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Chapter one
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“The fudge?”

Hannah sat on her cream-colored sofa, in her very favorite spot for meditation or psychic work.  Center cushion, back not connecting with anything. Her thin legs were crossed and blue eyes closed, as she sought to connect with a young man from Idaho. Barrow Johnson. The kid, he was only eighteen, was a bit chubby, had a straight ‘A’ average in every class he’d ever taken, and was kind of a pussy.

The kind of boy who, when it came time to be selected for games on the playground, was in the library downloading books onto his pad reader. When it was time to ask for dates to the dance, he’d be at home, studying for his future, instead of risking rejection.

In short, he was a nearly perfect candidate for the new program that was currently allowing him to go to the planet Ryhh. The last person in the group of ten that had been picked, as it turned out and who was currently heading in that direction. Zipping away at many times the speed of light, in fact. Only after a decently friendly alien contact of hers had screwed with his mind first, of course. Which was a thing that had been barely needed at all for one Barrow Johnson. Making him even nicer than he normally would have been, so that he wouldn’t be capable of violence at all, when off planet.

Not that the kid had ever been in a fight in his entire life. He was in fact, kind of special that way. The sort of person who, she realized at that moment, as he whizzed through space in a sparkling silver and white alien energy craft, wasn’t going to be a problem for anyone, at all.

Truly, she didn’t actually even need to check on him again, since Neary Kant, her best alien pal, had already made all of the needed corrections to the guy and taken him, and the rest of the team, away into the beyond. Starting about three hours before. To an alien solar system. The man acting as their personal guide, at least for the first part of things. Given that Earth was pretty much the hellscape world to his people, that meant the timid seeming alien man was kind of hard core.

To Hannah, the ship felt totally solid, inside her mind, even if it was made of energy in a way that she didn’t understand. The passengers were each excited, and prepped as well as any human being could have been at that moment.

Also, doing well and behaving perfectly, without her having to do anything at all. Everyone on the trip, sitting in what was essentially a rented bus of a space ship, was relaxed, happy and a bit nervous, but only enough to ensure they did their best to represent their planet. Hannah was still going to worry like a mother hen, of course. They, all of them, were her responsibility. She’d set the trip up and hand selected them, after months of examination. So, if anything went wrong, it was her fault. Her problem to fix or better, to make certain that nothing bad happened at all, in the first place.

If any of it was even real. 

That thought was a small one, buried deep in the recesses of her mind, but it tried to creep in, anyway. Infiltrating the edges of her awareness. Seeping from the depths of her soul, to leave her uncertain that anything she was seeing, hearing or perceiving psychically was real. A ploy meant to disrupt her, or even worse, other, more important people’s, lives. She had to clamp down on that idea, not allowing the sense of uncertainty to grow and flourish, since someone was coming. Possibly, at least. As in, in about a minute, a living being was going to pop into existence, right in front of her. A thing that took place about three times a day, anymore. It was strange, but that faint feeling, a sense more than an image, of a human being teleporting into her apartment was no more unlikely to her than eating a piece of fruit. Both could be faked, but she saw that kind of thing as being about equal, as to if it would be happening to her.

Which, even to her, sounded kind of insane.

Brushing at her mid length blonde hair, currently touching at her shoulders, she uncrossed her legs, and stood anyway. That was her habit when people were coming to visit unexpectantly, in case it was an attack. The problem she had at the moment was that the person coming toward her, alone, was... Reese Kant. The only real issue with that was that her young friend wasn’t able to teleport. Not that she’d ever heard about, at least.

Which got her to nod, considering the idea.

After all, Kate Sinclair was able to do that, and that incredible woman was the boy’s mentor. Teleportation was also an innate human skill, if a very weak one. Hannah had learned to do it herself, even, as only a normal person. A regular human being, more or less. Reese on the other hand had decently powerful time manipulation powers, which were connected in concept to space manipulation, so the idea that Kate might push him to learn that particular skill kind of made sense. 

Still, just in case, she pulled her forty-four, which was in a holster over her appendix, on the left-hand side. A cross draw, but she wasn’t a quick draw artist and wearing it that way was more comfortable for her. Having a weapon in two seconds, always on hand was more important, and faster, than waiting to the last moment to get the gun out, but having to run to the other room for it.

She took a stance, arms crossed and locked together for stability, and aimed, directly next to where the cute young guy would be coming in. That way, if she shot by accident, she wouldn’t be murdering an innocent teen boy. The weapon was held steady, her arms balanced, and body twisted to the side, instead of holding it out in front of herself like most people did. It was way more stable, but again, a bit slower to get into position, if the need to hurry was present.

Which, given her ability to see the future, generally wasn’t that important to her.

Not that she didn't practice for that, as well.

There was a soft pop, a sound so low that she could feel it on her skin as a blast of cool air, as Reese appeared in front of her. Nearly dying, as she started to pull the trigger instantly. That was due to the fact that his face was wrong. So, she noticed, was his body. The thin, somewhat in-shape teen boy wasn’t there in front of her at all. Instead, there was a man. One who was taller, kind of jacked, with a nicely groomed beard, and... wearing a decent suit. That was charcoal gray, which really worked with the rest of the look. Only, of course, he looked too old.

Not like a little kid playing dress up might, with the right lighting and makeup, either. She used to do that herself, when she was younger. Trying to get into clubs without simply bribing the bouncers. It had never really worked for her at all, since she was five feet tall. Everyone always thought she was younger than she was, due to that. This man, however, seemed to honestly be about thirty.

Still, she didn’t shoot, since, psychically at least, this was Reese Kant. Her friend and quasi mentee, if that was a thing that anyone could be. She helped with his training a bit, or tried to. Mainly by playing games and insisting he study, but it was what she could pull off, most days, so she did her small part to get him ready for what was coming.

It didn’t hurt that he’d come into the room with his hands held up, over his head, as if knowing what was going to happen. Grinning about it, as well. Then, if he was Reese, he sort of knew her.

“Hannah? It’s Reese.” He shrugged, hands still up. “Just to clarify, it’s me, from the future. This should be the first time we meet this way? You sent me? You know, time travel powers? It’s a thing.”

Hannah wasn’t that certain she wasn’t being tricked, but slowly, hesitating and probably seeming like a bitch, scowling as she was, she put the weapon away, ready to get it out again quickly if it was needed. You didn’t hold your friends at gun point, after all. 

The situation was still strange. Which could mean almost anything. That this wasn’t Reese at all, or that she was hallucinating him.

“Ah? I mean, sure, you do have time travel powers, but...”

The man nodded.

“Right, you mentioned that. This is right after the first time Al screwed with your head?”

She tensed, her jaw clenching. Hannah might not have been a super genius, but she was starting to learn to pick up on the subtle clues around her. Especially when they hit her in the face.

“First time?” That didn't sound good. For a moment she wondered how the other side had gotten to him, to make him come at her more than once. She was trying to forgive him for playing with her head the first time still, but if it was going to keep happening... Then she might have to figure out a way to prevent that. It was a dark and dismal thought, and included the idea that she might have to kill the boy, before he could do anything to her again that way. He was far too powerful for her to play with, after all.

Also too good at mind reading to sneak up on.

Reese, seeming to get her thinking, put his hands down.

“Don’t freak on that one. It’s just a part of the training program you two work out. Not just for you, but all of us. To keep us from being messed with that way? It works, too. It isn’t always that fun, but... Well, you’ll figure that out. I’m here to pass some messages, but not about that... Except, of course, you have to step things up, while you still have time. With the kids?”

She closed her eyes, and nodded.

“I’m... not doing that anymore. June sort of kicked me out of the program. Five or six days ago.” In a fit of anger, sure, prompted to do it by Alistair Marks, to mess with Hannah, she thought, but it had still happened.

Reese winked at her. It was charming, and a bit disconcerting. Now that she noticed him for a second without being ready to shoot, the guy had gone from being a pretty good-looking boy, to a really hot, adult man. As in, if she met him in a club, they’d probably be going home together. If he didn’t find someone a lot better looking than she was first, of course. Which, she had to admit, he could do. He was out of her league by a good bit, that way.

It wasn’t what she wanted to be thinking about a kid she knew. It felt icky.

He chuckled, just a bit.

“I have some information on that one, and it honestly won’t matter at all. Go in and just act like that argument never happened. If you do that, June will go with it. So will everyone else. She expects you to get in her face and tell her off if it’s needed. Even if she hates that kind of thing. You helped take out fifty-two of the hardest killers in this time framework a week ago, so to her mind, you’re a potential threat now. Also, on her side. She’s probably weirded out that you’re acting like her words had any impact at all, to be real about it. Go in, ask her to go over what she wants you to know and act like a spat is just a spat and it really will work that way. I know this will be weird for you, but she’s thinking of you as an equal, and that means you have to be ready to fight with her, if you think you’re right about something and she’s wrong.”

That was probably true, but Hannah had to admit that she was feeling just a bit butthurt about it. Like someone had tried to hit her with hard anal by mistake, without proper lube first. In short, even if no one else knew about it yet, she’d been sitting alone in her apartment for five days, sulking like a depressed little bitch. If it wasn’t needed... then she kind of sucked.

A thought which didn't leave her feeling better.

“What about John? Did I send any info about that?”

The man pointed at her, suddenly.

“That is... One of the three things I’m actually supposed to go over with you. The rest of this is just a freebie, because I’m incredible that way? That, or more likely, I’m the worst time agent ever? One of those. You’ve already worked out that you don’t have a demon inside of you? I can assure you that won’t be happening in the next three hundred years, either. Not without a major timeline change. So, you’re cleared that way. That means he was doing something else, right?” He was prompting her, for some reason, instead of telling her what she was supposed to do.

Like a teacher.

“Three hundred years? Are you that old? Wait... Am I? You said I sent you? I figured that I might make it, oh, another ten, maybe twenty years?”

There was a shrug then. It wasn’t lazy, seeming oddly formal, somehow. Sharp and almost military, as if that made any sense. A hard up, followed by a quick and precise downward movement.

The hot guy managed to seem almost serious for a moment.

“Okay, time travel, the brief but handy guide...” He sounded a bit off, grinned and shook his head. “Sorry, I had to practice archaic English for the last week, to get ready for this. Linguistic shift is a thing. It’s still coming back to me. Anyway, yes, I’m from that far in the future, and yes, you’re still alive in my timeline. You can still die, since nothing is written in stone that way. So can I, so don’t throw me at problems here, thinking twenty year old me is immortal like that? I’m almost certainly not from the same line you’re currently in, so, keep that in mind? If Hannah gets lazy, you’ll die way before you need to. You become essentially immortal when the Premier does.”

The man winced, his great looking face going silly for a moment.

“Fuck. I didn’t say that. I meant John Fawks. Don’t... You cannot let him know about that part? His ego is way too big to handle that kind of knowledge in this era. He really does get better? Anyway, you make him immortal, in the next... Um...” He moved his fingers in the air, like she’d seen some of the aliens doing, from time to time. She wasn’t stupid, so got that it was some kind of computer interface that only he was seeing. “Four hours, or so, actually. After you learn to teleport into the Never. Now is the time for that. That, combined, is the first part of this, and... Well, you don’t need to know more than that to get the job done. Deal with it.” He grinned.

She made a face, sneering a little, but ending with a small smile of her own, actually feeling better. Slightly. After all, it didn't sound like she needed to hunt John Fawks down and remove his testicles to get information about the other side in the war or anything.

Also, if Al was working on helping her learn how to protect her thoughts and mind, or would be, then she probably wasn’t his lifelong enemy. She hadn’t thought so, but it was hard to be certain of anything, after reality had been shifted around on her so incredibly well like it had been. She nearly thought about it as having been stolen from her, but that wasn’t true. She’d been tricked, for a while, but she still had everything she had before. It was just up to her to cling to it. Kind of like a baby monkey with her mom.

“Do you know why he did it? John? Claiming that we were both possessed by demons? I knew it wasn’t true at the time. After all, he’d cleared me for that himself. I can see that kind of thing, too, and just in case, I got Lash to go over it for me, to make sure I wasn’t being tricked. Not that I told her what had been said.”

This time she was stared at, but nothing was said for a long time. Finally, she was waved at. The gentle move made a bicep bulge under the suit jacket.

At that point, the man gave her a gentle look that seemed almost loving.

“Work that out? I’m not actually here to hold your hand, Hannah. I’m not even here to give you a pep talk. Though, you know, go our team? Work everyone harder? It will make a difference and you already did it. People will tell you to be nice, kind and soft... but... We all need to be strong, not just well rounded. At least in the short run. Oh, also, Cake Girl... She needs to be working with Carl. Full program. Don’t let her wimp out on it.” The man tightened again, his jaw flexing. “That... Technically I shouldn’t have said that.”

Hannah closed her eyes, getting what it probably meant.

“Got it. I’ll make that happen. Somehow. So, there was more for the real message?”

“There is. The rest isn’t for you, more for you to pass on. You need to get with Marina and tell her that the man in the mask said it’s time. She’ll do her part, or not. Then you need to say the same thing to Patty, in the Never. I mean, help them both, if they want it, but that isn’t your story. Right now, you need to get on training, more than anything. Not just for the kids you know. That... Go insane on it. You’ll feel like it’s enough, but it won’t be. Push everyone. Everyone...”

The man closed his eyes, then opened them, snorting.

“I’m not quick at this, it will be a few minutes. I know that there’s a lot you want to know, but... No? I’ll be back in touch, but it will be a few years. You have this. Well, if you make it happen, of course. If not... Then the world is screwed, Hannah. This doesn’t hinge on you alone, not even mainly, but claiming you aren’t part of what’s needed right now would be a lie. A lot of people are crucial now, but you’re going to be one of the ones getting them involved in the first place.”

Then he closed his eyes again. Hannah didn’t speak. It really did take about two minutes for him to pop out of existence then. She just stood there, watching him. Then, sighing, made herself hold a partial teleportation again. If everyone had to work harder, that meant she needed to do it as well. Probably first and most, as an example, if she could pull it off. Over the last few days, she’d been a little lazy that way, feeling down about everything. 

That had to stop.

Taking a deep breath, she focused on a single movement, traveling to a place she never had before. Not on her own. Directly into a specific circle of brightly glowing blue rocks. In the Never. A different reality. She got ready for a struggle over it. For the move to be hard, or even painful. For an epic battle of will and hardship. One that might well kill her, since she was refusing to give in or fail.

Even if it was the last thing she ever did.

Instead of that, she actually popped into place as easily as if she’d been trying to go to the next room. Well, faded into it. Her move was still too slow, and had probably taken forty seconds or so. That was down to her having gotten lazy, not holding a movement ready at all, being that she’d been contemplating the lifestyle of a hermit for a while. The non-teleporting kind.

No one was there, visibly, so she focused harder, changing her location again, ignoring the green, orange and red world, with its fancy highlights of blue feathered trees and delicate purple bushes, and went back to her rather white seeming apartment in the city. It was tempting to just go and get John, instead of making proper preparations first, but she shook her head. There was work to do, after all.

The real kind that had to be done carefully, from now on.

Even if she felt uneasy as hell about going out into the world, it had to be done. She realized that her funk, even if well earned, had been her letting herself be a victim. That wasn’t allowed in her world any longer. That she’d done it for nearly a week was kind of galling, she had to admit, now that she understood what had been happening with her that way.

There had been a problem, a serious one and then, instead of figuring out how to fight it, to win against it, she’d sat on her sofa, wondering if she should go into hiding for the rest of her life.

Taking a deep breath, getting showered and dressed first, she went to get her small clutch bag, and actually thought for a moment, before heading out. Teleporting, to a place she’d been before, and where her concealed carry permit actually counted. Walmart. It was still in the state, but not in the city at all. She had to scout the place out first, and appeared, walking already, in a location where the cameras wouldn’t notice her doing it, even if she was just planning to shop, not steal or anything. That was just so security wouldn’t have to spend resources following her around, after seeing something weird going on. People had powers, but most people with them weren’t trusted all the time.

Then she went and got a shopping cart from the front of the place, inside. There was a decently large, empty alcove, filled only with metal wheeled baskets. Large ones. That was a novel thing for her. She’d filled such devices a couple of times and even pushed one once, so had that part down, but getting one for herself was an adventure. 

Once inside, she had to walk around for half an hour, finding bags of candy, as well as the bulk foods section, and some prepackaged bake goods. The bulk area was honestly hard for her to figure out, at first. In her whole life she’d never even seen such a thing. Even if the idea was one that was sensible, on an economic level. It reduced packaging and allowed people to get exactly what they needed, amount wise. Helping herself to scoops and tongs was different for her, as well. At first she’d kind of stood there, waiting for a salesperson to come and do it for her. Thankfully she realized, from watching an older woman do it, that she had to write a number on a strip of twistable paper, for each item she got, and fill the clear plastic bags herself.

That wasn’t the only exciting new adventure for the day, since she also had to put her own groceries, which was mainly, but not exclusively junk food, including a dozen bags of corn and potato chips, on a black conveyer belt, all by herself. Again, she sort of messed it up, not putting a divider between her things and the person ahead of her. That was a man who nodded and did that part for her. It was a bit embarrassing, but she smiled at the older fellow.

“Thanks. I’ve never done this before.”

He didn't reply, just giving her a strange look. As if it was odd for a woman in her mid-twenties to have never been shopping for food in a store on her own. Still, she knew how to run her card, and the older woman behind the clear plastic screen, there to prevent her from getting Tri-D, a trick which wasn’t going to work, who had tightly permed, poorly dyed red hair, had clearly heard her shameful admission of never having had that kind of experience before.

“Would you like to buy some bags? To hold the food?”

Being helpful, as well as making a sale, the kind lady pointed at the blue and green cloth ones on a rack behind her, not the plastic that everyone else had been using. Almost everyone. About a quarter of the people had their own, she noticed. Probably being adult about it and not killing the planet, or something intelligent like that. Meaning she should be doing that same, if it was an option.

“I would! This is all going...” She shrugged then. “It sounds weird, but I know some kids that are out in the woods, so, you know, treats? They have to live off the land, otherwise. Snickers don’t grow on trees. Not that I know of, anyway.” It was, oddly, just possible there.

That got a nod.

“It’s that season. I heard that they cancelled the fireworks on the Fourth this year. Still, my family is doing a picnic for it. We need to pull together now. After that... Well, you know. Everything.”

Hannah nodded at the words. She honestly did know.

“That’s... I should do that, too. A picnic. Um, when is the Fourth? I mean, the Fourth, but what day is it now?”

“June... Twenty-third. I always have to look, too. So, we get some time. That will be four-seventy-six and sixty-three cents.”

Hannah handled the payment portion smoothly, then moved, with the cart, to clear the spinning food staging area at the end of the line. Some of the bags were on the floor, but they were all packaged up tightly, so it wasn’t a big problem. It wasn’t until she was picking those up that she noticed that everyone else in the other lines had simply put things in the cart for the people behind the counter, as they went. It was, she decided, a thing to recall for the next time. Feeling a bit awkward, she got her receipt and then, as she walked outside, as she moved again, teleporting home.

That meant stopping before she ran the silver basket into her coffee table, of course. That was unloaded, quickly, as she started a new move for the metal wheeled device as soon as she could. Sending it back carefully, to the point she’d just left.

More accurately, she left the cart close to where she’d gotten it, but at the same store. Near, but not in the line of other such things, so that she didn't accidently merge two of the things, and cause an explosion. That would be rude, and might even hurt someone. Plus, loud.

Then she forced a smile.

“Go hard, Hannah. Go hard.”

She picked up everything, which she was barely able to do, the weight of the goods being nearly twice her own, then focused, taking another forty seconds to get herself back into the circle of faintly glowing rocks. This time there were several people waiting for her. At least, they were there.

Instead of sitting or acting bored, they all seemed to be talking to a rather sketchy seeming man. He was actually fine looking, but he had goat legs, ram horns and hooved feet, as well as a rather hairy, but toned and lean stomach and chest.

