I carry him back. I should have let him go and just stayed with Luke. The cold water calms him a little as we pass through it. In the intervening seconds, Pythia has slipped into her clothes. 
 
    She doesn’t quite look like the teenage girl with the exaggerated bosom and hips she had before. More like that girl grown up, with less baby fat around her face and a more serious countenance. 
 
    She points at the coffin, “Put him in. Take off his shirt if you can.” 
 
    I do. Frank is quite a bit taller than Pythia, but I manage to fold his legs over, then pull off his shirt. My suit isn’t designed for fine manipulation... 
 
    “Epic, make a note. I want some kind of tool set that allows me to manipulate fine wires and electronics.” 
 
    Note made. 
 
    Once he’s in, Pythia holds her hand over his head and slices the air over him in a wave. The glass slides back into place with a hiss of compressed air. The light inside glows and Frank visibly relaxes. 
 
    I stumble back, suddenly breathing heavily. Relief floods through me and I smile. It’s going to be okay. 
 
    “Once he’s healed, I’ll go back and get Luke, then we can figure out what happened to Nemesis,” I say, turning and heading for the cave. The next thing I need to do is figure out how to get out of here. 
 
    Weariness consumes me as I traverse the pond for the fourth time in ten minutes. 
 
    I stumble to the elevator shaft and look up to see how bad the damage is. I have to blink several times to clear my vision. 
 
    Amelia, you are in respiratory distress. You need to sit down. 
 
    “I can’t, Epic. I need Kate—she can make everything better.” 
 
    Pythia is next to me, looking up the lift shaft. “The cave will repair itself, given enough time. I’m afraid we’re trapped here for a few days,” she says with her stupid face. 
 
    Anger floods through me and I want to punch her. She knew. This whole time, she knew everything that was going to happen—to me, to Frank, to the world, to Luke... oh Luke. Hang in there hon, I’m coming. 
 
    “Amelia, rest,” she says. 
 
    I hold my hands up like I want to choke the life out of her, but despite my burning anger I’m exhausted; I haven’t slept in… I don’t know how long, a while, and it’s catching up with me. I suddenly, desperately, want out of the armor. 
 
    Stumbling, I make my way to the bed that belongs to Carlos. I know he won’t mind me crashing in it. Despite the fact that it’s partially destroyed from our battle with Chronos. I slump down on it. “Epic, retract faceplate.” 
 
    It slides up. “Pythia, tell me I can save him. I don’t care about anything else. You can keep all the secrets you want, you can turn me into the next Protector, I don’t care. Just tell me I can save him. Please,” I end in a whisper. 
 
    She pulls a chair in front of where I’m lying on the bed and sits down, crossing her long legs. 
 
    “Yes, you can,” she says. 
 
    I breathe a sigh of relief. Oh, thank God. 
 
    “But you won’t,” she says with a sad smile. 
 
    “What? Are you out of your artificial mind? Of course I’m going to save him.” How could she think I wouldn’t? 
 
    “Amelia, if I told you that going back in time and bringing him forward would indeed save him but cause one person to die, would you?” 
 
    I open my mouth to say yes, but I pause. Would I? Trade a stranger’s life for Luke’s... just one...? 
 
    “How about ten people?” she asks, “or a hundred?” 
 
    I close my mouth. Well, no. Not a hundred, but I’m not going to tell her that. 
 
    “How about a million?” she asks. “What if,” she says in a whisper, “I told you the entire planet. Seven billion and countless unborn. What if I told you they would all die, but you could have Luke back?” 
 
    I shake my head. He would never forgive me, and I seriously doubt I could make myself do that, knowing the cost. 
 
    “But, no, that’s not the way it works. We brought Frank’s wife and daughters back from the past...” 
 
    She nods. “Yes, and in doing so, there is a parallel Earth where they die, causing Frank to go back to save his family… and so on and so forth. But Frank and his family aren’t superheroes Amelia. They’re not focal points of action. You saved more than the Earth when you stopped the Th’un. If you were never there, how many trillions would die?” 
 
    “But I was there,” I tell her. 
 