The sketchy part was that he was completely naked, and had an uncircumcised erection hanging out that was of decent size, and kept staring at the various kids as he made subtle thrusting motions with his hips, as if ready to screw them the second he thought it wouldn’t get him killed.

Daniel, the Pan of the place, the leader, at least of the Lost Children, noticed her suddenly appearing, and went wide eyed.

“No More!” The words had everyone turning toward her. The goat man did the same, and then...

Went soft. It was impressive how fast he did it, really.

Which wasn’t what Hannah would have figured would happen. She was dressed down a bit, in jeans and a baggy, oversized, shirt, but she was still more or less cute, she hoped. Not the best in the world that way, but she had makeup on and her hair didn’t leave her seeming like a boy any longer, at the very least.

She smiled anyway, since even she got that her suddenly appearing like that was what had probably done the trick. All the goat men thought she was hot, no doubt.

“Hey, all! I brought some stuff? Treats, not to trade. Who’s your friend? If it’s not rude to ask, I mean.” After all, the guy might not be a pal. He also could be. Claiming he wasn’t could make that happen there, so she was being careful that way. It could be anything, of course.

She didn't know, so waited for an answer, if one was going to come.

The being bowed.

“I am Clearance Tumult, Great Witch. I... Actually, came to see if any of these fine men and women would allow me to have congress with them, in return for some information I hold?” The man, who looked to be about twenty or maybe thirty, through the bearded face, didn’t seem to think that was an odd thing to be doing at all.

The kids there, and all of them looked to be under sixteen, even if they were probably decades or more older than that, nodded. As if it were a normal thing to consider. Trading information for sex with goat men.

She kept her mouth shut, and let them handle their own lives. They looked young, so even if she wasn’t exactly the motherly type, part of her wanted to shoot the man for being a pedophile. Only, of course, he wasn’t being that at all. It was just too hard for her to make sense of the idea, for the moment. So she pasted a smile on her face, ready to back her friends up. Even if that meant her screwing the guy, instead of them having to take the man on.

One of the girls, a familiar one, waved a bit.

“I can do that? Though, you don’t really have to trade for it, Clearance. We all know how difficult your condition is for you. We won’t just leave you suffering constantly.”

The man grinned at the slighty plump girl. She looked to be about fifteen or so, and wasn’t fat, by any means. Just normal. Hannah was just used to being a judgey bitch that way, instead of an actual person. It was her upbringing, having gone to private schools then living in the eye of the press for ten years.

In fact, she was nearly anorexic, and comparing the girls there to her was skewed in a very real, very damaged, way. Not one that made her look good, either.

The goat fellow moved toward the girl who spoke, his hard-on coming back as he did it.

“Thanks, Patty! Um, I still have news? The pirates are planning a raid, later in the week. On the centaurs. I know that relations there have been strained for you lot for a time, so, if you give them the warning, that might help smooth things over?”

Danial Pan went still for a moment, then nodded.

“I’ll see to informing them, immediately. Do you have any specifics?”

It turned out that the goat man did. He hurried though, obviously anxious to get busy with the teen girl. She seemed relaxed enough about the whole thing. Cool, even.

Hannah realized that Patty was one of the people she needed to speak to about things, so waved at the girl, who nearly jumped at the motion.

“We need to talk later? I’ll be back here, possibly, with John Fawks. I need to get permission, but the plan is to make him immortal. We should get you hooked up with some powers as well, if I can get that cleared with the committee?”

Everyone stopped, turning to look not at Hannah, for saying weird shit, but at the other girl, who took a very slow, deep, breath.

“It’s time, then?”

She nodded, the order of whom she was supposed to tell a bit off, she thought.

“Almost. I’m supposed to pass that to you, after I talk to Marina and tell her that the man in the mask said that it’s time. I don’t know if that means anything to you?”

The girl sucked in air so fast that she nearly bucked.

“Marny is still alive? It’s been... At least a hundred and twenty years over there!”

Hannah nodded. There hadn’t been more than the one name for Marina, but Hannah only knew one person by that name, since it was a bit odd and Reese, even being from the future, would have told her if it was someone else.

“My mother. She’s alive and kicking, in fact. I didn't know that you knew her. Then, I didn't know she was a hundred and twenty odd years old. She never mentioned that part, for some reason. Larina just mentioned that she was older than dirt and they’re twins, so...”

Patty nodded.

“I used to play with them, a long time ago. Before I nearly died and came here. I... Should I go, now?”

She actually glanced at Clearance, and then down at his dick, as if not wanting to miss out on it. That was a bit different seeming, but Hannah shrugged. There had been a time in her life that she would have offered to help with that part of things. It was tempting even then, to be honest. She’d been with a lot of people, more than she’d bothered to count, but never a goat man.

She grinned, realizing she was staring at his dick.

“We get some time. I need to run some things past some aliens, actually. I’ll be back later. Time can be a bit funny, here, so... I’ll call out when I get back? I’m not going to cockblock Clearance here though, so, if we end up waiting for you, we do.”

It was weird, but everyone relaxed a bit, on hearing that. She wasn’t certain why, but Patty took the goat man by the hand and took off, into the thick brush.

Daniel fixed her with a stare then.

“John Fawks has earned immortality from you? That’s a heady thing, for your world, isn’t it? Common here, of course.” He grinned then. “Also... no one brought you?”

She nodded.

“I finally admitted to myself that I can just teleport over here. It’s a bit scary. I’m pretty strong in magic here, and can do a lot that way. I mean, we all can, but I can give people superpowers here that will work in my world. I’m sort of afraid of becoming too strong, though. I mean, who am I to play god, right? Which is why I need to get with the committee for that and let them tell me what to do.” She’d never spoken most of those words to the kids there before.

They weren’t children, for all they looked like it. Not at all.

Daniel chuckled, just a bit, at her words.

“Good. Not that you’re uneasy about your powers, but that you know enough to give that part some thought. You’ll do well, No More. I have great faith in that. I think we all do. You’ll be looking out for Patty? She’s been in exile here for a very long time. Longer than any of us here. From before the time of Dorothy Pan, even.”

She just nodded, not knowing the name at all. They had a yellow brick road and an Emerald City, off to the East. That was off in the direction of the space station that hung in the air, in the distance, she thought. It wasn’t visible to her at the moment, through the thick feather trees of the magical forest, of course.

“I will be. I don’t know the plan there, but if she needs me, I’ll be there for her. I was flat out told that it wasn’t my story, so, you know, I’m only on support for that one.”

The kids seemed curious about what she’d gotten them, and poked through the bags, but didn’t tear into them. There was a collection of items, most of it just candy, but she’d gotten power bars as well, which acted magically for the kids, since they believed that they did, and wasn’t that shocked when one of the other girls, who was a bit younger seeming than Patty, picked through one of the bags, and gasped.

“You... found Pixie Sticks?” That caused the whole group to murmur and go wide eyed, crowding around at the large box of the things that was pulled out. “Ten of them? This is... We can use these to bring them back! Finally!”

Daniel yelped.

“What?” Running to the collection of people, he stood there, the thin, short, pale boy with slightly pointed ears, shaking. “After all this time... This...” He turned to Hannah, started to bow, then moved in, hugging her instead. “Thank you! We lost them, so long ago. This will allow us to bring them back. Ten of their kind at least. There used to be thousands, but the pirates exterminated them, in a genocide the likes of which this world had never seen before.”

Hannah blinked.

Then shrugged.

“It will work, to bring them back, unless they don’t want to come. If they’ve moved on, or become a different type of being already, that won’t work, so be ready for that, but otherwise, it will. I can get more of these, too. Even if I have to learn to make them.” She meant it, but was let go, with Dan and the others looking at her, very strangely, for a moment.

Then they smiled. All of them.

“How long does it take for this to work?”

She got what they were doing, of course. She’d started to define how they functioned, not bringing back people who couldn’t come, at the moment. It occurred to her, that they might not have actually known for certain that the Pixie Sticks could bring that kind back, after so much time.

She knew that they could, of course. It was why she was so good at the magic there.

“If you go to a place where a pixie was known to be at some point, and sprinkle the contents of the tube on the ground, they will appear. First as a ghost, then, after you explain to them what’s going on, they’ll have a full body, strong and as powerful as they were at their best, before. One container will be enough for ten pixies, if they were ever in that location at all. That is actually a circle of about ten feet from where you drop the powder, and goes up a hundred feet in the air. It will take ten seconds for them to appear, and be totally without pain or discomfort as it happens.”

Daniel nodded.

“We’ll see to that, as soon as we send word to the centaurs. Thank you, No More. This is turning out to be a rather grand day! You’ll be returning, later?”

She was planning that, so nodded.

“Not that I control the decision of the committee on what I’ll be doing. I’ll be back, regardless. I should go and do that now. I need to send some messages to people.”

Also, to hold her teleportation field ready better than she’d been managing. She’d been distracted, mainly by the naked goat man with his dick hanging out. A thing she had to put out of mind, so she could get back home. It took thirty seconds, which was faster than going in had been, but this time, as she sat down to pen a letter, or actually, two of them, she actually managed to stay ready to move. Herself or other objects.

Which was needed, since she had to find two different locations for the identical, handwritten, notes.

Both of which had to be sent far away, into outer space.
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Chapter two
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One great thing about the people from Ryhh, that honestly could have just been about the people that Hannah knew personally, but might not be, was that they got back to you with answers to questions very quickly. This time, she popped a folded letter, hand written in Ceanna, to Neary Kant, as he drove a spaceship from Earth, carrying the people who had been selected for the special mission to that particular star system.

The man didn't even jump, just smiling gently as he reached in front of himself, and picked it up, then got with Heline Neckress, the other member of the special powers committee, and started speaking. The others, her people, were in the back, each having their own, or shared, spaces in the ship. Meaning he was able to speak freely.

Hannah was eavesdropping, picking up the ideas they were laying down more than she was actually hearing their thoughts. She focused harder, realizing that she could do that, as well. Telepathy hadn’t been her thing in life, so far, but she tried for it now. After all, human beings could only really do one thing, as far as psychic information went. That was observing very small changes, at a distance.

She could teleport, or move objects, by observing movements take place, which influenced what happened. If that was possible, then noticing the tiny changes of a mind should be doable as well. She sat, cross legged on her sofa, seeking the depths of her internal self, making what Neary was thinking the only thing she allowed herself to notice at the moment.

A process he was aware of, clearly. He even worked out that it was him being read, though he figured it was by a device, not a person. His people didn't have telepaths like that. They had machines that did that sort of thing for them. Who was doing it, he had no clue. It also didn’t worry him.

He had no secrets, after all, and was coming in with a group of alien savages. That they’d all be observed simply seemed correct. To him it seemed like a thing that he should have asked for, now that it was taking place. One that the Earth Humans would not only allow, but would probably insist on, for the protection of his people.

“Heline? Hannah just sent in a new request for powers, for several people?”

“Oh? Is it... Bad?” The woman sounded tense to Neary, as Hannah listened in. It really was clear to her, what was going on. A big part of that was about Neary, who was always tightly focused and easy to read.

“Not... exactly. It’s two requests for life extension treatments, without any extra powers attached. One of the people is Hannah, who we should see to instantly. Really, we should probably ask the guests if they want to do that, while they’re with us? Earth people have very short lives. No more than a hundred years, in most cases. Sometimes much less than that.”

There was a sense of a sigh, from the woman.

“I know. I agree. That one simply makes sense. The other person?”

“John Fawks. He’s had some troubles in the past, but has redeemed himself, in the last years? Only... You should run a filter for this next portion.” He waited.

Oddly, Hannah understood what he meant. Not how it was done, of course, but he was suggesting to the woman that her brain chemistry be monitored and controlled externally, so that she didn’t break under the strain of the information that was about to come in.

“Ready.”

“John Fawks has caused people to be possessed by demons. Alien entities that are even worse than all but the most aggressive Earth humans. These people have gone on to commit horrible offenses. Things that Hannah has wisely chosen not to share the specifics of with us. It says that here, in her message.”

It was strange, but Ceanna didn't have a word for rape, and while they did have the concept of murder, even saying it out loud was likely to cause people to need to seek psychiatric treatment. Even with a filter on, which Neary probably had going on as well, both the man and the woman were physically shaking, just thinking about the implications.

It was interesting to Hannah, as she listened in to Neary’s thoughts, getting them in his own language, which she spoke now. After all, they had a word for possession. Demon had to be spoken in English, however.

Gasping a bit, Neary went on, talking to the air, or so it seemed. The communications unit was actually part of his clothing. His shirt, specifically.

“The issue there is, even though this is very bad on Earth, that this man’s long term energy signature will be coopted and made to feel eternal pain, if he dies, because of his actions. He believes that, at least. I can’t see how that would work, but it’s a major focus for him. Hannah wishes to alleviate that for him. Also...” The man gasped as he looked at the paper.

Nothing was said for some moments. When he finally returned to speaking, it was softer. Scared sounding, in fact.

“She wants to set it up, so that, if he harms another with a possession as he has in the past, his long life will revert to his normal biological span.”

Heline did her own gasping then, actually trembling, vocally, when she spoke.

“That’s... Barbaric!” Again, the word was in English, which Heline spoke fluently. Without an accent, even.

Hannah kind of agreed with her, but she wasn’t going to let a former monster go back to his old ways, simply because he thought he could get away with it forever. She liked John, but his actions had led to the death of thousands if not more. Not directly. Not in a way that anyone could prove in a court of law, but he’d put powerful demons into the bodies of people who were basically serial killers. A thing she knew for certain, in at least one case. He’d told her it was more than that. At least nine, over all. Maybe more.

She was willing to fight for that part of things, if it was needed. Then, she was also willing to listen to the better people and find some other way. Her goal was to keep John from relapsing. How it was done didn’t really matter much to her at all.

Neary went on then.

“The other request is for a woman who has lived in a different reality for over a hundred years. Patty. Hannah wants to give her a combination of healing powers, flight, and enhanced abilities to weather outside intrusions. Defensive capabilities only.”

The woman on the phone made a strange, soft sound that meant she was thinking. It was kind of a trilling noise, performed at the back of the throat. It was common, but also considered a bit lazy, on Ryhh. A bit like saying um, in English.

“I... Think that one sounds fine. Truly, I should request that for myself, with the council. I was hoping to ask about traveling to Earth, if the proper mental conditioning will be allowed, to stay for some weeks.”

Neary laughed then.

“That one is already done, Heline. Hannah wrote in her note that she was sending a message off, requesting you come to her world, with that conditioning and the powers mentioned, already. Sent at the same time this was. That will be a shock to whoever receives it, no doubt. I mean, it came on primitive paper, written in chemicals. It’s amazing, but will be unexpected, I don’t doubt.”

“She did that? That was kind of her! You know, they keep surprising me, the humans of Earth. They’re violent, abrupt and loud, but then turn around and take the hardest tasks on themselves, and require their own people to make accommodations for our wellbeing, as if it’s only to be expected.”

“I know. Still, I think that the council is monitoring me, right now, I can feel my head tingling. I fully endorse the idea that was sent to you, if so.”

Hannah opened her eyes, and carefully reached out, grabbing her pad of lined paper, and pen again, writing in the man’s own language, then, sent the paper to him directly. She wasn’t certain she could speak in his head yet, even if she was kind of hearing the words he was thinking.

Really, she knew, she was doing slightly better than just that. As in, nearly using real telepathy. Low level, so far, but in a way that was different than just picking up raw information. She heard the words. Some of them.

A moment later, which wasn’t truly instant, since the man was a very long way away, flying in space at about a hundred times the speed of light, or more, even if he also wasn’t moving that fast at all, he made an odd cough. Then reached out, and picked up the paper, and laughed, as if it were actually funny.

“Ah! It isn’t the council monitoring me, Hannah is one with us, using mental capacity. She’s just learning how, and is practicing. Hello, Hannah.”

Heline made a soft sound as well. It sounded amused.

“Hello. We were just going over your requests. I’m not certain that you should... Strip the man of his life, if he doesn’t obey properly. That’s... harsh.”

The woman spoke in English, which carried to Neary, who made the change as well, even if Hannah spoke their language now. It wasn’t about them being polite, either. She picked that up. It was so they could be rude, both saying her idea was wrong and too hard, as well as use concepts that they barely had back home. Like harsh, or the purposeful removal of life from a being.

Not certain it would work, Hannah lost herself in the trance, and then tried to observe words forming in Neary’s head.

After doing this for nearly a minute, he spoke.

“It’s a bit hazy, but I think she’s agreeing with us on that? She can handle the situation differently, for our comfort?”

Heline spoke again, then.

“In that case, I agree to the proposal. All of it. Nereas?”

“I do, as well. Is a written document needed for this?”

It never had been before, and frankly, Hannah wanted to hide most of it from the government if possible. They knew she could grant powers, and that peaceful aliens were involved on the decision of who got what abilities, but they didn't know what she could really do that way. If they found out that it was possible to make people immortal, or nearly so, then they’d probably insist that they, their families and friends all got in on it.

Which... Wasn’t a horrible idea. It just wasn’t a thing that she wanted to have to do the moral work on, at the moment. Choosing who lived and died and all that.

She sent another message, thanking them for their service, since Neary used that one, having picked it up somewhere on Earth, in his travels there. It was cute and translated really well to their language, which she used for the effort. She thought he got it.

Then she removed her mind from the space ship, and thought about what was needed. A visit, with her mother, of course, but John was fair game for her to practice telepathy on. Mainly because she was still a tiny bit cheesed at the man.

So she sank into herself, and tried to regain the feeling of speaking to another mind. It took a few hundred tries, before she got it.

~John~

There was a startled reaction, finally.

“Is someone here?”

~It’s Hannah. Learning telepathy. Poorly, so far. I’m incoming to your location. Not an emergency, but we’re taking a trip, so get your coat. I’ll be at your door in... Call it a minute?~

“Hannah? This isn’t right. You don’t do this.”

Meaning he was probably thinking it was a trap. She shrugged.

~Ominay vex?~

Then she stood up, slipped her running shoes on again, and made sure her gun and knife weren’t visible under her shirt. John lived in London, after all. Protecting yourself from harm wasn’t allowed there. Not really.

The movement itself took her about ten seconds, due to how deep she was, and that she’d set up the needed field state and held it the whole time, or nearly so, on a level that would be impressive, if she could keep it up regularly. 

When she appeared, the world flipping suddenly from one scene, her place, to the hallway outside of John’s front door, in London, she took a breath. She examined the painted wooden door there. It wasn’t nice, really. The place itself was old, but not in a refined, antique, fashion. In a run-down, low-income way.

Being careful to avoid the wards, of which there were even more now, she tapped on an empty spot, between the glowing sigils, words and half-finished game of tic-tac-toe.

“John? It’s Hannah. I was just trying to speak in your head, did that work at all?”

The door opened, the man, his light brown hair a mess, but with a rain jacket on, which was old and a nice forest green, pointed at her directly.

“Ominey vex!” That caused a golden streak to hit her in the middle. It lingered there, as a blob, of course.

“Proving I don’t have a demon inside of me. Which you already knew, of course. Thanks, by the way, for screwing with me like that, right after being mind fucked like I had been.” She sighed. “Which was the point, right? Making me go through it all again, to get used to coming back to normal on my own?” Otherwise, he was just a prick, which, hopefully, wasn’t the case.

He’d tricked her before, however, for her own benefit. It was fair to give him the benefit of the doubt, given that. Pulling the door open all the way, he smiled.

“Almost exactly my intent. I got that it was a risk, but when you asked how long I’d been in on the other side like that, I couldn’t resist. That didn't show much faith in me, did it?”

She got that part. It had been bitchy of her to ask. Not doing that would be even worse, since it was still possible. He’d never claimed to be a good guy, after all. Him being offended by a question didn't mean the answer wasn’t the bad one. Unfortunately.

“Sorry about that. Not that I won’t be asking rude questions in the future, too. It’s going to happen. The other way around as well, probably. There’s a war. Anyway, are you ready? I’ve been sulking for a few days, so need to get out and do some stuff. Before you ask, yes, your little game was part of that. Don’t screw with my head like that? If you don’t like a question, just use that grin of yours and tell me to stop being a bitch from now on? At least... well, I’m going to put together a program, to learn to resist that kind of thing? You might be needed for that, but only then. Otherwise, I’ll...” She didn’t have anything she could really do to him, other than being a horrible person. So she shook her head, sharply, annoyed with herself. “Well, then I’ll have to have a talk with you.”

For some reason, the man swallowed, as if she’d made a real threat. It was probably acting. He was nearly brilliant that way.

“Let’s avoid that then? You’re learning to talk inside people’s heads? That’s for your resistance training? That’s probably not a bad plan, really. Not that I have a clue how to pull that off. Warding and some mental shield spells, but that’s all. Where are we headed?”

Holding out her hand, she spoke, as she increased the field strength, and found the blue rocks, as far away as they were. In a different reality. This time it hurt a bit, like a flash migraine, even before they left.

“The Never.”

Then she let the movement take place.

It was night when they got there, and sitting at the edge of the circle, alone, was Patty, the young girl. She stood up, on seeing them, and bobbed a bit. She was in a t-shirt and jeans, not the strange home-made clothing of her people. The Lost Children. Her red hair was pulled back into a tail and the shirt was tight enough to show that, young seeming or not, she had a better figure than Hannah did, with a larger bust line than had seemed to be happening, before. At least a D-cup. The features just seemed soft now, instead of heavy set, since the shirt was tight enough to show the kid wasn’t packing around a lot of extra weight.

The Lost Children lived in trees and off the forest around them, for the most part. It wasn’t a brutal place to survive, since food grew readily and the weather was definitely pleasant most of the time. It wasn’t just jogging to the fridge or cupboard for bags of child-chow, either. So, none of the people from there were heavy by modern American standards.

John looked around, and nodded.

“I’d wondered how long it would be, until you learned to come here on your own. That’s a big step up, power wise.”

She nodded, since that was her thought on the matter, as well.

“Which means that I have to be very good about making sure that I only do things with permission, for the most part. To that end, I got on with the committee a bit ago, Patty. They’ve agreed to let you have some healing abilities, that will work on yourself and other people, as well as the power of flight and a good measure of invulnerability. So, you know, you’ll be pretty close to bullet proof. If you need more than that, if the plan is for you to fight, then you’ll have to learn to do that on your own. Or, I mean, I’ll help, but it won’t be in the starter kit. Here... let me set that up for you?”

She picked up a rather plain, small, rock, and thought at it for about a minute. The girl already knew how to fly, using magic, so it would just feel like that to her, but be part of her being, so would last, and work in the other world. The invulnerability wouldn’t feel like much, but would protect her, against a lot more than Hannah was telling her. Most of the work time went into the healing portion, which she’d done a few times before, but had a sophisticated menu of options that could be controlled with a thought and some tapping in the air.

The trick there was that it had to look different for the kid, since she might not be that familiar with computers. Instead of choosing the form for her, Hannah let it take the shape of what would work best for the girl. While still being very clear and easy to use in a panicked situation.

The rock, glowing a bit, was passed to her, quickly. A green light covered the girl, for about ten seconds. Blue highlights played through it, as well as a finishing touch of purple, before it faded, feeling like nothing at all. The way magic should. Thinking of that, after smiling at the kid, Hannah picked up two more stones, then after another minute of complex seeming work, which wasn’t nearly as advanced as what she’d just handed Patty, the two rocks, each about the size of her fist, were placed on the ground.

She smiled at John. It wasn’t meant to be nice, but probably still seemed that way. Her face was like that, or so she’d heard. Freaking adorable, even if she wanted to send a very different message to someone.

“If you pick that rock up, you’ll be in total agony. Every nerve in your body will light up with fire and you might just soil yourself. On the good side, it won’t actually do any real damage. It will just suck on a level that you’ve never encountered before and can’t really get ready for. It’s the cost of doing it.”

John winced, hunching over a good bit.

“As punishment for messing with you? I am sorry about that. I mean, you needed the help, learning to fight, but I could have waited a week or two first. Let you recover a bit more first...”

Hannah nearly nodded, but didn’t. Even pretending to be that petty wasn’t going to work. Not anymore. It was time for her to grow up, apparently. Patty was looking at her closely, as if that might be the case. The revenge portion of things. The idea practically poured from her.

Sighing, she shook her head.

“No. We fixed that already and you aren’t going to do it again. I trust you. At least to the level we talked about. This is... That stone, if you choose to pick it up, it will make you immortal. I ran that past Neary and Heline and they both agreed with it. Only, if you want to live forever, you have to really want it. You have to agree, by doing this, that you’re on the side of good now, for as long as you want to continue living. You get to set what good means, to your own standards, but this can’t be taken lightly.”

The man went still.

“There are two rocks?”

She nodded.

“The other one is for me. Apparently, I’m supposed to do this as well. Ready? We can go on three. We should probably sit down, so we don’t have that far to fall, when the agony hits us.”

She did that, settling in front of her own stone, which glowed, an evil seeming red, as she approached. John’s was a much nicer green color as he did the same.

“We just have to pick it up?”

Hannah nodded.

“Pick it up and hold it, for at least ten seconds. Brace yourself. One, two... Three!”

She let her hand dart out, taking the rock up, holding it as red covered her body, transforming it, so that she wouldn’t die. Or age, functionally. At nearly the same time, as if making sure she was really doing it too, the man sitting across from her took up his own piece of hard, magic infused material. It was a bit rough and jagged seeming, not smooth or polished.

Then, instantly, he was submerged in a brilliant green light, his face growing younger, if only by about ten years, making him seem thirty, or so, most of the lines vanishing from his skin. At the same time, his body became lean, and he put on a bit of muscle. She didn’t change that way, but she wasn’t a monster, leaving the man feeling old and worn when it wasn’t needed.

What didn’t happen was the pain she’d mentioned.

When the light faded, she grinned at the man.

“There. Just, be careful? If you break your arm, it’s still broken. It will heal, but not fast enough for it to be a superpower. Get your head chopped off and you’re just dead. You won’t get sick, or old, but that’s all. I mean, other than the looks.”

Patty nodded in his direction.

“That part is rather finely done. You weren’t bad before, but you’re actually cute now. Handsome. Even your hair is thicker. Why not make him impervious to harm, as well? You did that for me...”

Hannah shrugged.

“Because, he needs to have something to lose. We all do. Otherwise, we won’t stay human for very long. Now, I need to... Really, I need to go and visit my mother. Patty, you can come along? Do you need to gather your things?”

That had the woman waving behind her, where a small satchel was resting. It looked like military surplus, and was full, but not that big.

“This is it for me. I’ve learned to pack light, over the centuries.”

John glanced at the girl and nodded.

“She’s coming with us? I don’t know why I’m needed to see your mother, but if it’s the plan...”

It wasn’t, but Hannah nodded anyway.

“I’ll get you back to your place, first. Here, everyone hold hands. This won’t be hard at all.” Moving two people at once, across realities was harder, and again, she felt a sharp pain in the back of her head as she set the move up, but it really did fade when she got inside of her apartment. Then, on realizing that they’d left Patty’s bag, she brought it to her. That one hurt a lot more, but she tried not to let it show. She kind of thought that she’d failed, to be honest about the idea. It had to have shown on her face.

Then, as Alistair walked out of the hallway that led to the guest bedroom, she took John to his place, leaving him inside and was back, about half a minute later, to find Al chatting with Patty. They were shaking hands, like real grownups and everything.

Things had been a bit tense between them for the last days, since Alistair didn’t feel it was safe for him to go home again, and Hannah had, even without wanting to feel that way, kind of been blaming him for messing with her sense of reality. Instead of just doing what Reese had suggested and learning how to prevent it from happening again.

Hannah pointed at him suddenly. After all, they had a real plan to work on that way. She just needed to set it in motion and be the Guinea pig for it, she thought.

“Get with Aliza and... Brain Trust? We need to work out how to prevent people from being screwed with mentally. We already know that the project works, so we don’t have an excuse not to try, do we?” She gave him a slightly wicked look then, expecting him to be annoyed with the idea.

Instead, he actually seemed to think it sounded fine, to him. She could feel it. Reading his mind, since he was projecting a tiny bit.

“I’ll get on that now. I noticed you were working on telepathy, earlier? Not doing it well, or anything, but it was really happening. You should work with Aliza on that. Not just so you won’t give me cooties, either. She’s good, but going over the basics will be helpful to her, right now. I think that’s the case. I’ll set that up. You’re going to be working with people again, now? I’d love to know that I didn't break a perfectly good Hannah, if at all possible.”

She glared at him, but only a bit. The words were a bit too glib seeming, even if not meant that way. Which was down to her assuming the worst of him, for the crime of having tried to save his parents’ lives by screwing her around for the enemy. It had actually worked, too, buying him time and then letting them save the people at the bake shop.

Both of the parents were currently in protective custody, after a fashion, being sent to an island that only had fifteen people on it. Them, a small staff and a few guards. Hannah didn't know more than that, since she hadn’t been the one to arrange for it. The point was that the Marks family was safe and being cared for. At the same time, the bakery was being managed by one of the men who had stayed on there. Four new workers were hired, and they were actually working a full schedule, since they were the main provider of baked goods for fifteen food banks around the country. So, even off living on an island, their family business wasn’t going under.

At the same time, the workers there would, hopefully, be safe enough. The idea had been that Al wasn’t going to let himself buckle under if strangers were used in an attempt to control him. They might die, but if it was obvious enough that he didn't think they were at risk, it might get whoever had contacted him before to back off.

For the first time, she realized that Reese hadn’t simply told her who that was. Probably for some kind of secret time travel reason, but it left her feeling uneasy. The time traveling man from the future, if that had all been real, and she thought it was, had to have known. Which, she realized, meant that Al might have picked that up.

She looked at him, hopefully, for a moment, only to have her spirit crushed under his cruel, cruel gaze.

“I didn't even get that he was coming in. I was over at Kate’s gym, running, at the time. That probably wasn’t an accident. I get it. We have to do the work, ourselves. So, I’ll call up Aliza and BT and see what we can do that way?”

She nodded, then set up the movement to go and visit her mother. Tentatively, not certain it was the right thing to do, Hannah held her hand out, since Patty seemed to be part of a greater story there. One that seemed off to her. Not hers, either. Something to the side of her involvement, where Hannah de Peyser was, at most, an extra fancy Uber.

Still, the total movement through space was brought together at a decent speed for her, being about fifteen seconds. When the scene changed, not feeling like anything dramatic or even hurting at all, since she wasn’t moving across realities, Patty spun in place, looking out at the ocean, behind her.

“This is nice. We have oceans in the Never, of course, but they tend to be purple or red. It’s been a while since I’ve seen a large body of blue and green like this. Where are we?”

Hannah didn’t know, exactly. How to get there, but she doubted she could find it on a map.

So she shook her head.

“That’s a secret. At least from me. Anyone trying to read my mind for the location is going to have to teleport here for that to work. Torture won’t get at it, either. You can’t tell what you don’t know.”

The noise of people speaking had her mother out, before they could saunter over to the door at all. She was dressed in a yellow summer top, with white capri pants on, which showed her tanned lower legs off, pretty well. She was thin and trim, but her hair was dyed black, not her natural blonde color. That was long, too, and wavy.

She glanced at Hannah, then over at Patty, noticing the satchel, but not responding to it. Instead, she moved over, taking a few steps and gave her daughter a hug.

“Hannah! You came to visit? I don’t know your friend?”

The words got Patty to smile.

“You do, actually, Marina. It’s me, Patricia Wallace. The man in the mask said that it’s time. Finally.”

Neither of the women spoke, then, for a very, very long time.

When the tension broke, Marina rushed to the girl and held her.

“You’re alive? How?”

There was a laugh from the younger seeming woman then.

“I’ve lived for nearly three hundred years in a different reality. The High Witch, the No More, took me there, when you were killed, all that time ago. The man in the mask kept his word to you. To both of us. I lived. You did, too, which is amazing. I’ve had magic for it, where I was, after all.”

Marina went still again, tears in her eyes.

“That... Means it’s time for me to become what I always was, then, doesn’t it?”

Hannah didn’t know, not being in on that kind of thing. Not yet.

So, she nodded.

“Almost certainly. I’m not sure if I’m allowed to know about all of this? Not if time travel is involved like that?”

Marina had the grace to seem baffled, but Patty simply nodded, actually understanding her.

“I can tell my story, safely enough, I believe. It started a very long time ago, after all. Is it allowed to go inside and sit? I’ve been living in a tree for the last, well, it’s been a while?”

That was enough to get them, all of them, into the rather nice, if small, beach house.
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Chapter three
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Her mother, Hannah learned, was a putterer. At least that’s what she did when they all went inside. She settled both of the younger seeming women in the front room, on a decently well stuffed sofa, and in a cushion covered wicker chair, for Hannah, then left to the adjoining room, to make tea.

A beverage that Hannah had never once associated with her mom.

It took a while to bring it out, but came with lemon, a covered ceramic pot that held sugar and something that was, it seemed, soy milk. Possibly almond. Hannah took a glazed brown, tan and light green handmade ceramic mug, but didn’t add anything to it at all. It was a habit of hers, from nearly her entire life. A splash of cream meant being fat, after all.

A thought she placed on the back burner for the moment. It wasn’t mentally healthy, since she currently weighed in at about eighty-four pounds, even after several months of trying to gain weight. A friend of hers, a sports medicine doctor, had suggested that, if she refused to gain weight soon, he was going to recommend she go into a hospital for it. To force her to eat.

Even if she honestly wasn’t trying to starve herself.

Blinking, she took two spoonfuls of sugar. No one else did, but they were distracted. It being a momentous event, even if Hannah still wasn’t at all up on what it was.

When she sat, instead of covering things from the recent days, which was what normal people would have done, her mother tensed, then sighed.

“I was nine when it happened. We lived in the mid-west, about five miles outside of Oakley, in Kansas. It isn’t there anymore. This was back, oh, I think it was eighteen-ninety-two? Something like that. Before the turn of the century.” The woman, with her youthful face, that held only a few lines, and fake black hair, sipped at her tea. It was the black kind, which meant it would have caffeine.

Hannah did the same, not speaking.

Patty simply nodded.

“Ninety-one. I’d just had my eleventh birthday, a week before.”

That got a single nod of agreement, or at least a note that the point wasn’t going to be argued, before the story continued.

“It was a rural situation. We didn’t have indoor plumbing, though it existed back then. No electric lights or even gas heat. We weren’t even poor. Honestly, we did well enough. The whole town did, back then, more or less.”

Patty looked like she was going to interject, then didn’t. Sipping her beverage, seeming almost proper about the whole thing, even if dressed in jeans and a short-sleeved t-shirt.

After a moment, clearly getting lost in the past, Marina went on. Her voice soft and small seeming.

“I’d been walking, with Patty and Larina. We were near the small forest, playing by the stream that came out of it. We weren’t supposed to be by the water like that, but it wasn’t a real threat. It was about two feet deep and not at all fast moving. Plus, we weren’t in it, just near. None of us really knew how to swim, of course. A lot of people didn’t, in that area, so it wasn’t really a consideration. Anyway, we were playing with some little dolls that we’d made. Patty had done most of the work on that. They were made of scraps, but decent, really.”

The girl, the old woman who looked like a young teen, smiled at the words.

“It’s still a hobby of mine. Sewing.”

Hannah nodded at the words.

“I need to do more with that myself. Anyway, you were all by the stream?” That sounded ominous, like they were going to drown, even if it was almost impossible.

Which got Hannah thinking. She could swim, having had lessons for years at school, but she’d never done more than learn how to do it and participated in class. Even when she hung out by the pool, that had almost always been about wearing skimpy bikinis and lounging in the sun, not surviving in the ocean. The trainees might need to do more than that. After all, the planet was over seventy percent covered with water. It was another thing to add to the new training. Not that she really knew what to do for that. Everything, probably.

Marina waved at her, taking another small sip.

“Right. It was normal for us. Not a special day. Nice, if I recall. At first. No storm came up or anything. There was nothing threatening about it. I looked up, and saw... It must have been twenty men, shambling out of the woods. They... Moaned. I didn’t know what they were, back then. It took me nearly sixty years to work out that they had to be zombies. Raised by magic. They wore Civil War uniforms. Union and Confederate. I can still remember the smell. It was gagging. Rot and corruption. Anyway, they weren’t slow. They were on us, in seconds. Before I could react at all. I didn’t even yell. Not at first.”

She went silent. Patty closed her eyes and then nodded, taking over.

“I didn’t know what was going on either. I recognized the uniforms, but... Magic wasn’t real. Not back then. I mean, clearly, it was, in places, but no one talked about it, and those who did were thought insane. I honestly thought it was just a gang of ruffians, planning to take us hostage and rape us. That wasn’t a thing, outside of stories back then, either, but it was what flashed into my mind. They went for Marny, first thing. All of them. They just... Attacked. She yelled, screaming. As they started to rip her arms and legs off.” The woman teared up, and sipped her beverage for a bit, looking at the wall next to the large window that showed the ocean in the near distance.

“She yelled for us to run.”

Patty sighed.

“Larina did, thankfully. She was always faster than I was. I froze, as they killed Marina, not knowing what to do. Then, I picked up a rock. A little stone, about the size of my hand and foolishly waded in, trying to fight them. They were killing my friend, after all.” She grinned then, snorting a bit. “That did not work, as you might imagine. Still, I was knocked away, over and over. The men, zombies like she said, they weren’t there for me. I kept trying to stop them. I threw things, pulled hair, and scratched. I even kicked a few of them in the privates. All the best martial arts moves of a young girl of that age. Finally, it felt like it must have been forever, but was probably less than a minute, two at most, Mrs. Seres and Mr. Seres came, at a full run. Only, it was faster than that. The man, your father, he looked... Warped. Taller, with strangely formed limbs. Like a stick man, with single, sickle blades at the end of his arms. Like he was part instect. Those worked, when he used them. He took heads, most of the strange men falling when that happened.” The girl shrugged. It was artless and a bit lacking in energy. “Mrs. Seres simply punched them. Just with her fists. They died when that happened, too. At least when she hit them in the head. I was bitten, several times, as I’d fought. I’d done that back, too. It tasted foul. Marny was... Dead, of course. Savaged.”

Hannah nodded, since that sort of made some sense to her. Having your arms and legs ripped off, even partially, would do that, of course.

Plus, she knew a bit more about the probable players that were about to come into the story.

“Then a man in a mask showed up?”

Patricia Wallace grinned.

“Several people came then. A man in a brown mask, and fine bright clothing. A woman in all blue, who was very pretty, and wearing the clothing of a man, and the Great Witch of the Never, the No More.” She nodded at Hannah then.

Marina wasn’t really looking at the interplay, seeming to be thinking of something else.

The girl went on.

“We were told that I was going to die and come back, as one of the returned dead, if I wasn’t given magical aid. That the taint of that dark spell would mark me, if I wasn’t put someplace safe. Also, we were told that Marny could still be saved. At a price. Then we, Mr. Seres, the others who had come and the pieces of Marny, were taken to the Never. I was healed, instantly, and Marina was brought back, made whole and complete, a moment later. Then the price was explained. Not that we wouldn’t have done anything that was asked of us, at that point.”

Marina spoke again, with a bit more energy this time.

“I remember that part. The woman, that witch, she had a mask on as well. The man in the mask told me that I must set my powers aside, and find other abilities. Also, that I had to pretend that they, my shape shifting and strength, were lost, somehow. They wouldn’t be, but I had to make the world believe it, if I could. He said that Patty, my little friend, needed to stay there, in that strange fantasy land, and learn. That it would be a very long time, but he’d send a message to her when she was needed to return. To both of us. That... I don’t really remember all of that. I was a bit in shock, I think. I’d written it off as a dream. Except that...”

Patricia nodded.