    She nods. “Because you chose to be there. Time is nothing but the choices we make. Would you sacrifice trillions just to find out if you can change the past?” 
 
    I shake my head, no, of course I wouldn’t. It isn’t a philosophical debate. Maybe Luke would be there when we go back, since we went back before there were powers—before I caused super-powers—but once we left... he lived his life. Everything he did would be undone. Everyone he saved... 
 
    “Every decision you’ve made since you chose to become who you are to save your parents, was a choice you were going to make, Amelia,” she says putting one hand on my armored knee. “You are who you are. You’ve made hard choices and you’ve saved countless lives. Behind all of your struggles, fighting Ericsson, then the Th’un, then the Titan—” 
 
    My head jerks up, she knew about that? “You knew?” I asked. 
 
    She nods. “I’m sorry, I had to do and say everything I did and said to make sure you were in the position to make the decisions your heart told you to make.” 
 
    I want to cry so bad it hurts. But it isn’t time yet. “Ericsson was right; he said there would always be trouble, that I couldn’t save everyone...” 
 
    She tsks, “Oh Amelia, hon, he was so wrong it’s almost funny. He was manipulated by the Th’un. All the people he sacrificed for his cause, it was all for naught. The moment the Th’un showed up all his tech would have gone dark and he would have lost the Earth without a fight. Once the Th’un were done strip mining the Earth and murdering every man, woman, and child they could find, Chronos would have returned, laying claim to his planet.” She takes my chin in her delicate hands and pulls it up so I’m looking at her. 
 
    “You saved everyone, Amelia. Not just in this time, but in the past. Luke, as the Protector, fought in the great wars, saved countless millions, stopped genocidal mad men with power they had no idea how to control, all because of, and for… you. He fought for your future, Amelia. He died for your future, don’t you see? This is what happened, because this is the only way it could have happened. All because you chose to save your parents.” 
 
    Understanding dawns on me. All of it. My whole life. I could say it was pre-ordained destiny or something, but it wasn’t. Maybe if I wasn’t me, I could make other choices that would result in different actions, but looking back... even if I one-hundred percent knew the outcome of every choice I made that has caused me pain... I’d still make them. 
 
    My parents. 
 
    The Th’un. 
 
    Chronos. 
 
    Luke... 
 
    “Pythia,” I say moving her hand off my face. “I get it, but I’m really tired, can you do your hand wavy thing and knock me out until I can get the hell out of here?” 
 
    “Yes Amelia, sleep. You’ve earned it.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    THIRTY-ONE 
 
    DOMINO 
 
      
 
      
 
   Kate exited the federal courthouse in downtown Phoenix with a smile on her lips and a spring in her step; things couldn’t have gone better with the judge. 
 
    “What did they say?” Carlos asked her as she walked out of the Courthouse. He was dressed in unassuming clothes; khaki pants and a short-sleeved polo over his broad shoulders. She let her gaze linger on those shoulders for a few seconds more than she probably should have. 
 
    “All charges are dropped and everyone is free to go— except Tessa that is. While she’s out on bail, and the case looks good for self defense, they want to investigate a little further. Milton’s recordings make it pretty clear, though, that Massacre had controlled her. I think it’s going to be okay… well, as okay as it can be with Tia’s death.” 
 
    “I have to say, I’m glad Tessa did what she did, saves the rest of us the trouble. I’ll surely miss Tia, though. She was a sweet spirit,” Carlos said. 
 
    Kate nodded. “Amelia’s going to be heartbroken, the three of us really formed something in Argentina.” 
 
    “Amelia, but not you?” he asked. 
 
    She smiled, a sad expression floating across her face for a moment. “I’ll mourn Tia, for sure. But she isn’t the first friend I’ve lost in the line of duty, and I doubt she’ll be the last,” Kate said, looking away for a moment. 
 
    Carlos wrapped his arms around her waist, lifting her like she weighed nothing, spinning her around then kissing her on the mouth for a long, long time. 
 
    Kare didn’t mind at all. When they stopped they were both breathing hard, and he had her pulled in tight against him. 
 