“He told me that I’d be needed some day, to help you find the people who had killed you. That it was someone in your family, the extended one. Not your mother or sister, or father. He also told Lewis that he had to leave, after a few years. To vanish from history, so that he could return when he was needed, to remove a vast threat from the world. We all agreed. We had to, after all. You were in parts, Marny. I know you can’t remember that, but some of those pieces were no larger than my hand... Even in the Never, no one can do that. Return the dead to the living like that. Only the No More has that kind of power. Anyway, I would have traded my life for yours, regardless. You were my friend.”

There was a simplicity to the idea behind the words. As if it only made sense.

Marina Seres grinned then.

“You know, Patty, you’re the real reason we have superheroes now. My mother saw you trying to protect me that day, standing back up, beaten and not really able to do anything, then rushing back in, even knowing you couldn’t win and she swore to me, to all of us, that she wasn’t going to let anyone else be hurt if she could prevent it. That you had shown her what she needed to do. Not that it didn’t take another quarter of a century for a real plan to come together for that. Dad... He left. No one else knew why. I did. I kept my mouth shut, and watched. Let myself grow distant from the others in my family. I kept tabs on them, when I could, but quietly, from a distance. There are hundreds of us now. There were then, too. When you have a group of people who don’t really die, that can happen. About, I think it’s eleven of us are in the superhero business. A few are villains, at least according to the law. No one is all that bad. Clearly, someone is tied up with this mess we have going on now.”

Not understanding how that was clear at all, Hannah simply waited. Patty tightened a bit.

“Naturally. We, you and I, wouldn’t be called on at the moment, if it wasn’t dire. I don’t know the whole story. We get some news on occasion in the Never, but it’s sporadic. There have been deaths here? A nano implant that granted powers, until it betrayed the users and stole their lives? A wolf-man being set on Hannah, which makes sense, of course. Bombs in major cities? It sounds like the whole world here is at war.”

“Don’t forget the Tri-D plague.” Marina sounded abstract as she spoke the words, then furrowed her brow. “Why would it make sense to go after Hannah? I arranged for her to be barely known to my family at all. That was the real reason I left when you and Nate were so young. So that I could hide that you were related to me. To the line. You don’t even have the family traits. I mean, Nathanial does, clearly, but not you, somehow.”

Hannah tilted her head then.

“He does? I mean, your light powers, but...”

There was a shrug then.

“That, which was passed to him because I’d been altered, genetically. Between when you were born and he was, which is why they didn't pass to you. I don’t think he can change shape, though I’m not certain of that. If you’ve never seen it done, you might not think to try it yourself. He’s strong though, and a few times as a child he did things, lifting heavy weights and making the room go cold. I tracked his career and he’s never really been hurt for long. Like June, clearly. My guess is he thinks that he has some kind of force field, from his solar powers, but they don’t really do that. So, he’s probably immortal, as well. Those powers are combined.”

For a moment Hannah nearly felt cheated. By the universe and nature. Then she spread her hands and grinned.

“Well, I’m immortal too, now. I did that for myself, earlier today. John Fawks, as well. Do you know him?”

It was odd, but she’d never just asked the question before. Not of either of them.

Marina made a bit of a face, seeming a little annoyed.

“We’ve crossed paths. A bit of a scoundrel, isn’t he? Did he earn that kind of prize, somehow? Also, you made him, and yourself, immortal? You told me that he gave you powers, small ones, there...”

Hannah stuck her tongue out and crossed her eyes, in a silly fashion.

“Right! That, it turns out, had been a trick the whole time. He’d pretended to do magic there, for that, then passed the imbued stone to me, which was just a rock, and hit me with a pain spell and a light show. The rest was about getting me to do the work needed, and let go of my self-imposed limits. It worked, so I can’t really fault him too much.”

There was a pause and Patty smiled, clearly getting the situation, finally.

“Marny? Hannah is the Great Witch, the No More. It was her magic that put you back together and returned you to life, all those decades ago. I knew that the time was close, that I would be called on soon, about three years ago, my time. When a woman came to the Pan, with her friends and traded for the power of flight... Then killed A Duke of hell, using magic that she’d learned no more than a few hours before. It didn’t hurt that the Demons were screaming about the No More for a month after that. Time travel is involved, so... That hasn’t happened yet for you Hannah? The part with Marina?”

She nodded.

“Not yet. I only got my first time-travel message earlier today. I...” She debated not telling them very much, but then realized that they were, it seemed, on the same team. “Reese Kant is the masked man. That’s Superion-X’s adopted son. He can’t travel in time yet and won’t be able to for some time. Probably at least ten years, but I could be wrong on that. I’ve heard a few things, but it’s impossible to know what’s reliable or not. So, for the moment we don’t have that available to us. We have a third person that’s clear for this, for certain?”

Patty nodded.

“The pretty woman? Do you know who she is?”

“Not really. I mean, Wisp wears a blue outfit and that might have seemed manly back then. I know a lot of good-looking women. Really, it could even be you, Mom, if you’re a shapeshifter again. In secret? So, we might not know about any of that until later. It’s just something to keep an eye out for. I...” She shrugged then and finished her tea. “Really, I don’t know what my place in this is. I’m not a superhero. More of a support person? So, if you need transportation somewhere, or to have people found, I can do that. I can get some people in to help, but we need to be careful with most of them. They’re kids.”

She felt low, not throwing in on the project of hunting her own family down, but Patty simply nodded in her direction.

“Thank you, Hannah. That’s a lot to offer. Much more than I figured I’d have when I came back. All of my family is gone, of course. I knew that a very long time ago. Time passes differently in the Never. Inconsistently. I lived there for over three hundred and forty years. More than that by a good bit, to be honest. I don’t really recall all of it. Most, of course. You don’t forget as easily over there. Not about that world. My life here faded, long ago, but not what I needed to prepare for. Plus, Hannah arranged for me to have powers that will work here. Healing, invulnerability and flight?”

Nodding, Hannah stood up.

“Yep. Which, really, if you don’t change your look, we can get you into The Trainees, if you want? It’s a real program, but June is running it. I.... Doubt that she’s secretly behind what’s going on, but I can’t be certain on that portion of things. I just started learning to read minds today, after all and haven’t even tried doing hers yet.”

Her mother smirked then.

“That one really isn’t likely. We need to check her out, of course, to be certain, before we read her into the operation. You can read minds, too?”

It sounded like a lot, but really wasn’t.

“Humans, us normal ones, only have one psychic ability, really. That’s observing things on a very small level. Interacting enough to pick up quantum information. By doing that in different ways, you can move objects, by limiting what those tiny pieces of information and energy can do. Teleportation is similar. You observe that an object is in a different place strongly enough that all of its location information shifts. I can find people at a distance, but also learned to do those other things. So, telepathy is just getting the information in another person’s brain. Really, though I’m not up on the idea, almost anything that a person can do that way is a thing that can be learned. Pyromancy and... Really, I can’t think of anything else. Not that I don’t have to learn how and practice, just that it’s possible to do, if you try hard enough.”

Patty blinked, then shook her head.

“It is? I didn’t know any of that. I mean, some people are born special, but you can learn to be? Odd.” There was a slightly playful grin at the end of the words for her, as if to take the sting out of it.

“Right? That is pretty strange of me. Now, Patty, are you staying here, or with me? If it’s with me, you’ll need to look a bit older, since you’ll have to share a room with Al and this current look isn’t going to help you get laid at all. He’s far too moral to hook up with a fourteen-year-old.”

She didn’t actually know that, really. Patty wasn’t fourteen, she was something like three-hundred and fifty. That could be enough for the kid, really.

Marina just waved her hand a bit.

“She’s here for now, until we have a plan. If she does have to go in there, then... Well, we might need to make other arrangements for her? Not that Alistair isn’t a cutey, but her staying with you directly would seem off.”

Which was true. At least the way things were set up at the moment. If she had a larger place, and other people in it, then she could say it was just part of the plan for The Trainees, part of the time.

“Got it. Okay then, oh... Speaking of Alistair, we need to introduce you to him, Patty. Super powerful telepath. Before you freak out, thinking that he’ll learn all your secrets, he almost certainly already has. We’ve been thinking about him, and sex, which has to have attracted his attention. If you tell him he can speak in your head, he will. Also, don’t use magic to communicate or the phone. The computer either.”

There was a pause then.

“You are welcome to read my thoughts, or to speak inside my mind, Telepath Alistair.” She spoke the words solemnly. As if it were an invocation, not just a hand wave in the right direction.

~Hello, Patty. I’m Al. You know, Hannah, we should call her something else. June does recall Patty Wallace. She won’t get the face, after all this time, but the name stuck with her.~

Plus, they had two Patty’s. That happened in life, but could be confusing, if they were ever in the same place at the same time. The other Patty was going to be included in the training, since she was good at that kind of thing. Sweet, and too tractable, as well.

The teen girl just went still for a moment.

“Call me Dorothy? I used to have a good friend called that, a very long time ago. She taught me how to survive in an insane and violent world, when no one else would bother.”

“Dorothy Pan?”

The girl lit up and stared at Hannah for a moment.

“Not at all! Dorothy Pan was her daughter. Our daughter, actually.” She winked at Marina. “The rules are really different over there, in the Never. I would take on that name now, to honor her memory, however.”

Hannah just agreed, accepting the weird portion of things.

After all, she’d been in the Never and knew that it wasn’t the same as their world.

“It’s a lovely name. Dorothy. Mom will be code named Glinda and I guess that makes me... Toto?” It was that or the straw man, since they were the only characters she could recall from that particular tale at all.

Instead of acting like it was a joke, or even in poor taste, since Dorothy had been a real person, Patty, Dorothy now, at least part of the time, simply stood up.

“Glinda and Toto are your code names? That should work. It’s such an old story that no one will recognize the names, I bet.”

Marina shook her head.

“A famous story. Still, that works, for now. Al, you can be the Great and Powerful Oz, or Oz, for short.”

~Got it.~

It was clear they all heard the voice in their minds.

Hannah sighed.

“Okay. Al, you need to monitor these two. Mom is a super villain, and... Dorothy here is new to the game, so needs to get up to speed. Also, we need to check out all of those relatives of mine, to see who’s behind this, if we can find that out at all. Start with Zero One. Then June. I know that this is a violation, but... Well, I’m ordering you to do it. For the specific purpose of finding who might be behind all of this. Millions of people have died, nearly ten or eleven million. We have to stop this and have no leads so far. This might not work and a lot of these people, most of them probably, are having their rights violated, at least in spirit. That’s on me. Find the guilty and... Keep the rest secret?”

There was silence. For a long time. Then, slowly, grudgingly, the voice spoke again. She could feel the discomfort coming off of the kid.

~Fine. I know it has to be done. It’s hard. I don’t want to strip anyone like that.~

She didn't go into how he’d done a lot worse than that to her. She even stopped herself from thinking about the idea. It hadn’t been his fault, even if it had screwed with her on a pretty serious level. The thing there was, she knew, that if it had been her parents under threat, she might well have done the same thing. Probably with a lot less regret than Al had going on. Not that she could sense that from him. She just knew him well enough to get that breaking his own rules like that, even to save a life, had to have impacted him hard.

So, she killed the thought and controlled the petty portion of her mind that wanted to manipulate people into doing what she wanted. He’d already agreed, after all.

“Do it. Report in directly to these two. I don’t know if I’m being monitored on a psychic level or not, so, what I don’t know can’t be found out.” She moved then, and held Dorothy for a moment, focusing on the code name, driving it home, as she did. Then she did the same with her mother.

The hugging part. She started to teleport back home as she did that.

“I’m out now. We’ll talk... Well, if you need me.” With that, almost perfectly on the last word, she vanished, heading home.

It would seem like it had been done in no more than a second, but she’d had to work on it for half a minute, not having been holding the next move nearly as well as she should have, being distracted like she had been. The story that she’d heard explained a lot, but was pretty wild. Insane, as well.

When she popped into place, inside of her cream themed living room, in the city, she spoke, gently.

“Who sends zombies after a nine-year-old? That’s monstrous.”

There was no answer. Instead of calling for Alistair, she focused for a moment, and found him, at her father’s house. With her sister, Cynthia. They were busily...

Hannah grinned and turned her thoughts away from the idea, then tried to focus on what she needed to do in the moment. She’d already practiced in VR for the day and was currently working on psychic matters constantly. That could have left her with nothing much to do, having given up drugs and her old party lifestyle, even if she missed hooking up several times a week, but she actually had some new orders.

From the future.

“Step up the training. Not just mine, either. Everyone. Which probably means seeming like a cunt, if I’m not careful.”

Sitting at her computer, she spent the next several hours working on a new program. Increased physical exercise, diet plans, or more exactly, plans to get those for everyone, since she wasn’t exactly reliable that way, combat training on a much higher level and advanced education. She needed to get with Neary for that part of things, of course. The people of Ryhh had some really good learning programs for a lot of things. The trouble there was that most of that was about their own world.

Naturally.

She just didn't think that they should share their technology with the people of Earth, yet. They were incredibly high tech, on a level that overlapped with magic, only done with machinery. What they weren’t going to understand was how easily almost everything they did could be turned into a weapon by Hannah’s people. She didn’t think they would, at least.

It would take a lot of work, to get things encoded, given that. Still, not asking wouldn’t help. Regardless, everyone was going to be spending more time studying, from then on. Plus, there was going to be some hard training coming up. Things that had been teased before, but that she was going to suggest for real, now.

“I, am going to need Carl for this. Vidya, as well.” It was tempting to do that right then, but instead she printed multiple copies of the new plan out, and decided to start on it in the morning.

No one called, or came in at all, so, fairly early, she was in bed, sleeping that night. Peacefully, if with a folding knife in the special pocket of her pajamas and a gun next to her bed, the holster attached to the night stand so she could draw it one handed.

She always did both of those things.

No one kidnapped her, or broke into her secured building. That, truly, had never happened, as far as she knew. The guys at the doors were there night and day, to keep her safe. What they were supposed to do if super freaks attacked, or kidnappers held them at gunpoint, she didn't know, but so far, it had worked. She’d been kidnapped from bed there once, but as she’d worked out at the time, the man doing it had been forced to hire someone to teleport her out.

A thing that could happen again, of course.

Except that it had to be possible to prevent that. To hold herself in place, even as someone else willed her to move. She could even sort of understand how to do it, since it would be like teleporting herself, only with the end location being where she already was. It was also low on the list of new skills for her to learn. A dozen people in the world, possibly, might be able to move her around that way. She could do it to other people, and also find them, wherever they were, which was considered incredibly rare, as a combination. Unheard of, nearly.

As she got up for the day, she went over her own plans that way. The skills she had to learn, that she didn't have down very well so far.

The first one was telepathy, of course. That she got to after two hours of training and exercise, followed by two more in psychic practice, teleporting in different ways, flying and levitating objects, then trying to read minds and find people in the distance. The most important new thing, was to eat a hearty breakfast. That, it turned out, was the hard part for her. At least before ten in the morning, when she started making plans with other people, having gone to The Society building for that purpose.

Then things turned up a notch or two, of course.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter four
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The table, a large glass topped brown wooden thing, with sharp edges and enough places arrayed along it for twenty or even thirty people, only held five at the moment. Hannah was dressed in nice, but loose, civilian clothing, of course. She wasn’t doing the whole superhero thing any longer. Damsel was, if not dead, at least playing a support role from then on. Standing back and letting the really insane people go out into the field, whenever possible. Meaning that she was only a little crazy.

That thought got her to grin, if only a bit.

Luther, her friend Carl, sat at the table with his solid face mask off. That looked like it was made for hockey, except that, Hannah had been told, it was capable of stopping a fifty caliber BMG round. She wasn’t certain if his powers would let him survive that, if it ever happened, but his face would be pretty, for the funeral. As long as he was wearing it at the right time. It was unusual for him, but he actually had a small grin on his lips. One that didn’t feel ironic or as if he were about to jump in with some verbal judo at the moment. He just read the paper in front of himself, and nodded gently.

Next to him, in a special, oversized chair, was Behemoth. Stan. The papers, the table as well, looked tiny compared to him. As if he were the dad there, pretending to play make believe with the kids. He was over eight feet tall, and jacked on a level that was kind of ridiculous. Not that he wasn’t cute enough for Hannah. His face was fine. Nice, even. She wasn’t actually that picky, to be honest. Not that way. She liked good looking people, of course, since that was hard wired into almost everyone.

It was simply that he meant other things to her as well. Mainly, it was that the man seemed both lonely, or had been that way, and when she’d asked him to take over for her, with The Trainees, so they wouldn’t be left hanging when June had kicked her out of the building they were in, he’d stepped up, inside ten seconds or so.

Then, he’d also told her that June wouldn’t really be doing more than snapping at her, due to stress. It had been a day, Hannah had to admit. She was probably still being a little over sensitive about the idea, but Reese, the one from the future, had been right. It wasn’t going to work for her to just give up. If Liberty wanted her gone, she was going to have to have a better reason than Hannah seeming too in charge for a newb.

Especially since she really hadn’t been acting like that at all. If anything, she needed to do more that way. Only, of course, the woman had also indicated that her own granddaughter didn’t really get what they were doing there. That she didn't know the rules. Which, Hannah understood, was true. She wasn’t even trying to learn them. Her goal was to not let herself be a victim.

So she wasn’t going to ever give in. Their goal, she thought, was to protect other people, no matter what it cost them. Like a little girl with a rock, going up against twenty zombies, to save her friend. That example was kind of hard core, she had to admit. The trick there was that she didn't know if that was how she would have responded at all, if it had been her, protecting a friend of her own.

Maybe it would have been, but as she glanced at the people there, she kind of thought that they really would have done it. Armed with almost nothing, against a force they couldn’t beat. Knowing that and fighting until they died or won, even if winning was impossible.

Vidya, Death Princess, or as her job and the papers called her, Diaspora, was in her full leather fighting outfit. She was so tough that she didn’t need a mask for protection. She was nodding, reading the collection of papers, of which there were about twenty, with a serious and almost grave expression.

That left June. The oldest of them, for all she looked to be about nineteen, scowling as she went over what was in front of her. Seeming angry, at least on the surface. The room didn’t go cold though, so Hannah wasn’t about to be beaten down. Most likely. She actually understood that part. What was being proposed was intense on a level that it probably shouldn’t be done. Except, of course, that they seemed to be required to do something like it, according to the future.

Carl settled the papers, got them back into order, since they were loosely stacked, and tapped the top page.

“This is solid. Also, not like anything I’ve ever heard of, outside of some super soldier programs. Are you sure the kids need this level of training?” He wasn’t upset with her, but was, clearly, trying to rein her in a bit.

Hannah shrugged.

“It will vary, from person to person. Part of this is for the adults here, and the younger people we’re likely to have to send into battle. Null, for instance. He pretty much has to become superhuman without having any powers for it.”

June started to speak, seeming tense, but Vidya nodded. She interrupted her boss, too, clearly getting she was doing it.

“Agreed on that one. He can turn off anyone’s powers. As far as I’ve seen, that means everyone, too. That being the case, every fight for him will come down to an unpowered battle, possibly to the death, since anyone going up against him will have to bring everything they have left to that fight, or be arrested. The bad guys aren’t going to give over easily, that way.” She was looking at a sheet herself, one of the back ones, and tilted her head. “This one... Cake Girl? You want her to work with Luther on fighting?”

Hannah lied then, not giving the real reason for what she was doing. Which was that she’d been ordered to get that to happen, by a person she wasn’t going to ignore.

So she waved at June, who was Kara’s mentor. Even if she didn't know that was official yet.

“She’s being partnered with Liberty. Even if you never take her into battle, you’re really high profile, and people might go after her harder because of that. Probably not, of course, but leaving her with only the power to summon food against the darkest villains of the world might not work that well. At the same time, we aren’t going to count the girls out. So, this is the compromise. We train her to take on things that she will probably never have to.” She shrugged and turned her palms up, as if to say that they didn't have to do it that way. “As your mentee, it will be up to you. Kara, too, of course. We can run with whatever you think is needed. I just don’t want to treat her differently, because she’s a bit young and wears a skirt occasionally. Just because she has food powers doesn’t mean she’s going to be relegated to the kitchen. Plus, given everything right now, we can’t say for certain that she might not be required to save the world someday. Any of the kids might.”