    “Carlos?” she asked in a whisper. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Have you ever had dinner atop the Eiffel Tower?” 
 
    “Nope. Is Milton taking care of the others?” he said, in a sudden change of subject. “I imagine they’ll want to know what’s going on, and about Tia...” he smiled sadly and stepped back from her. For a moment, Kate imagined the rest of the world disappeared and it was just the two of them, but they were far from problem free. 
 
    The largest issue she had to deal with was arranging Tia’s funereal, which meant a trip to Buenos Aires. She shuddered just thinking about that place. Sure, it was gorgeous, and the people were nice, but when she and Amelia left the last time, she had told herself she’d never go back. 
 
    Then there was moving everyone back into the Spire, briefing the team on ISO-1, and going full alert until they knew what and who they were dealing with. 
 
    Finally, there was Amelia and Luke. Almost a week and a half since they disappeared and still no word from them—no sign that they had returned. 
 
    “I can tell by that far-off-look you have that you’re sorting through all the things you have to do,” Carlos said, interrupting her thoughts. “Maybe we don’t have time for dinner in Paris, but I sure could use a shower before I resume my job. Think I could use your place, since mine’s still inaccessible?” he asked. They drifted apart, though their hands were on each others waist still. 
 
    She smiled, a full face smile that made her feel like a kid again. “Sure, Muscles. Your car or mine?” 
 
    “Mine draws a lot of attention… how about yours?” 
 
    She pulled him close one more time and triggered her powers. 
 
    Tigress didn’t bat an eye as her mistress appeared, simply meowing as if Kate had just walked out of the bathroom. The feline ran up to ‘her person’ and purred as Kate scratched behind her ears. 
 
    “There should be some fresh towels in the—” 
 
    Pain. Searing, heart wrenching pain punched her in the gut so hard it was like her best friend died. 
 
    “Kate?” Carlos was there, kneeling next to her, trying to hold her, asking her what was wrong. 
 
    “Amelia,” she whispered. “Amelia’s back, and she’s hurt. I have to go,” she said. 
 
    “Go,” Carlos said. Kate focused on the pain, unable to fathom how one human being could hurt so much and still function. 
 
      
 
    ∆ ∆ ∆ 
 
    

Five seconds after I reach the surface, she’s there. Decked out in her “professional look” with her hair in a bun, my Kate. 
 
    “Hey,” I say lamely. 
 
    She stops short of me, eyes going wide as she feels what I feel. Even after seventy-two hours of Pythia induced sleep, I’m still a wreck. 
 
    “Are you hurt? Oh, hon. What happened?” 
 
    I shake my head, pressing my lips into a stiff line. “I don’t—can’t talk about it right now. Rest assured there will be time to fill you in. Right now, I need to know how long I was gone. 
 
    “Almost two weeks... Amelia, a lot has happened in your absence. A lot...” 
 
    I nod. “Yeah, me too. Can you take me to your place in Paris? I can use the mobile removal unit I stored there and get out of this suit; it’s trashed. As it is, Epic and I are surprised I can even walk in it.” 
 
    “Of course. Where’s Luke?” 
 
    That simple question almost wrecks me. Thankfully, my feelings are enough of an answer for her. Tears well in her big eyes, but she holds it together. They were friends and colleagues for years before I came along; of course she’s going to hurt over him too. 
 
    She puts an arm around me, holding me close and... we’re in Paris. She can only teleport long distances to people or animals she has an emotional connection with. Her cat, Tigress, provides that for her here. Which makes it an ideal place to store emergency tools like a mobile removal and repair unit. However, the flight suit is beyond repair. Most of the mechanisms are fused and— 
 
    I lose my train of thought as a shirtless Carlos wanders out of the bathroom. His stretchy pajamas cling to his every inch. I stare at him, then at Kate, then back at him. I want to feel surprised, or happy, or anything, instead all I can feel is my own pain. 
 
    “Uh yeah. Hi,” he says just as lamely as I would. 
 
    “We’re dating,” Kate says suddenly. “We figured stuff out.” 
 
    I nod. “I’m happy for you two, really,” I say with a yawn, though I know my tone doesn’t indicate I am. “It’s about time, Carlos. Pythia would like you to come back to the cave when you can; she has some things to fill you in on.” 
 
    He smiles and puts the toothbrush back in the bathroom before coming over and giving me a hug. I don’t know how to respond; a hug seems so meaningless. 
 
    “I knew you wouldn’t fail, niña,” he says planting a peck on my cheek. He pulls back, his grin fades and he looks to Kate. “What’s wrong?” he asks. 
 
    “Later,” she says. 
 
    “Pythia will fill you in, Carlos. Go see her,” I say. 
 
    He nods, leans over and kisses Kate on the lips before walking to the balcony. The spear is outside, resting against the wall… taunting me. He picks it up, slams the butt against the ground, and he’s the Protector. Just like Luke. 
 
    He throws the spear up then looks back at me with concern on his face. I give him a little wave before he vanishes into the sky. 
 
    “Amelia, what happened?” Kate asks again. I sigh. I guess I do need to tell her. 
 
    I go to her bedroom where she has a walk-in closet with about a thousand pairs of shoes and outfits. In the back, stored as small as I could make it, is a mobile removal unit. It will take the armor off, send it to the quantum station where I keep my all my suits. It’s a write-off though. I can salvage it but there’s no fixing it. 
 
    As I work, I start talking. I tell her about the fight with not-Luke and who he really was. How we ended up in Greece a few years after we thought we would. Pythia’s creepy message from Apollo… and I also mention the fact that she isn’t the all-knowing, all-seeing entity she claims to be. 
 
    I stop for a second to put the last piece in place for the removal unit to activate. It goes to work, whirring and whining as it removes the armor piece by piece. Epic guides it remotely, since there is a lot of damage. 
 
    Then I tell her the rest—everything but why there are superpowers. I tell her about Luke’s last words to me... 
 
    “Oh Amelia, oh hon,” she says. The armor removal machine finishes, leaving me sitting in my underwear. Kate grabs a robe, wraps it around me, lifts me like a twig and carries me to bed. She lays me down and crawls in next to me, hugging me from behind. I need this so badly… I need the comfort. 
 
    After a moment I can sense she knows there’s more. I sigh. 
 
    “I never could hide anything from you.” 
 
    “What else could there be? Luke’s... gone, and—” 
 
    “It’s all my fault!” the tears I held back, the emotions, the feelings I didn’t want to feel, they come back at me a hundred-fold. 
 
    “Don’t be silly, Amelia, it isn’t your fault. You did what you had—” 
 
    “No,” I roll over with some effort and look at her. “I’m why there are superpowers, Kate. I helped Nemesis retrieve the spear. She used it to weaken the barriers in the dimensions for her own gain and I interrupted that. I acted as a conduit, grounding the power into the world instead of her. This is all my fault. Your misery is my fault, everything is my fault. Even Ericsson is my fault,” I whisper that last part. I hadn’t even thought of that till just now. 
 
    I can’t take it anymore, I break down and the tears come. All the while Kate holds me, running her hands through my hair. 
 
    After a long time an idea comes to me. “Kate, can you... can you make me forget him?” I ask through the tears. “It hurts so bad and I don’t know what to do, I feel like I’m going to die,” I say in a hushed whisper punctuated with chest heaving sobs. 
 
    “I can’t, hon, and you would hate me if I did,” she says. 
 
    She’s right, of course. I just don’t want to feel this anymore. No physical pain I’ve ever experienced in my whole life, felt as bad as this does. I really do want to die. 
 
    “Hush. You’ll feel better after a good night’s sleep.” 
 
    I nod, curling up against her. She’s wrong, though. I’ll never feel better. 
 
    Not ever. 
 
    

  

 
   
    

  

  
  
   
    
    THIRTY-TWO 
 
      
 
   The next day I do feel physically better, but not much. Maybe clearer headed. Kate takes me to the Spire, where federal agents await to arrest me. However, with Agent Brown dead and his boss implicated in some kind of conspiracy, the charges won’t stick. 
 
    Tia will still be dead. Finding out about her—and what happened to Tessa—is just two more blows I don’t want. 
 