She let her voice go hard, as if there was going to be a fight over that point. As if they were there to fight sexism, not crime. Not a war.

June actually sat back. Suddenly, as if she’d been hit, or at least pressed into shock.

“I... Hadn’t been thinking that way, to be honest. Her power isn’t martial in nature, so I was thinking of her in a support capacity. You know, we send her out to floods or other emergencies, to make food for people?”

Carl smiled at Liberty then, and nodded.

“Agreed. That’s clearly the best use of her particular abilities. At the same time, I have to give Hannah’s plan a nod as well. I’ve seen military cooks ending up having to fight with special forces, against small armies, more than once. For her, given what you mentioned, that could mean being the only person standing between civilians and certain death if things ever go sideways, so we can’t go too easy on her. More work for me, but we can toss her in with Null, Weld and Meathead.” The man actually tightened then. Frowning. “I also want a better nickname for Liam. Meathead is what his asshole of a step-dad calls him. We need to help build him up from that.”

June went wide eyed.

“Abuse?”

Hannah looked at the far wall, but didn’t nod instantly. After all, she wasn’t exactly certain.

“I’ll look into that? I’ve talked to the man and he doesn’t have Liam’s well being totally in mind. Max Weller is working with him, as his mentor, which will help. The less time Liam is around the step-father, the better. That man is, well, he’s an asshole. I don’t think that it’s physical abuse or anything, but it isn’t healthy for Liam to be around, either.”

They also couldn’t fix that for him. Not without breaking laws that they probably shouldn’t.

Tightening her face, June sighed.

“That’s not great. It happens, of course. You also want everyone to get basic psychic self-defense training? What do you have in mind for that?” This time she seemed almost polite. As if she wasn’t thinking Hannah had gone totally insane.

Some of the training was, a bit.

“I asked Alistair Marks to get with Aliza and set something up. Brain Trust, too, if possible. I don’t really know if it will work, or what it will be require of us. I’ll go first on it, to make sure it proves out. I’m motivated to make it work, thanks to what happened last week. With all of this. I mean, not feeding people for days at a time, while making them hike with heavy packs, and having them exercise for five days at a row like it’s Navy SEAL hell week... Well, that’s probably a bit much. That will be later, since we want to make sure they all make it. The plan is to build everyone up mentally, not break them.”

Grinning, Carl stared at her for a bit.

“You’re doing it first? All of it? Why you?”

She waved, loosely at herself.

“I’m tiny, with no powers. Nothing physical, at least. I’ve also been exercising daily, training, for over a year now. If I can’t do it, then I’m not asking anyone else to. I need to gain weight first, so it will be a bit. Also, the exercises I have in mind for those five days of work, it’s a bit softer than what special forces do. I looked it up. These are kids, after all. We want to help them learn to be strong, but...” She didn't know if that was the right move, but Vidya winked at her.

“It’s about their minds, not their bodies. We can have them walk, fight in VR and things like that, instead of hard contests constantly? That sounds... Really, like it will be enough.”

The giant man, veins bulging on every bit of exposed flesh, snorted. It was a deep thing, that reminded her of what a horse sounded like. She could feel the air thrumming, inside her chest from it, she realized. It was strange. Also, kind of hot. Then, her issue with the man wasn’t that she didn’t like him, just that she was kind of certain that having sex with him would actually mean physical damage for her. Vidya could pull that off, but she was a lot taller, and also had physical powers that protected her.

Though, in fairness, Vid had claimed that, while on the big size, as far as his junk went, Stan wasn’t outside of what was normal. Porn worthy, but that was all. A statement that meant at least two of her sisters were planning to hit that, as soon as they could get Stan alone, of course.

Stan looked at her, directly. His blue eyes were dark, for a moment.

“What about the part where you’re intending to shoot at them? Stab them, too?”

The words had June glaring, at her, and taking a deep breath. It seemed feisty, and she hadn’t even spoken, yet. Carl and Vidya both nodded, at the same time. Like they were twins, even if one of them was a fairly plain faced tall man and the other was a good-looking warrior woman.

Other than that, they were the same, clearly.

Carl was the one that spoke first.

“That’s needed. We’ll slap the kids in body armor, and are teaching them to hold to good cover first, of course. They’ll get to try and dodge, fight back and move, of course. We’ll also be using very low powered rounds. Sharp knives, however. There’s a limit as to what can be easily protected against, and seeing that first-hand tends to motivate people to be careful. At the same time, we need to do it in a controlled and limited fashion. We don’t want anyone to be too hurt, after all. Just to be used to the idea of fighting enough that they never freeze when something suddenly starts to happen.”

For the second time that day, June sat back, suddenly. Then after fifteen seconds of shock, she closed her eyes.

“We need to work them against a variety of powers, as well then?”

Hannah hadn’t really been thinking that, but nodded. Giving June what she thought was correct wouldn’t hurt anything, after all.

“That... Is brilliant, of course. As long as we do it right. I was thinking, if this is agreeable to everyone, that we put Vidya and Carl in charge of the day to day on that part. If they can make time for it? Just, remember, we want to be hard, but not so much that everyone quits, in fear for their lives.” She was joking, but Stan made a gesture that involved some giant hands waving anxiously.

“No doubt. I’m not certain I’d volunteer for some of this and I have superpowers. Not that The Trainees don’t. Are we doing the work for this here? Starting tomorrow?”

Hannah shook her head.

“Nope. First, other than running and VR training, we’re doing the bomb cages. Over the next week or so. So the harder training will start next week. Everyone is on summer break and no one went off planet, so that works. As for where... I was planning to buy a warehouse, and for us to fix it up, as we go along, to use for that. Big, but something not too expensive. Not in the city, either. Not that I know how to do renovations, but I’ll learn.”

They all would. June seemed a bit annoyed, but after a bit, nodded. Her voice was smooth enough, when she spoke.

“I can get behind most of this. I’m not certain about shooting our own people. I understand the idea, but that’s going to be a hard sell, with the parents. Also, the last event you planned didn’t go very well.” The woman turned a bit, to look at Hannah, her face... Blank.

As if she got that it sounded like she was being a catty bitch, but that she wanted her granddaughter to not think that was how she rolled. Which, most of the time, was just true. Even if the woman was trying to keep her in her place, at the moment.

Hannah took a page from Stan’s book, and snorted.

It wasn’t the same.

“True. Part of that was the massive prison escape that took place, but I was also flying by the seat of my pants on it, instead of making a real plan first. This, here, is part of my fix for that.” She tapped her own pile of papers. “Also, you pointed out that I didn’t really know the rules you were all working on here. That...” She didn’t bother glaring at the woman.

After all, Hannah was, a bit slowly, working out that when she said she was old, the woman wasn’t talking about being a hundred and fifty. How old, she wouldn’t really say, but it was enough that it was clear her grandma didn’t think of things the same way as the more youthful people in the room.

Still, the woman tensed, as if a fight were about to take place. A few of the others did as well. Stan did. Vidya, as well.

Carl rolled his eyes a bit, but didn’t speak. It was clear he expected Hannah to actually act like an adult. A thing that, well, she managed it part of the time now. Not consistently enough, but it was a tool in her repertoire, of late.

She went on then.

“It’s not wrong, of course. I set out with a specific goal, and while I can do some useful things, I’m clearly best-off doing support work. Finding people from a distance and teleporting people around, instead of fighting. Making plans and helping people in training situations. I mean, I can go into battle, too, but I’m not sure I have the... The right spirit, for being a hero. I was thinking about that, earlier. I mean, I’d protect my friends, and even strangers, I guess, but if I was losing, if I couldn’t win... I’d run away. Even if it meant leaving them to die. Oh, it wouldn’t be my first move, but the rest of you... That isn’t what you’d do. All of you would fight until you couldn’t anymore. You’d die before leaving anyone else behind, even if it was futile. I don’t think I have that in me. It’s weak, but...” She shook her head a bit, and sighed.

Waiting for someone there to tell her she was a monster for not being innately willing to trade herself for other people on the needed level.

No one spoke for a long time, but eventually, Liberty did.

“That’s the heart of it, isn’t it? Not that it comes up very often, and we all know that you really would stand there and fight, as long as you could. Maybe not to the bitter end, but that isn’t a mortal sin. I... A lot of people don’t understand that part of things. That’s the heart of being one of us. A superhero. Most think it’s about powers, or fighting skill. It isn’t. It’s fundamentally down to being willing to risk absolutely everything, on the off chance that it will work. Even if it won’t, or can’t.” The woman slapped her hand on the pile of papers, making a loud bang on the top of the table. “We’ll run with this plan. Luther, are you willing to work with Cake Girl for training? I could pay you for your time?”

Carl shook his head, but spoke before it looked like he was putting Kara down.

“We aren’t running this that way. I’m in, so I’m here for whoever needs my help. We’ll add her to the whole crew, anyway. Diaspora, you have physical training, as far as fighting goes? Luminous is heading that up, right? Is Kara in for that as well? Her mom might not love that part. He’s good looking, after all.”

Hannah didn’t point out that he was seeing someone. People cheated after all, and Nate was broken enough that she wasn’t certain he might not think of a fourteen-year-old girl as being fair game. She didn't even make a claim of him being gay as enough that way. He clearly liked women, too. Kara was even cute. Of course, if that was a problem, the fact that they worked at the food pantry together would be as well.

So, Hannah tilted her head.

“I’ll be attending that part as well. We need to get Molly and Cynthia in, too. Patricia Pond, as well.”

Vidya sat up then.

“Patty? Why? I mean, she can fight, well enough, but her condition...”

That one was simple enough, really.

“She’s lonely, and if she tells The Trainees too much... well, then we can have them use that as an exercise in not blabbing everything all over the place, can’t we?”

Turning to June, the boss there, she shrugged.

“Patty is too tractable. She’ll do pretty much whatever anyone asks her to. Which, as she pointed out to me, herself, is dangerous, since she has superpowers. She was designed to be a sex slave. That part might be a bit dangerous, if some of the guys find out, but I actually trust them not to abuse someone with a special condition that way.”

Not that they wouldn’t go for it, otherwise. Even the younger boys would. That was how men rolled. Also, how she did, so she wasn’t condemning anyone over the idea.

There was a nod then, from Carl.

“Get that... Cry Diamond in on that, as well? She’s not horrible, at fighting, but not good, either. She relies on her armor too much, which holds her back. Her strength, as well. If she can improve by fifty percent that way, she’ll be a major league talent, instead of on the c-list.”

That, Hannah figured, might be an issue. Veronica was a sweetheart, and a real hero, but she also wanted to get laid, constantly. It was a built-in feature and really hard for her to control, meaning that she wasn’t above breaking the occasional law to get her fix.

Then, some of the guys were old enough, and single. Some of the girls, too.

She nodded.

“Right. I’ll steer her toward Null and Weld. They’re old enough. At least if they’re all in New York. Oh, Weld...”

Technically they still needed to get a mentor for him. Also, someone needed to ride his back constantly, to make certain he exercised daily. He was about fifty pounds overweight and while good with a gun and not horrible with a blade, his running was lacking. Almost totally.

No one spoke, not wanting to be the fat shaming police, it seemed. After a moment, Hannah nodded.

“Right. He’ll join me for the daily work out. I’ll have to teleport him in. He lives in the Mid-West. I can’t really be his mentor, though.”

Vidya nodded at the words.

“Right. If you plan to sleep with him, that would be wrong. He’s a bit lazy, so far, but not ugly, and he can get into shape...”

That hadn’t been her real plan, but Hannah shrugged. She wasn’t going to put her people down. Not ever. Word could get back to them, after all, and that kind of thing could be devastating. Besides, in five years she might be dating him, for all she knew.

Everyone was looking at her, getting that she was being teased. She just smiled, keeping it friendly. Even if a few witty retorts had popped into her head.

“I was thinking Robin Loxley, for him? Should I call him up and let him know that we okayed that? Not that I’ve mentioned it to him yet, or anything.”

The only person who acted like her saying that was normal, was June.

“That works. Loxley is one of the better fighters in the world, after all. Weld can reach that level, do you think?”

She didn't know at all. Oddly, Luther leaned forward, stared at June hard, then nodded.

“Maybe not in the top hundred, but he can be good. He has the reflexes for it and is sharp enough. It will come down to how much work he’s willing to put in. There’s no real benefit to most people in being one of the best in the world at a thing like that. If he isn’t going into this kind of a life, then it’s a bit of a waste of time. On the other hand, even being in the top few percent over all means that he won’t have his behind beaten at every bar he goes to, so there’s that.”

There was a bit of paper shuffling, from June, who stood up then.

“Do it, Hannah. This is a decent plan. A bit harder than I was thinking. Keep in mind that you have to sell all the parents on all this? I don’t know how you’ll do that part. I’m voting yes on it?”

She looked at the others, with Stan going next.

“Me, too. Um, am I up to work on any of this?”

That hadn’t been in the plans, but June nodded at him, instantly, her face held still and matter of fact.

“You’re in charge of the bomb cage build. The kids need to do most of the work, but I want a team from here to do at least one of them. We’ve gotten used to having a lot of money, in the last fifty years. It will be good for all of us to get our hands a little dusty.”

That worked for Hannah.

“I’m going over the plans for the build later. I’ll come over here for that? It will mean watching a lot of YouTube videos, but from what I’ve seen they aren’t that hard to make, really. Not if you have the materials.”

The giant man nodded.

“Dinner is at six. Show up for that? You need to gain weight, right?”

She almost winced, but did recall having mentioned that. It was even pointed out in the diet plan section of the training schedule she’d just presented. First, in fact, which was her trying to show that she wasn’t making fun of anyone else, if they ever saw it.

“Yep. I need to do it hard, too. So, yeah, I’ll be here for that. Good. I really thought that you were all going to shut down about half of this. Not that I don’t see doing that. I’ll go home and call everyone, then their parents and try to work the new plan into place. I have a trick for that kind of thing.”

No one asked what that was.

It was called lying, of course.

She needed to get with the mentors, as well. Starting with Robin Loxley. After all, if he said no, she could find someone else to work with Weld. Kevin wasn’t a bad kid, after all. Just a bit heavy set. To that end, she also needed to get with someone to work with David Jimenez. Diggy had been basically ordered to join The Trainees and then she’d sat in her apartment for five days, leaving him all alone. That had been almost eight for him.

She didn't know who could handle him, either.

Not that he was evil, or even truly wild, but the boy had called things about right, when they’d spoken about it. He wasn’t bright. Not a moron, but low-average, at a guess. Which, when she thought about it, she realized that not one person there had even blinked at the idea of people learning more. That hadn’t even been mentioned. Probably because it was just a good idea.

Collecting her thoughts, wrapping her apartment around herself, it took about twenty seconds for her to pull off the teleportation she wanted. That was slow, mainly showing that it was still hard for her to do anything else and keep the field strength she needed up and ready all the time. Rather than fret over it, she just tried to keep it in mind, as she moved into her living room, settled the papers and seeing the time, went and made a simple sandwich for lunch. A meal she normally tended to skip out on. It wasn’t a vast thing, but she was full, and had to force the last bite down, anyway. Then, as she digested that, she started calling people, ready to sell them on the wonders of her new program.

Which, she realized, needed to be done a bit differently for everyone involved.

It was about one in the afternoon when she started, calling up a super villain first thing, of course. That part only made sense.

“Alex Darius here, good afternoon.”

“Hannah here, Alex. I was calling to see about setting things up for Molly?” They’d talked about that, once, then she’d gotten busy. “You wanted to interview her? When does that work, in your schedule?”

The man didn’t speak, but there was a tapping sound from the background, and a slow exhalation. “I... Have this Friday, at three in the afternoon free? For an hour. I was thinking that I’d put her in as the head of the food bank project, for Darius Industries? That way she can dun people all day long, on my behalf, which should increase the flow of goods for us, if she can handle the work. If not, then, well, I imagine she’ll learn?”

That was probably true. Even if it was a bit like throwing her into the deep end of the pool and only when she bobbed up, calling out swimming instructions.

“That will work. Oh, as her mentor, and I’m thinking that this will really work, she’s also going into heavy training. She doesn’t know that yet. Let me hit the highlights...” She didn't sugar coat it, like she had earlier.

Alex Darius, captain of industry, man well known for his insistence that regular men and women step up and not rely too heavily on superpowered help, if at all possible, whistled.

“That’s rather intense, isn’t it?”

“Yes, it really is. Still, it won’t be as hard as it sounds like, in real life. Sometimes, but it’s going to be hard, not impossible. Also, we’re kicking up the unarmed combat portion and she’ll need to be there for that. This will take about four hours a day, over all, so any work she does...”

“Understood. We can work with that. She mentioned needing to move from home soon? I could lease one of the spaces in your building for her?”

Hannah grinned. Those were at least a million a year, after all. That wasn’t going to work, unless the man started sleeping with the girl, which, well, she could see that and Molly was old enough, but if that was going to happen, then he needed to not be her boss or mentor. Also, she didn’t think that was how the man rolled at all. She hadn’t had any luck that way and they were friends, at least.

“Or, we can find a place for her to share, with some roommates? Maybe Kevin and Don? Alistair might want in on that as well. Possibly Cynthia? Let me ask around. If so, they get something small and cheap, that they can pay for themselves.”

There was silence from the device, then a laugh.

“That’s... Not a bad idea. Where would we locate them?”

She didn't know, at first, then an idea came to her.

“You know, I own the building that The Underdogs are using? There are empty apartments, too, and people live there. It will be an excuse to fix the place up a bit. Tinner should have a nicer space to work in, anyway. This will give me a reason to do it.”

That reminded her to get with the insane wizard, as well.

It was, suddenly, a lot to do, so, holding a phone to the side of her head, she got up, and found a pad and pen, and started making notes, so she wouldn’t forget anything.

Alex liked the sound of her idea, even if The Underdogs were a super team. Then, he wasn’t saying that there was no need for that kind of thing at all, just that regular people should handle what they could in life. A thing that, once she considered it again, Hannah still agreed with.

With that in mind, she started working the phone like people owed her money.

Even if none of them actually did.
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Chapter five
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Her day was spent on the phone, until she had to stop, in order to recharge it. The kids were in, if not happy about the work load to come shortly. A few of them were even fine with that part, like Don and Liam. All of the girls were trying to claim that it sounded like too much for them. That, Hannah decided, wasn’t going to play. Not in her program. Not that she yelled at any of them. She needed to work out something else for that part of things.

A way to honestly encourage them, without using fear or intimidation. Even if, clearly, those were the tricks that would work best. It had for her, at least.

At five, almost exactly, Al walked out of his bedroom, wearing his shoes and seeming pleasant without being too full of himself. Still, Hannah stood up, pulled her forty-four and started to pull the trigger. Al wasn’t there. Then again, if it was a telepathic projection, she might be shooting through the wall. She tried to work out the angles, given that, and slid, rapidly, to the left as the boy looked shocked.

“Freeze.” She didn’t scream the word. After all, she was willing to shoot, and didn’t need to start a fight by setting whoever this was off.

~It’s me! Al!~

That played in her head, which got her to lower the weapon. Not put it away at the moment, in case that was a trick. She concentrated, and tried to feel the boy in front of her with her mind, which, she had to admit, worked. It was him. Unless her mind was being screwed with and it wasn’t.

Alistair shook his head and smiled.

“Um, I was practicing with Cynthia? We worked out how to use her merge power to travel. She can’t do it herself, but we can combine two places and move a hundred people at once, if we do it right. I was at your dad’s house?”

That matched with what she’d found before, even if part of her was trying, suddenly, to doubt everything in her world. Instead, she holstered the gun and smiled. Letting it go. It was either Al, standing in front of her, or someone was going to own her reality that day. It seemed real to her. She tried to find anything that didn’t, but it was just her apartment.

“Neat! Sorry there, I...” She shrugged. Lying wasn’t going to help anyone, after all. “It’s a reaction, to having had my mind played with.”

He sighed, but nodded.

“I got that, actually. On the good side, what you just did would probably be enough to break most telepaths concentration enough to snap free of their influence. Pulling a gun like that and trying to read me? I called Aliza and we’re working on that program you want? We have a bit already, but it isn’t enough, yet. Mainly using meditation to control your thoughts and all that. It’s different, and you’ll need to know that someone is trying to read your mind, but it kind of works. Anyway, I was thinking about going with you, to The Society? I need to learn how to make things with concrete, too.” He ducked his head, as if he might be told to go away, after her little scene there.

Which would be the wrong move, if they were going to be friends, which was her plan.

“I can call and see if they have enough food for that? I’m supposed to go for dinner, and just showing up with an extra person...”

Alistair grinned.

“I already got with June on that? She wants to have Don in, too. Um, I think she wants to date him.”

Hannah didn’t even blink. The woman was single and old enough. Don was younger than she was, but when you were as old as dirt, everyone you dated was going to be a kid to you.

“We should ask him? Kevin, as well? I got with Robin Loxley earlier and he’s in, for being Kevin’s mentor. Also, I need to talk to him anyway. Kev is going to be my new workout buddy.”

Al just let his chin hitch up.

~Kevin? This is Al. Hannah is on with us. Are you free for dinner? At The Society. We’re going over the bomb cage build and you have all those cool welding powers.~

There was a pause, then Hannah could hear the boy in her head.

~I’m free. I have no life, so that’s pretty much going to be constant, but thanks for asking. I feel almost like you think I’m a regular person.~

Hannah rolled her eyes. That was a bit too low self-esteem for her.

~Hey, Kev. We also get to have a chat. Good things for you. A really cool mentor and some other stuff. Oh, also, how would you two like to get your own place? At the food bank? I’m setting that up, since there are extra apartments there. We’ll chat in person about it?~

That was, it seemed, acceptable. She couldn’t tell if either of them liked the idea. Not until Kevin was out of the link and Alistair smiled.

“I don’t really have college set up yet. Which probably means I’m not going this year. That... Well, there’s a war on, so that makes sense.”

She shrugged.

“Meh. I’m trying to set up an advanced learning program. Push that for a year or two, if it works, and you won’t need college. We can work up credentials that will be the same for that, I bet. Speaking of which, I need to get with Neary and ask if that’s possible. If he isn’t too busy. I mean, we have all those savages running around on Ryhh, already. That has to be distracting for them.”

That got a glance at the wall clock and a nod.

“We have time for that? At least if you’re picking everyone up and taking them in with us? If not... Then we need to scramble. I can make it from here, on foot, if I have to.” He wasn’t serious, but gestured to the sofa. Almost as if he wanted to make out.

Which was wrong of her to think of. Besides, he was nailing Cynthia already. How serious that was, she didn't know, but they did seem to get together when they could and at least some of it was about things other than sex, so it sounded promising.

The guy didn't inform her what was happening that way, so she didn't ask.

“This will take a bit. I need to go deep, in order to use telepathy.”

That got a nod, and he settled in the chair across from her, and waited.

Thanks to all the other work she’d been doing, trying to hold a partial teleportation all the time and staying as deeply in a trance as possible, all the time, the effort of the moment didn’t take her too long. About three minutes, really. Not that she was certain of that.

When she could see Neary, who was awake and alone for the moment, in a space that was different than she would have figured, being brightly colored, in deep reds and clashing purples and greens, Hannah tried to speak to him.

~Neary.~

Alistair spoke to her in the real world, his voice soft and distant. She really felt like she couldn’t hear him, but she got the information anyway.

“Think with him, not at him. Find the flow of his mind, the direction, then try it again. Use your own voice for it. Only try to sound like another person when you want to control their mind.”

She wasn’t really certain what he meant, but took a moment to do what was said. The alien man was thinking at the moment, sitting and occasionally touching the air in front of him. Waving his fingers.

Only, she realized, that wasn’t what he was doing at all. He was interfacing with a computer of some sort. That was very complex, and different, being less logical and driven by electrons and more of a mind. Much like a person, only vast and incredibly complex. She pulled back from that, looking at the interface the cute man was looking at. That had pictures, words and was tied to the... She failed then, not able to understand what was going on as well. It was solid seeming in nature and things were physically moving, in a different location, in response, but it wasn’t anything the internet was able to do.

Leaving that, since it wasn’t important to the moment, she listened for the words in his head. Trying to flow with him in that. It took a while, but after some time, she was doing it, she thought. Hearing the words as he spoke, letting the impression of his thoughts influence her own brain, so that she wasn’t fighting against the process. As much.

She could feel that it was awkward still. No more than ten minutes later, she tried again, not waiting to be prompted. Thinking with the man, in his own language. She spoke it, so that part wasn’t too hard for her.

~Neary.~

~Hello? This is Nereas Kantas, I’m available.~

The thought was a bit different, but Hannah got it. The man was an alien and used to very different things than she was. Not that she wasn’t used to people speaking in her head. It just hadn’t been something that she’d grown up with. To him it was probably like answering a phone.

~Hey! This is Hannah, on Earth. Are things going well there? We can pull the visitors back at any time, if you see a need for it. They’re doing well?~

She had to admit to feeling a bit nervous about that part of things. The man, almost instantly, answered, however.

~Very well, in fact. They’re off with Heline and her staff, at this moment. The ones able to work with Earth people, that is. Not all of them can manage it yet. They’ve all been modified, as to your protocols, so will be safe that way, but the idea is scary. Even if the facts don’t fit that.~

The tone of the thoughts was a bit down and dark, it seemed to her. As if he was looking down on his own people for their perceived failures. That wasn’t really fair, of course. They were doing their best, after all.

~That’s to be expected and is even correct, really. They should make sure that the weird Earth Humans are safe first. Now, I also have a question for you, so, you understand, I came to beg?~

She noticed that she had to use English to express the idea of begging. Ceanna simply didn't have that concept. Which had some intense implications, when she thought about it. They clearly weren’t up to refusing to help others, meaning that asking was simply going to be answered with as much aid as possible, without the idea of it being humbling at all.

The man’s tenor came to her then, almost as clear as when she’d worked with Aliza, in the past. Not exactly, but she was just learning and not as powerful as the superhero was.

~What may I aid you with?~

~Learning, using your advanced methods. We need to do Earth centric studies, if possible. Ceanna, too, and basic information about the universe, but not your science directly. Chemistry, math, history... The kind of things that you’d get in school here?~

There was a sense from the man that involved thinking, but Hannah wasn’t tracking it directly at all. It was too quick and silent. After nearly a minute, the man slowed down enough for her to get the idea.

~We... Could ask after that with the council here? Your council as well. If it’s allowed... Well, it will take some effort to encode all of the lessons, but we can use our complete learning system, with some modifications... This will be for everyone on your planet?~

Hannah went still, since she’d been considering doing it for five or six of the kids, so they wouldn’t fall behind in school, with the extra work load she was demanding of them, and not much more than that.

~Possibly? We have test subjects, first. We might also need to test everyone before they’re allowed into the program. Oh... Can you make people more intelligent?~

There was another pause.

~Certainly. That normally isn’t done, but if there’s a deficit, when a child is young, we do that on rare occasion. Do you need to become smarter?~

She grinned at the question.

~Almost certainly, but I was hoping to get David Jimenez in for that. He’s, uh, your mentee. A human boy, fourteen. Not that bright, though. He recently died, and was brought back. He’d taken a drug that had a fifty percent chance of giving him powers. It didn’t. His mother and brother have already agreed that he has to do what the aliens tell him now.~

She was teasing, and thought it carried to the other man, but Nereas went quiet again.

~I can come back tonight? I haven’t rested, but I can do that in the pod, if need be?~

~Rest first and make certain you don’t harm your regular schedule too much for us. We aren’t paying you, after all. Diggy, that’s David’s home name, he’s fine and healthy again. Not a bad kid, but a bit more wild and raw than the ones you’ve met so far. Not scary that way, but rougher. We’ll need to get him in for some lessons in dealing with your people, first thing. Language, body language too, and your customs? Before he meets with anyone from there.~

She needed to do that as well, still. Hannah had the language, but not the rest of it. She wasn’t trying to send that to the man, but it was clear that it carried over.

~We can have my brother do that? He’s used to the people there and I can send the needed equipment in for that. Which means still coming myself. I... Should meet the boy myself, even if he hasn’t had such training yet. It’s frightening, but I can’t live in fear constantly, can I?~

Hannah shrugged.

~We’ll do both? Have Chris there and you in for the actual work. Your brother is famous here after all. That will be impressive. It always is for me. Then, I get all worked up over the cool aliens, too. A lot of us do. Oh, hey, is Heline going to be allowed to come and stay for a bit? It’s going to be tricky, getting powers for her, since magic doesn’t work with your tech all the time.~

It was a real thought, but she had some ideas about how to get that done. Mainly by changing herself, to have the power to give other people new abilities. That was advanced, but could work in her own world. Without need of invading the Never all the time for it.

The voice in her head seemed to spark with interest then.

~Yes! The council loved the idea, in fact. They offered to give her full treatments and powers similar to my brother’s? We assured them that it wouldn’t be needed and that the Earth Humans have already arranged for her protection. That... It was considered very major. They announced it, publicly, in fact. That you were giving her powers like that? She can come at any time?~

Hannah thought for a moment, then nodded.

~In some weeks? Three days would be a good time to meet with Diggy for the first time, if that works with your schedule? I know you do things with computers... That sounds important.~

There was a sense that seemed nearly like a laugh, then.

~It’s a good enough way to pass the time, but we don’t have jobs the way that you do there. Everyone here is more than happy to have me being the one to go to Earth for these things. It’s fairly popular, in fact. They want to know about you. They just don’t want to risk going there.~

She got that one. It felt off to her, thinking of her planet as the one filled with violent killers, since most people weren’t like that, but Demons probably thought the same thing about their own culture and rules. The people of the Ryhh system were simply better than those of Earth.

~We could have a camera crew in? Someone to do interviews? Or... Some of those people from that musical sub-culture you mentioned? They can learn to do the work and we can keep them safe. After we get a few people trained for that sort of thing, first?~

~I’ll put that up on the... We don’t have a common word for it, between our languages. It’s a special system that will request workers for a project, based on particular aptitude and availability. I’ll do that now, even if we won’t have people ready there for a while? It isn’t going to move fast. Do the people coming there get protective powers as well?~

She figured that was fair, as well as having them all modified so that things would be mentally easier on them, when they came to visit. She paused though, thinking things through.

~I’m fine with that, of course but you’re in charge of that portion of things, not me. I can do the work, or at least I might be able to by then. I need to run some tests, in the next day or two... Which isn’t important right now. I should go now, since I have to learn to work with cement and metal bars.~

She was proud of herself, once she pulled away from the man, for not even thinking about emergency bomb cages. That would probably send the man into a spiral. Even the mention of violence did, as far as she could tell. Not just with Neary, but with all of his people. The three she’d met, so far. Even Superion-X, who had been given treatments so his mind wouldn’t snap, had admitted to having nightmares over simply having heard about some of the things other people had been through. He could fight though, and did.

She was about to stand up, when Al spoke again.

“Contact Aliza. Feel the flow instantly this time. It will be easier, since she isn’t an alien.”

It wasn’t hard to call her face up, and while the process wasn’t instant, Hannah was speaking, doing it with the woman, instead of pushing thoughts at her, about a minute later.

~Aliza? This is Hannah.~

She was prepared to do it for a while, to make that contact, but she didn't have to bother with that, feeling a solid contact hit her almost instantly.

~Hannah! What’s up?~

A third voice joined them. Al’s. He sounded a bit amused, really.

~She’s practicing telepathy. I’m just starting her out on easy mode. With another telepath.~

There was a sigh then.

~That’s impressive. What kind of range does she have?~

There was the sense of a shrug from the boy then.

~Well, she was just talking to an alien, about ten thousand light years away? I didn’t know I could reach that far, but was able to follow along, with no problem at all. That means you can do that, too. Hannah isn’t as strong, signal wise, so, yeah. It’s probably time for us to step up, given that kind of example.~

Hannah nodded.

~Agreed. We’ll start with finding people and places, since that works well with the powers you already have. Both of you will be really good at that. You can probably learn to move things at a distance too, and teleport. You have to learn how to do that one, I can’t just give you that as a power. The aliens are hiding that one from us, so we don’t come to visit constantly. ~

Aliza rolled her eyes in a way that Hannah actually felt.

~I’m barely a decent telepath. I used to think I was all that, then I met you two. Grr.~

Alistair laughed. It sounded real, then, Hannah realized that it was. He was there, with her, and had made the noise out loud.

~Let go of that? We need to get better, if we can. All of us. Anyway, we’re coming to dinner and bringing all the trainees. Gregory is helping Stoney to cook for it, even. It’s a project, since a lot of people are showing up. Not just us, your team as well. We’re going to work on how to make some bomb cages? You should come, as well. At six?~

That sounded like a larger thing than Hannah had been thinking about, or than what Stan had meant, but she nodded along, not speaking again with her mind, until she said goodbye.

She figured it had to be about five-thirty and needed to change, but Alistair spoke again.

“Contact June. Don’t think about it, just do it. Flow into place... now.”

That, nearly happened, even. The mind she touched was different than she thought it would be. She’d expected the woman to be dry and dusty inside. Ancient and with miles of depth. That last part was there, but she felt warm and alive. More so than the others had, even.

~June? This is Hannah.~

There was a moment of hesitation, then an answer which was at least as clear as what Neary had going on. It was in English, too.

~Hannah? Is there a problem?~

She didn’t know what to say, but it wasn’t a bad thing.

~We have incoming to The Society headquarters for dinner. Stoney and Greg are working on that, but we’re bringing in everyone in The Trainees, it seems. That wasn’t my initial plan, but people kept being volunteered to a level that it’s going to look bad if everyone doesn’t get an invite. Then, a lot of people already there are showing up, too, I hear? Alistair has been on that part. Al figured it was fair to have me get in touch with you about it. Telepathy practice and all that.~

~Nice! That sounds wonderful. Here I was thinking that no one would want to help with the hard work. Perfect! This is almost like a real program, you know that, Hannah?~

~Right? I need to run. I have to collect some people and change first. A shower would be nice as well. I’ll have to hurry. That and not wash my hair. See you in a bit?~

~See you!~

She opened her eyes, and stood up, Al grinning.

“Go, get that shower and change. At the same time, contact everyone so they know you’re heading their way. I already asked our people if they minded you being in their minds. A few of the guys were a little uneasy, but I assured them that you weren’t me, instantly knowing every secret they had. So, just don’t interrupt them when they’re doing alone time things and it will be fine.”

She nodded, as she walked. Calling out.

“That will be easy. Doing this while I try other things?”

It wouldn’t, but she knew that it was one way to get better. She needed to do that with other psychic things as well. Find people while walking or running, as well as doing things like that and teleporting. That thought got her to hold the next move, or try to, even as she started through a list of everyone she needed to get in touch with.

It was a lot harder to communicate with her mind clearly while soaping up and then trying to dry and get into clothing than she would have figured, but, a bit clumsily, she worked that out. Struggling to hold herself ready to teleport at the same time.

It was enough that the back of her head started to hurt, just slightly. Like a migraine was starting to form. She didn’t let up. It was hard though, and just before six, she was back in her living room, showered and changed. Ready to move some bodies around, too.

“You’re in first. You and Reese. Vamp? Make small talk? Sing and dance merrily to the amusement of the masses. Or, you know, be an adult or something. You pick.”

The boy managed to nod, seeming a bit nervous, as she moved suddenly, shifting them to the empty conference room that The Society used as a meeting space. The food wasn’t in there, but Aliza was. Smiling.

Then Hannah simply moved, for ten minutes, making a transfer every fifteen seconds or so. Carl was the difficult one, since he was at a truck stop, in Oklahoma, and had to lock his rig up first. That would mean bringing him back there directly, but it was a lot faster than waiting for him to drive in. He was in trucker clothing, but a lot of the others had dressed down a bit.

When she had everyone in place, including her little sister, Cynthia, Hannah stood there, breathing hard for a moment. Even if she didn’t really need to.

June, who was in a cute tan skirt that showed off her legs, and a tight top that made her look like she was busily trolling for some loving, instead of being in charge of a superhero group, moved her long blonde hair back. That was very straight, Hannah noticed. Down to the middle of her back, as well.

“Thank you all for coming. We have food in the dining room? Then we’ll work on the project. Tonight is all about finding the needed information for that. This way.”

Hannah nodded, to find that there was a lot of salad, spaghetti and garlic bread in the other room. It wasn’t the kind of food she’d grown up with, but she’d had it before and realized that most of the people in the room were more than fine with it. She was as well, of course. The only issue she had was trying to keep the red sauce from splattering down her shirt front. That meant leaning over a bit, and eating very carefully. She tried not to have that much food, given that, but Stoney had loaded her plate, and given her a rather matronly stare.

One indicating that she was going to be yelled at, if she didn’t eat enough. She tried. After all, she was burning off about three or four thousand calories a day, if not more than that, due to her psychic work and training. She still wasn’t even close to eating that much, which, of course, meant she was losing weight, not gaining it. It still wasn’t enough, but it was more than she would have managed otherwise. She was uncomfortably full when she was forced to stop, even with half the food still being on her plate.

When everyone was finished, Stan led them to the conference room and showed them a half dozen different videos, most of which were about constructing reenforced walls, then had Reese draw up the plans for the cages. A lot of people had input ideas on that part, which was kind of refreshing to see. She’d really feared, at first, that she was going to have to hire an expert to come in, to teach her what to do. Instead, it felt like they were able to actually work things out for themselves. Even she kind of got the basics of it. Hannah borrowed some paper and a pencil and took notes, since there were some skills she needed to practice first, before working with real materials. Somehow.

It wasn’t until nearly nine that Carl waved to Kevin and Kara. The man wasn’t trying to be covert about it, and wasn’t grinning or anything. In fact, he seemed more than a little blank. Serious, without being negative. It was strange, which caught a lot of attention. That fact got almost everyone in the room to walk over, all at once, which was interesting to note.

The man changed part of the plan then, instantly. Hannah could see the moment it happened, since he suddenly had to fight a smile, and his face lit up, just a tiny bit. As if he were proud of the kids, or something. There was no asking about it, either. Which seemed pretty commanding of him, really. Then, he was, in part, in charge of training.

“Everyone is meeting with Hannah each weekday for morning exercises. If your work or school schedule doesn’t match with that part of the time, you’re expected to workout on your own and keep up with it. You have pick up for that, H.?”

She nodded, since she could do that part, with some effort. It would be good, daily, practice for her of course. What she didn’t have was a place for it. Katherine owned a private gym and it was nice, but bringing everyone in for that might not fly. Not without asking first. Then, it was summer, and the outside existed. She tended not to exercise in public, being kind of famous and in the city, but they could go someplace else for that. Really, they could go anywhere in the world for it. That sort of opened up the opportunities.

“Be ready at seven, Eastern time. I’ll get you all back home for VR work, when the physical stuff is finished each day. This will be running, stretching and some muscle building work to start with. We’ll add in fighting, unarmed, as well, so be ready for that. Oh, also, get with Molly, and see about setting up jobs? That will require travel, so, you know, everyone learn to teleport?” She grinned at the words, then shook her head. “More to the point, it will be working with the food bank project, in different locations. I’ll get you into place, but it will be real work. If you’re under eighteen, well, you can still get in on this, but no more than four hours a day. It pays though and isn’t an internship, so, you can earn some actual cash.”

That wasn’t a thing that she normally would have thought about, but the shed had of asking the kids to pay rent on a room, even if they got a deal, reminded her that not everyone had millions in the bank. A thing she knew, on some level, but honestly hadn’t been considering before that idea had come up.