    Once my lawyers are on the case it takes four hours for them to release me. With all the video evidence, witnesses, and expert testimony, I won’t even be going to trial. 
 
    With how Carlos and Kate dismantled ISO-1’s operation south of the border, the fact that Major Nelson was more than happy to testify, then Milton recording Tia defeating the assassin they sent to kill the team, it’s pretty clear we were set up. 
 
    “Amelia, I’m worried about you. Please tell me what you are thinking?” Kate asks as she pushes me into my apartment. Everything used to be so bright, so shiny; now the world just seems drab and cruel. What am I thinking? What am I feeling? I don’t want any of this. 
 
    Amelia, I am sorry to bother you, but I have something that is urgent for you to see. 
 
    “Not now, Epic. I want a shower and sleep.” 
 
    Amelia, it is important. 
 
    I nod and sigh. “Kate?” She pushes me silently over to the bookcase where I pull on Armor to open my not-so-secret passage. She wheels me in, and I want to leave immediately. This place used to fill me with so much joy, and now... now... it’s just some place where I used to spend time with Luke. 
 
    “What’s so important, Epic?” I ask. 
 
    After you removed the flight suit in Paris, I attempted to send it through the quantum gate to our station. When the gate did not form, I assumed there was some interference—or that maybe the mechanism in the local unit had failed. Now that we have returned, I have tried to access quantum space six-hundred thousand times. I cannot. 
 
    “Oh. Um,” I say while I run my hand through my hair. “All my armor is over there. Are you sure the equipment is working?” 
 
    Yes. I have determined there is a carrier wave artificially interfering with our ability to access quantum space. 
 
    “Where is it coming from?” I ask him. 
 
    I can only guess, but it looks like the same energy signature Nemesis used to contact her home dimension. 
 
    “She’s still alive then, but why wait until now?” I ask. 
 
    I cannot solve the equation without at least some of the variables. 
 
    “Neither can I, and I don’t have the armor to deal with it even if I did... and frankly… I don’t care. Epic, initiate Nomad, then shut it all down.” 
 
    “Amelia?” Kate asks, confused. I thought long and hard about my next words. 
 
    Are you sure? 
 
    “Yes,” I say to both Epic and Kate, “I’m done. Arsenal is no more.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    

  

  
  
   
    
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    Amelia Lockheart 
 
    1138 Protector Ave 
 
    Phoenix AZ 
 
      
 
    My dearest Amelia. As I write this, Sydney is in the past, training with Athena to take over the mantle of the Protector from me. I don’t have long to live. I’m not sick, I’m just old. I’m not in any pain and I certainly don’t regret much. I wish we could have married, had a family, and grown old together, but we didn’t, and we won’t. 
 
    I know you want to blame yourself for this; you always do. But it isn’t your fault. What happened, happened. This is no different than the time you were lost in space. Except, I’m not coming back. Promise me you will have a life. Say it out loud for me. You will meet some geeky engineer and he’ll hit all the right buttons. Please, Amelia for me. 
 
    I did. I met a girl in France during WWI. We married, had children, they had children—it’s been a good life. 
 
    We named our first born ‘Amelia,’ after you. 
 
    I wrote you a hundred times over the years, but this is the only letter you will see. It’s the last one I will ever write. I love you, Amelia. Always and forever. Live your life, leave me in the past. 
 
    Please. 
 
    Love always, Luke. 
 
      
 
    ARSENAL WILL RETURN… 
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    You can find Jeffery in the following places: 
 
      
 
    Mailing List: https://goo.gl/LJdYDn 
 
    Website: www.jefferyhhaskell.com 
 
    Facebook Fan Page:www.facebook.com/jefferyhhaskell 
 
    Amazon-Author-Page:https://www.amazon.com/Jeffery-H.-Haskell/e/B01I2W55SO 
 
    Email:jefferyhhaskell@gmail.com
  
 
    I love talking to fans and I love talking superheroes. Please come by and drop me a line! All my superhero books are series, so be on the look out for the next one! Welcome to the Full Metal Superverse! 
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