Kara raised her hand.

“Yes, Cake Girl?”

Looking decently cute, and a bit trimmer than she had been the month before, probably because her power took energy to use, the tan girl, who was well made up, cleared her throat. She managed to sound reasonably adult about the whole thing.

“Do I need to do all the fighting stuff? I make bread. It’s not like I’m going to be taking down the bad guys any time soon.” There was a slightly self-depreciating smile to go with the grownup sounding words.

Probably because, in any real universe, where sanity ruled or at least played a role, that would be a simple truth.

Hannah nearly froze, since it was a real point and she wasn’t going to tell her that Reese from the future had ordered it done. She couldn’t, since that could mess with the needed flow of time.

Interestingly, Stan nodded. Having her back, like a good friend.

“Yeah. You’re on training for that. Teaching other people, as soon as you’re up to speed. Your doing weapons, unarmed and general fitness, so you’re going to have to push yourself that way. That isn’t just going to be for kids, either. We have people here who you’ll need to work with. Support staff, mainly, but it’s a real thing. Um...” He didn't look around, just as if he was trying to remember the names. “Cynthia is doing that, too? That’s the plan. It comes from the top, so no getting out of it.”

Carl nodded.

“Right. That means you two are with me, for special training. Meet me after this. H. You, too.”

That wasn’t the end of the meeting, or the made-up assignments for the day, either.

In fact, everyone there had something to do, before they left. All of the kids, at least.
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Chapter six
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As Hannah was about to leave, her teleportation ready to go, if not really started as for the last piece of information it would take, Molly walked over to her, seeming stressed.

“Um, hey...” Her glasses glinted under the fluorescent ceiling lights, as she smiled, nervously. Her face was washed out too, but she had makeup on, so look fine, really. “I’m in charge of everyone? Because I’m the oldest? I don’t think that’s true. I mean, you’re older than me and so is Don?”

Hannah ignored the slightly frantic tone.

“You because, if you manage to get in with your new mentor, you’ll be in charge of that on his side as well. For a powerful and large company. Not alone, but we both expect you to pull the stops out and be innovative. Now you can go into the interview with a staff ready to go. Just to be clear, I’m paying for this part. At least the kids in the program here.” Hannah grinned. “What do you want, as for a salary? Remember, this is a charity. They won’t lose money over it, and while I’ll lie and claim to be poor for the negotiations, it isn’t the truth. Be ready for that one. Most rich people will try to go without paying you at all, if they can. Don’t let them trick you that way.”

The girl narrowed her eyes.

“It depends, doesn’t it? I mean, if I’m opening portals every day between locations, then that’s worth a few million a year, right?”

Hannah froze for a second. Mainly because it was actually the truth. Not worth it to her, personally, either. Even if she did the work herself it would be more cost effective, and honestly, even for someone to whom money wasn’t a problem, saving millions like that made sense. Instead of whining, since the kid had just opened with a very nice point and a high dollar amount, she shrugged.

“Not just for opening portals. Not for me, anyway, since I can cover that kind of thing myself. It... That would work if you were dealing with almost anyone else, so keep that in mind for later. Right now... You’ll need to organize things in a way that’s worth more than that to me. Even if you get new companies in with us, that, really being useful to me, personally, isn’t going to be that easy. Besides, I’m really just hiring a manager for some kids... What will that run me?”

The girl made a face, then stiffened, and after a moment, gave a sharp nod.

“Well... This isn’t a normal crew, is it? In some ways it’s better than working with a regular group of kids, since people here are all motivated and there are like ten people to help me wrangle them, if it ever becomes needed. On the other hand, I’ll be trouble shooting people with powers, teen angst and dating issues. On top of that we might need to fight at some point, because we’re connected here. That’s going to run the price up. For all of us, really. Even the part time kids. I mean, what do you pay a kid who can move at super speeds, or literally make food out of thin air, for your food banks? Ten bucks an hour won’t cut it. They could all make more than that doing tricks with their powers in the park for tips.” She held her breath. “Um... Two-fifty? For me. Each of them should start at... Call it a hundred an hour?”

It was almost painful to watch, since Molly started to actually tremble. It was a light thing, and she was making an effort to hide it, but it was there. Still, she didn’t take it back, or offer to take less. Not yet.

Hannah, seeing a stone-faced June moving in behind the girl, gave a wicked grin.

“Two hundred thousand, but I expect full time work from you, and an active effort on getting more companies in with us on this. It’s my job to get us increased news coverage and press, but you’ll be up for that, too, part of the time. Both in getting it and doing public presentations.” That last part might not happen, but Molly tightened her face and then smiled.

“A hundred per hour for each of the workers, to start? Does that count for training hours?”

Hannah shook her head.

“They don’t get paid for things in the program here. So, they all need to show up tomorrow to help sort the goods for the bomb cages. Training is the same way. That’s us investing in them, so we aren’t paying them for it. They pay us for it, by working hard and showing up consistently. But, for food bank related things? Fifty per hour. Again, only for the kids in the program. If you need to hire anyone else, either get them in here, or they get ten. Well, fifteen? Though, seriously, if they’re good enough for a job there, try to see if they’ll fit in with us? We don’t have a real recruitment arm yet.”

Molly nodded.

“That works. Deal.” She put her hand out to shake, but June looking cute and young, her long blonde hair still back behind her shoulders, faked a cough.

“You’ll need a contract in writing for that Molly. Never accept a handshake deal. It will end up costing you more than a lawyer would. I bet you can get some of the people from legal here to help you with that. It’s related to our program, at least. Also, Hannah isn’t covering this. The Society is.”

That was news to her, so she glanced over. Not upset about it at all, she tilted her head. 

June shrugged.

“Working for you won’t look as good on their resumes as working for us will.”

Hannah got that, but it was still a bit strange. Then again, her idea had been about feeding the kids some money, since times were hard at the moment. It could be that June was thinking the same thing. It was kind of clear that the woman actually cared about people.

Touching her mind had shown Hannah that. Not that the woman was perfect, or even better than she was that way. Still, it would have been easy to think that she hated her, or wanted her gone, after being snapped at and sent away a few times. That, she knew now, was almost certainly not the case.

Even offering, or demanding, to pay for the kids wasn’t the woman trying to take anything from Hannah. What she was doing exactly, she didn’t know. Dropping into a deep trance to try and read her mind wasn’t happening at the moment, either. She did make certain she was ready to teleport, which was going to get her part way to the correct mindset.

Which, naturally, wasn’t enough to tell her anything real.

Not as more than a guess.

So, Hannah nodded.

“There we go! Is that price range fine, if you’re paying them? I don’t know what the budget here is?”

June let her head play side to side.

“We have the funds, so that isn’t an issue. Generally, an operations managers get four-hundred-thousand a year...” She looked almost embarrassed about shorting Molly.

Hannah, not being the one paying now, stepped in for her friend.

“Working out of here will require more and a broader scope of skills. Also, she’s going into heavy training, but that won’t count, directly. It will in half a year though. She’s still working the food banks, first? If she gets in with Alex Darius, he plans to assign his part in that to her.”

Both of the women stopped then and stared at her rather directly.

June cleared her throat.

“Her mentor is Alex Darius?”

Molly went wide eyed.

“The super villain?”

Hannah pointed at the girl.

“The very man. I told you I wasn’t going to lame the whole thing up for you. You have to get past the interview first, of course. That will be real, so I’ll help you prep for it. When you go in, remind him that you’re being put there to watch him. Then, well, if he’s smart, and he is, he’ll have you keep tabs on what’s going on here, so keep that in mind.”

Hannah noticed that her grandmother was imitating a fish, for some reason. When she spoke, she managed to seem decently composed, however.

“That... Well! Talk about throwing the baby into the deep end? I guess the question is, Molly, do you know how to swim?”

The girl was young and not well educated, yet, but it was clear she was intelligent enough.

“Well, enough to spy on people? I... Part of me wants to say no, but I can get up to speed, I bet. What do I need to know?”

June snagged the girl’s slightly plump arm and walked away with her. Keeping Hannah out of the loop. Which, for half an instant, left her feeling slighted. Then she thought about it for a moment and nodded. After all, she was friends with Alex. If Molly was actually going to be collecting data on him, it really would pay not to tell Hannah about the plans.

After they vanished, even if there were a few people left in the conference room, she realized that she couldn’t just take off. Molly was her responsibility, after all. She helped get everyone home, but had to come back, after teleporting around for nearly fifteen minutes. The girl wasn’t back yet, so Hannah settled at the long table again, not too far from a man with a faintly lined face, and a lean, hard look about him. He had a hood, which hung back and an all-black, skin tight outfit. It didn’t seem to be body armor. More like a buff-colored stretch fabric.

Clearly one of the super types. He hadn’t been there for the meeting about the bomb cages, but was present now, which even she understood meant he belonged. You didn’t just hang out there, like it was a cafe or coffee shop, otherwise. Seeing her, the man, who had very light eyes, nodded. What he didn't do was talk to her, working on a small desktop device of some sort. Efficiently, but not in a way that spoke of urgency.

Which probably meant he was checking his email or browsing for clothing online.

Jacob, Pyric, walked in about ten minutes later, as Hannah waited, holding a partial teleportation, trying to work out how to do that and decent telepathy at the same time. She could kind of pull it off, but not easily, at all. It was simpler and made more sense to her brain to pick up the future. Which meant she waved at Jacob instantly, as soon as he was visible, having expected him. His head was on fire, like always, and so were his hands, which made a pretty arc of plasma when he waved back to her.

Then he smiled, since they were both doing that.

“Hey, Hannah. Dark Edge.” The voice wasn’t cool when the other name was spoken, but it wasn’t that friendly, either.

As if they might not be best of pals.

The other man, the one in black, didn’t even bother to look up.

“Pyric. There’s nothing actionable at the moment. I’m monitoring the boards tonight, so, of course nothing is coming in. I could do this from my room.” The man sounded a bit upset, for some reason. As if it were an old argument.

A tired one, that everyone involved knew wasn’t going to be worth going over again.

Jacob just waved a bit. It was a little dismissive, to be honest. There was no arc of plasma on that move, which meant that the man had done that for her benefit before. It was kind of neat, she had to admit. Flirting with fire. It caught her attention that it wasn’t normal.

Also, ignored by the man in black.

The young, fiery, man grinned at her cutely, not sitting in one of the chairs. He stood, rather carefully away from everything, so that nothing would catch fire. It was, she thought, the kind of thing that a good person would find a way to fix, if they had the power to do it. It wasn’t even giving him a power, and if she arranged to be able to generate that kind of thing herself, in the world she was in at the moment, she could help him out without taking him into the Never. Really, she could probably get that kind of thing cleared as either practice, or even just the way she really meant it, as a good thing. Several of the people there could use something similar, if it was possible for her to work out.

That was what she was thinking about, when the phone rang. It wasn’t hers, so she didn’t move. Not even jumping slightly, since she picked up that it was about to happen. Not what was going to be said, but that it was important enough to pay attention to.

Dark Edge, who seemed to be the one on duty at the moment, tapped a key on his computer.

“This is The Society, Dark Edge here. What’s the nature of the emergency?”

A voice spoke, out loud, so that she and Pyric could hear the words.

“Hello. This is Fundament, from Unlimited? We have a young woman here, Clancy Baron, who we were hoping to get some information about, from your database? She calls herself Blowhard. Basic wind generation powers?” The man who was speaking sounded over the top, and nearly like an actor, playing a role.

As if he was standing there, on the other side of the device, with his hands on his hips, looking off into the middle distance. Hannah, bored already, simply focused on what she knew about the topic mentioned, already in a deep enough state to find the man, almost instantly. Even trying to link to his mind, for practice. To flow beside him, like Al had told her to do. To be quiet inside and let him inform her, instead of taking anything by force. To know his true self, at least on the surface of his being.

That was... Not a good thing. Bad enough that she wouldn’t have wanted to be in a room alone with the man. Dropping into a deeper state, she actually attempted to reach more deeply into his thoughts so that she could hear what he was thinking, which was that Blowhard was cute, and that he’d enjoy breaking her. That was stark and harsh when she got it, trying desperately to think with the man, not just hear his words. It was hard, since part of her wanted to reject him, not simply take what he was putting out. To Hannah, the whole thing felt icky, she had to admit. Still, she didn't back away from it in shock, practicing her new skillset, while she had a chance.

Dark Edge tapped at his laptop, or whatever the flat device was called, swiping and tapping for a minute.

“We have...nothing on anyone by that name in the database. Not everyone is in here, so that isn’t too surprising, if she’s new. Is it a problem?”

There was a sharp reaction from the Fundament, at that information. Anger over it. Then as she paid close attention the man started spinning a tale in his mind about the new girl. One in which she was there to spy on them. To trap them, somehow. His mind, on a deep level, flashed onto Agent One, from the High Command, specifically, if not firmly. There were rumors that the man or woman in charge there was able to change shape, and would go after other heroes, at times.

Not, Hannah had to feel, that the man was one of those. He wasn’t even just a child abuser, or a normal man who was a bit attracted to a fourteen-year-old girl in a tight red and yellow outfit, which might be forgiven, if no action was taken on it.

No, this man was thinking of much darker things. Enslavement, and total control of the child’s mind, to his own ends. Dark ceremonies and evil beings of demonic nature. Some of those were so dark that Hannah shied away from the information, leaving fuzzy zones where she couldn’t easily see what he was thinking.

What she did get from him was what the girl, Clancy, had written down on the application. That part was, oddly, familiar to Hannah. Even if her own name hadn’t been written in. She examined the paper on the desk, through the man’s eyes, which made more sense than trying to read something on her own that way. Why that was, she didn't know.

It worked, so she went with it for the moment, then opened her eyes, and looked at Dark Edge.

“Um... I have some information there?”

The man across from her nodded, as Jacob tilted his head.

Dark Edge gave her another nod.

“What do you have?”

She spoke up then, her voice pitched to carry across the open line.

“She’s a short girl, about fourteen, with a blonde bob? When she blows, wind is generated, the harder she does it, the more firmly air comes out? She was in the first group who got powers, being selected by the alien committee. I did the work on that one myself.”

The voice from the computer suddenly seemed warmer, even if it hadn’t been angry, before.

“Oh? You’re the Damsel? I’ve been hearing a lot of good things about you, if so.”

She was about to go into how that wasn’t her secret superhero name or anything, when Jacob interjected.

“That’s right. What do you know about, um, Clancy?”

The idea that they were available to share information with other groups like that was interesting, since she’d thought that there was a bit more inter group rivalry than that. Then, June was pretty free with her database of names, really.

Scrambling, Hannah closed her eyes, which had to look strange, and hurriedly tried to contact Clancy. Her Aunt Larina, undercover there. In the room with the man speaking at the moment, she realized. Available to do very bad things to, if the girl wasn’t who she seemed.

Larina, when she connected to her mind, was focused on the idea that she might have to let the man do some fairly harsh, mainly sexual, things with her, to sell her act of the moment. She didn’t have any proof of what was going on for certain, even though the whole place was clearly sinister, once the surface was scratched, even a little bit.

~Larina? This is Hannah. What do you want me to tell Fundament?~

If the woman was freaked about someone suddenly speaking to her, it didn’t show in her thoughts. Instead, a stream of information, rather clearly organized, came at her. Most of it wasn’t in words. It was too complete, really. If she listed it all off, it would be over the top for her to know. She’d only met Clancy once, after all. For a few hours. That meant she wasn’t going to have her entire life story on tap. 

Hannah picked out the bits relevant to her.

“Let me... I only met her a few times. She’s a candidate for The Trainees, our new teen outreach program here. You should get that hooked up, if her schedule there allows for it? Any other kids you have as well. We want hard workers, but they don’t have to start with powers. We can get those for them. She seemed... Nice? Not that assertive, but she meshed with the other kids well. Troubled home life, but she hasn’t let it impact her too much. Currently living with her mother, who... I think, if I recall right, that relationship is pretty strained. They don’t get along all the time. I don’t have a lot else on her, I’m afraid.” Her eyes were closed again, trying to sound relaxed and not like she was drifty or doing something weird.

The man on the phone laughed, lightly. It sounded fake, but cheery.

“That helps, actually. Thank you, Damsel. We should get together and chat, sometime?”

Hannah nodded.

“Sure? I’m busy with some aliens for the next bit and might have to go off planet to see to some things, but after that? I can call you there?” She wasn’t doing that, but making the offer would let her be in control of the situation, instead of the other way around.

“Perfect. I look forward to hearing from you!”

There was no sense of relief when the man hung up. She didn’t let go of her link to Larina, either. Not that an immortal shape shifter, with super strength and invulnerability needed her to be a look out. She was doing it anyway. Meaning that she didn’t realize that June had come back into the room. Without Molly. People were talking, but she barely understood them.

June touched her shoulder, getting her to reopen her eyes.

Hannah blinked and tried to smile.

“Molly...?” Getting her home was why she was there, after all.

June shrugged, with one shoulder. It was relaxed, but she glanced at the others there, and tilted her head ever so slightly. Sending a message. One that said, don’t talk about it.

“She opened a portal and went home. It’s a useful talent.”

She nodded, not speaking, and also not really reading Larina’s mind, having been shocked out of the needed level of focus to maintain that kind of thing.

Fighting a bit, she tried to recapture that part of the scene that was busily fading from her mind. Mainly, because it was boring. Fundament wasn’t a good guy, but the man wasn’t currently raping her aunt or anything. They’d spoken for a bit, then the man let her go, giving her free run of the headquarters there.

For his part, he was sitting in his office. Talking on the phone. That... Wasn’t important at all. Just a call about ordering food, it seemed.

Shaking her head, Hannah held her tongue.

June, however, was being updated by Dark Edge.

“We were just on with Fundament, from Unlimited? He was just checking on a new hire over there. A girl named Clancy? Damsel here had a bit of info, but it wasn’t in the database.” The man didn’t seem to think much of it. The words weren’t even dismissive, just as if a coworker had a bit of data that he hadn’t.

June went very slightly wide eyed.

“What... Did you say, Hannah?” The woman seemed to be actually worried, as if she were going to not get the idea that a person who was undercover on an operation might work better if someone didn't run around screaming about the wrong thing.

Still, there was an odd sense coming off of June, pointed toward the others there, so she didn't give anything away.

“Just the basics. That Clancy was one of the first people that the committee cleared to have a power and that she seemed nice? I don’t know much, so... I think she’s from Chicago, but I’m not really certain on that one, so I didn’t mention it. Technically she got in because one of the guys met her online and thought she was cute, so told her to apply for it.”

Dark Edge looked at her and made a slightly silly face, crossing his eyes a bit.

“That makes sense, given that’s where The Unlimited work out of. They’re high profile, but never really do much. I mean, they’re fine, in the field, but they go out on things... I don’t know, once a week or so? Even then, they mainly handle small events. Things that the police could do nearly as well.”

Interestingly, Pyric nodded at the words. Seeming, if not friendly toward the other man at least not like he was about to call him names.

“I nearly went with them at first. They do get a lot of press. I got the call to come here, so took it, but it was close. It really did come down to how much they do, though. They require a lot more public relations work than we have to do here. That’s... It’s actually kind of their strong point and out weak one. I mean, doing talks for tykes and that kind of thing? It works for them, but... Maybe it gets in the way of doing much that’s actually real?”

Hannah didn’t, of course. Honestly, it was a thing that she’d never thought of before, to be honest. She knew what it took for her to get on television, or be the focus of a podcast, but until that very moment, she’d just kind of assumed that most super teams kind of had positive coverage built in for them. They helped people, so would, in the main, be given the needed attention.

It wouldn’t work that way, of course.

Really, one of the big issues would be in the teams finding out what was going on to help with, and the press knowing what had been done. Things probably took place that could use an outfit like that helping with the situation, but most of them weren’t going to know about it happening in time to show up. The public didn’t really call The Society or even The Underdogs directly. They called the cops, who always tried to handle things on their own first, which worked most of the time, but not too well when superpowers came into play. That was before a lot of them died due to Black Soda, too. Now, at times, gangs and even lone criminals were taking the police out fairly easily.

A man in a pretty blue uniform with a light side arm and mid-range body armor tended to lose when the bank robbers had high powered battle weapons on them. Especially if the entire thing had to be handled by one or two of them, instead of the fifty to a hundred they really needed to win that kind of fight.

It was an aside, but she glanced at Pyric.

“You think that The Society should do a bit more with the public? Get some attention going in the press?” She realized that she didn't know why she was saying that, since his words didn’t mean that at all.

Still, he shrugged.

“Probably. It’s annoying, but people need to know that someone is out there, looking out for them, right now. Most of the time, they can’t even be certain that calling nine-one-one will do anything anymore, which has to be scary. Gun sales are at an all-time high, I heard.”

She could see that, even if the idea hadn’t really been front and center for her, personally. She lived in a secured building and walked around carrying, constantly. Things that didn’t help the local soccer mom who was trying to not be mugged in a parking lot at all.

She thought for a minute, then screwed her mouth up.

“Um... Talk to Tyler Yan about it? Maybe an app? Something people can download, that will let us pass information to different teams, around the country? With a filter, so that the regular things go to the police or fire department, but the odd or strange can be flagged and sent where it needs to go? That doesn’t get anyone to use it, or in the right place instantly but it could help people feel a little more secure.” She didn’t know if that was a good idea or not, and was only suggesting the basic idea, not trying to put together a new project or make a hassle. 

June frowned at her.

“That’s... A thing to look into. Could I have a word with you, Hannah? In my office?”

The words sounded as if a reprimand were coming, at least to her. Still, she followed the woman, who turned the corner in the carpeted hallway, stopped and touched her arm, gently.

“Can you get us to a place we can’t be overheard?”

Hannah nodded, then recalled a nice beach that she’d gone to one time, a few years before. When they got there, it was windy, and the waves crashed, but it was also dark. They were on the sand, a row of hotels and tourist destinations behind them. There were other people by the water, but the stretch of empty area was pretty intense.

“We’re in Oregon. Is this good enough? I could get us to the Never...”

The woman lit up then.

“You can? That’s impressive. That... You’re much stronger over there. If you can go on your own...”

Hannah nodded.

“I know. Worse, I’m going to ask if I can gain the power of giving people working powers over here as well. So that I can work on the people from Ryhh? That will need to be done carefully. Their tech is integrated into them, more than we think, and it’s just similar enough to magic that they can be disrupted pretty easily, if I do it wrong. They’re still in control of who gets powers and all that. They might say no, so... You wanted to see me?”

The woman, looking all of nineteen, if that, crossed her arms, as if chilly, and looked out at the water.

“You caught that Clancy Baron is the name Larina is using?”

“I did. I checked the story she wanted me to give with her, too, in real time. I... Really need more practice. Fundament bought it. He... Is not a good man. I figured that, you know, the kids there were sex toys or something, but I don’t think so. Not for him, at least. He’s thinking of a more manipulative and dark thing. I couldn’t understand it, really. It wasn’t just using mind powers to get his car washed. He’s kind of vile. She’s fine for now. He was suspicious and even picked out that it might be Agent One in disguise. What I said scanned for him, which got him to pull back there, a bit.”

Looking at the dark water, shifting her feet, June closed her eyes.

“I know it’s silly, but I still worry for her. She’s done this kind of thing five times, over the years. Infiltrated dangerous groups, including ones with superhumans in them. She’s strong and intelligent, but she can’t beat everyone in the world, if it comes to a fight. No one can. She can’t even get a word out, if something goes wrong. The Unlimited might be a bit of a Mickey Mouse operation, but they can check for transmissions and bugs. You won’t know if she’s attacked, will you?”

That was just the truth.

“If I’m not checking? No, not really. I managed it earlier, but it doesn’t just hit me like that, I have to try. Which I can’t do all the time. Not yet.” She grinned though. “But, we know someone who can do that. A certain teen telepath...”

There was a tightening of lips.

“Alistair Marks? He’s powerful, but I don’t know if we can trust him. He was compromised once, what’s to prevent him from having that done to him again?”

It was a real question. The kid hadn’t done it because he was bad, after all. Plus, while Hannah had felt like she’d been picked on specifically, the truth was that June had her life, if not mind, messed with at the same time. Other people had seen her fighting with Hannah, for instance. That could leave a bad impression that she hadn’t even earned. Especially since Hannah had sort of won.

“His parents are being hidden, which might help. It is a risk, but it’s the same one we all have right now, in potential. I mean, what would I have done if it had been my parents being threatened like that? Or, really, what if someone had grabbed the Marks and their people and told me that they would die if I didn’t do what they wanted?” She looked at the ocean as well, seeing brief hints of white at the top of waves when they broke.

After a moment, she carried on, having given the topic a lot of thought.

“Sure, he should have used his power to get with us earlier than he did. He didn't know that might work, so out of fear, did the wrong thing. I don’t think that will happen again. We need to get everyone in with us on that, too. Maybe work out how they can pass telepathic messages to Aliza and Al, in case anything like that starts to happen again. It won’t fix everything, but we can take a big chunk of things off the table that way.”

That got a nod.

“I agree. We have to go carefully, but we still have to go. I’ll see if I can set that up. What do you have in the works, other than working on the bomb cages, with the kids? I have to admit, that’s exciting. Seeing them getting to try that kind of thing. Something real and important, not just a make work project. I should have put something like this together years ago. I didn't think of it. Which, that isn’t a good reason not to do it. We have before. You’re working on this app project?”

Hannah cleared her throat.

“I could, but no, that was just an idea, not something I’m actually planning. Really, if we want to do it, we can just pass that over to Ty and Terry and let them handle it? I’m trying to get Neary to help me with an advanced learning program. He’s agreed, so far. That will start in three days. When he’s coming, I mean. Other than that, it’s just the stuff I mentioned. It sounds like a lot, but... Really, I’m mainly pushing the poor kids because I’m bored. It isn’t a great reason.”

Her grandmother patted her on the arm and winked.

“Sure. At the same time, its helping other people, instead of being destructive... You can fly, right?”

“Yes. Why?”

The woman pointed, to the right, where out on the water, there seemed to be a bright glow taking place.

“Because I’m pretty sure that’s a tactical nuke going off, and we might need to remove people from the area. Teleportation as well?”

Hannah nodded.

“Well, fuck.”

That just got a nod, as a rather impressive boom shook the entire world.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter seven
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Hannah froze, which June, a superhero of great renown, didn’t bother with. She flew into action, or at least moved, which was closer than Hannah was getting. For her part, after a moment, she recalled something.

“Right. We’re both immortal. This, the radiation, won’t hurt us. These other people...” Well, there wasn’t exactly anyone right there.

Liberty nodded.

“It’s about four miles out, at a guess. If that’s the case, then this wasn’t anything too large. Big enough. Maybe not even nuclear. We need to get that tested. No one is standing out there to be impacted by it. Can you... Scan the area and see if anyone is out there in that direction in a boat?”

It was kind of different for her, and she nearly said no, then shook her head and closed her eyes. After all, not trying was a good way to fail. So was giving up too early. She dropped into a trance, then sent her mind out, as if trying to find a person, or a specific place.

What she found, wasn’t shocking to her.

“Nothing. No people. Not even dead ones. It had been on a ship, but that was a drone. Steered remotely. I can’t... Wait.”

She didn’t know what to look for, at first. Trying to find the person who had detonated the bomb left her in a mentally still, dark place inside. She tried again, after a few moments, recognizing when the answer wasn’t going to come. Instead of a person, she tried looking for a machine, which actually worked a lot better.

“Ah... The thing that sent the bombs is a... It isn’t a computer, the way we think of it, but it’s... In a stone? Alive, but created, I think. Not normal at all. I can’t tell why it did it, only that it’s in the ocean, near Japan.”

She could, she thought, get closer than that. Only June started speaking.

“Bombs plural?”

“Eleven of them. Six have just gone off. The rest...” She had to name them, one by one.

They were all in the ocean, the Pacific, with three of them aimed at the coast of the U.S., the rest at Mexico.

June grabbed her arm.

“Get us back to the base?”

She did that, taking longer than she liked, but only about fifteen seconds that time. It wasn’t really an improvement on her part, but wasn’t horrible, either. The instant they were in the conference room, June yelled. It was a mighty bellow, not some kind of distressed or girlish plea for aid.

“Emergency! Conference room, now! All hands on deck!” She kept going, until people started to arrive at a full run.

Green Running Guy, or Accel, Hannah guessed, if he wanted to be called that instead of the much better name she’d given him, was there first. Gregory, that man’s younger clone, clearly having been getting ready for bed, showed up at nearly the same time. About ten seconds later.

Even Chris was there, inside half a minute, wearing his decorative uniform. Blue with a red cap. Now that Hannah knew his brother, having met him several times, she really could see the family resemblance. Neary was thinner, not holding as much muscle at all, being normal, and not the most powerful person in the world or anything. They both had dark curly hair that wasn’t exactly human looking. Close, but slightly off. Except that Molly had that going on as well. Heline didn’t, so it was probably just happenstance.

Still, it wasn’t until Brain Trust trundled in, the slightly heavy super genius being in the last third of people to arrive, that Liberty explained her antics.

“We have bombs detonating, along the Pacific coast. They’re big. Possibly nuclear. BT can you get any confirmation on that? We have indications that several more are out there, just waiting for activation. Two off of Mexico, three U.S. No specific locations yet.”

The bearded man, who didn’t have his bowler hat on at the moment, which Hannah thought was part of his costume, simply moved to the computer along the far wall, standing as he tapped at the keyboard in a steady stream that sounded to her like a gritty buzzing, lacking any proper spaces between the connection with the keys.

At the same time, June called out to the others.

“Stand by, everyone. We don’t know if this is something we’ll be responding to. Laura, get with Homeland as soon as we have anything...”

From across the room, Brain Trust spoke.

“I have it from the satellite records. We have... Five explosions currently. Estimated at a hundred kilotons each. This shouldn’t cause any carry-on issues, unless radiation is a problem. We can’t test for that yet. Get with Homeland. They have resources that we don’t for that.”

That, it seemed, was the task of a rather bland seeming woman. She was average in size, shape and coloration. So much so that when Hannah looked away, she honestly couldn’t recall what the woman looked like. To a level that was, she thought, probably part of a power.

Then, everyone in the room probably had something going on. After a moment, the phone rang again. June grabbed it, moving quickly, but not faster than Hannah could have.

“Liberty. Go!”

It was held to her ear, but she nodded a moment later.

“Understood. We’re monitoring the situation. I watched one of them go off, personally, along the Oregon coast, so moved back here instantly, with Damsel.”

She went silent for a moment, then nodded.

“Right. That one. Let me... We need to get people to each site, for observation. Be careful, this could be a set up. Damsel, can you call in Wisp and Agent Seven for transport duties? We need you to locate the device that sent these, ASAP.”

She pulled her phone, dialing without really thinking first. Calling Katherine, since that was the first person she always called.

“Wisp here. Is there an emergency?” It was Kate Sinclair’s voice, having given up pretending to be a man, even if it had been a good act for a long time.

“Bombs off the West Coast. Possibly nuclear. In the water, so far. The Society needs to get observers into place. We’re in the conference room. Are you available?” She didn't say it was Hannah. Kate knew.

“Incoming!”

The woman was getting fast on teleportation, showing up no more than three seconds later, near the door, but to the side, so that she was out of the way.

Hannah waved, but had already called for Divya.

“Hello?”

“Div? The Society conference room, for transport. Bombs in the Pacific. Possibly nuclear.”

She took longer to get there, but not long. About seven seconds. Maybe eight. No one remarked on it, but it was impressive. Hannah had never beaten twenty seconds for a teleportation from scratch, herself. Even that claim might be her being too kind about it. She could, and had, made a move that had taken place in what seemed to be less time than that, by predicting her destination and holding a partial move constantly. Then simply starting to go to the new place well before anyone else in the room was ready for it to happen.

In short, she could make an illusion of speed take place, in specific circumstances, that might seem like she was quick that way. She wasn’t. Which, honestly, didn’t bother her that much. The real problem wasn’t that she wasn’t as good as the others. Not at all. No, her issue was that, if she were attacked suddenly, it could honestly take her a half minute to get out of the way.

Given all the people with superpowers, guns, or even knives in the world, that was far too long. So was seven seconds, though that was a lot better than she was going to manage. At least if she relied on the one power. Thinking of that, she nodded, and forced her mind back into a deeper state, readying herself to move, sensing what was about to come and then, without waiting, once her new target was named in her mind, she focused on it, trying to find what June was going to be asking for in about a minute.

Which meant she had to sit down. That and get someone to ask her questions. She waved, with her eyes closed, not really certain what that was going to do at all. A male voice, deep and relaxed, spoke to her, softly.

“Go to the target.”

“I’m there. It’s square, and gray. Alive, but made of stone. A machine, with a mind inside of it. Except that it’s alien. It calls itself... Moma... Mona? That isn’t right, but it’s something close to that. Um...”

She didn’t know what else to look at, or try to find out about.

The voice did.

It was about a minute later, as she was going over the map coordinates, that she heard June speaking. About what she didn't know, to be honest. Still, she spoke anyway.

“This isn’t man made. It’s alien. Not from Rhyy, but... The kind of tech is similar. I don’t know who made it or sent it here.”

She focused harder, and eventually felt someone shaking her right shoulder, gently. Opening her eyes, she found Stan standing by her side. He was vast, and in uniform. It was impressive, looking up at him suddenly.

“Come back to the surface now. That was good. Not exactly informative enough for our needs, but we got what information we can from this line, I think. I wrote it down.”

Liberty, who was still on the phone, the room almost empty, simply walked up and snagged the paper from the table, reading it quietly, as she walked off with it. After a moment, she spoke. More understandably this time.

“Understood, Sir. We’re on it. We’ll pass everything over to the DoD.” Then she looked at her palm, phone in it and quickly stabbed a finger at the off icon.

When she looked up, the shrugged.

“We need to collect what we can. Stan, Hannah, can you get anything else on this?”

Behemoth looked away, then shook his head.

“Not without more information to start with. That work was solid, but we seem to be dealing with something new, that we don’t really have words or ideas for. That being the case, we can’t really do more toward finding it. We have a general area, if it doesn’t move, but...”

Hannah had gotten that one rather clearly. There had been a powerful feeling that the object, or whatever it was, would be doing that soon. For all that Stan was being nice to her about it, the truth was that the work she’d done hadn’t really found anything other than a vague sense of the thing that had set the explosions in motion being loosely alien. Which could mean anything from it being from space, from the future, or even the past, or it being a copycat technology. Even something designed by a type of magic or technology that she simply hadn’t encountered before.

In short, she’d been sitting there, wasting time. Not that it wasn’t important to try, but this time it really hadn’t worked. Other than giving an area it might be in. A thing, she guessed, that could be watched from satellite.

She waited, as Liberty went cold. Just through the face, not as if she were going to use her powers to attack, and then shook her head.

“Okay. Hannah, get home and get some rest?” She went still, as if that was going to sound like an insult. Then she went on. “You have work with the kids first thing tomorrow. Also, if we find out anything new, we might need to run it past you, in the middle of the night. Can you go to on-call protocols?”

She nodded, not even really knowing what that meant. A thing that showed, she hoped, a willingness to help, without promising too much. Still, she also tilted her head.

“Does that mean keep a phone on me and stay ready to teleport in?”

A giant hand hit her on the back then. Not hard, but with enough force to move her forward a bit. Stan grinned.

“We normally give people an hour, but for you, yeah. Be ready to move inside two minutes. We might also need you to move people around... You can do that at a distance now, right? Point to point without having to go in yourself?” He grinned, which, she understood, was down to the fact that he didn’t really think she could do that.

It sucked, but she’d been practicing it, so nodded.

“I can. If I do that, I will be awake for the day though and it kind of hurts. Actually, a lot. Not that pain will get me out of it, but if I can take people in myself, physically, it’s a lot better for me. It’s an emergency and if I’m claiming I want to do the safe support stuff, instead of direct hero action, I need to be ready for that...” She nodded, and blew out a gust of air.

It really wasn’t pleasant, moving other people like that, between two locations, at a distance from her, but whining really wasn’t going to help her out in life. Worse, she really was willing to help, which meant that being strong was going to be needed. Even if it sucked.

At the same time, letting other people know it wasn’t her favorite way of doing things was important, so they didn’t start thinking it was all the same to her. That could set her up for a different sort of being a victim. One of her own mental laziness.

Her grandmother smiled at her, as if she’d said something brilliant, instead of trying to give guidelines to help avoid pain. If it was unneeded.

“We’ll try to give you the next eight hours, if we can. That... Probably won’t happen. Not unless we can keep Wisp and Agent Seven interested. That should be pos-” Her phone rang again, the woman answering it efficiently enough to verge on super speed, without actually making the air pop with a sonic boom.

“Liberty here, The Society... No sign of nuclear material? Thank God. Possibly thermobaric? Over the ocean? That doesn’t really make sense, does it? Thanks for the intel, Ryan. I’ll pass the word.”

That, passing the word that none of the explosions had been nukes, seemed to be more important than letting Hannah know what she was supposed to be doing. Then, she had her orders, more or less. To get home and rest, if she could. Which was possible. It was slightly past her bedtime anyway.

Instead of waiting for Liberty to be free, Hannah turned to Stan.

“I’ll be at my place then, trying to sleep. Then, starting at just before seven in the morning, I’ll be working with The Trainees for several hours. Is there anything else I’m supposed to be doing?”

The man tilted his head.

“Not at this point. Stay ready to move, on short notice, just in case. Or, more likely, to move other people around. You don’t really work here...” The man seemed reticent for the moment, then shrugged. “So, we might need to lend you out to other groups and organizations, if they ask for help? I mean, not that we’ll be doing it, but if you aren’t part of our group, we can’t stop you from doing that for anyone else. So, I’ll call or leave word to get with you, if that comes up?”

She groaned, trying not to sound entitled or spoiled. It didn’t really work. She was just too good at that kind of thing. It had been her way in life far longer than whatever it was she’d been doing lately was going to be called.

She grinned, trying to make it into a joke.

“I guess... Still, try to make sure I get sleep, if it’s not a real emergency. Only... You all have a lot of those here, don’t you? This isn’t even that big of a deal, except that June and I saw it happening from the start.”

That had her hit on the back again. Which, she understood, was the man flirting with her, without actually doing that at all. Like a friend might do, on occasion. If they weren’t planning on going for the extra benefits directly. At least not that day. Which was a good thing, since she still wasn’t up to handling what Stan kept in his shorts.

Which was a shame, since he was awesome, otherwise.

When the man spoke, his booming, deep voice, was pleasant seeming.

“That’s pretty much true. Explosions get investigated, but being done over the ocean, even in different locations? This won’t really have us calling you at three in the morning. Not just for that. Like you said, you were there, so it seems more pressing. Everything is like that, really. Now, I’ll call, if it’s needed? Two minute or less response times, so stay ready for that.”

She nodded, then having actually been doing what she was supposed to and holding a partial move, manage to teleport to her living room about ten seconds later. She didn't even close her eyes for it, which was impressive. At least to her. She’d done that a few times, but this was the fastest she’d managed while not seeming to be cutting herself off from the rest of the world.

Al was there, sitting up, on the sofa, reading something from his pad. From the way he lingered on the page, it was a book, not an article. He was in sweats, which was how he slept, instead of in pajamas. He had socks on, but no shoes. In all, he seemed relaxed.

Glancing up, the kid smiled. It was charming, his straight blond hair short enough that it didn’t seem to be a total mess or anything, even if he wasn’t constantly running a comb through it.

“Hey! Anything up?”

She nodded, understanding he probably already caught some of it, if not all.

“Explosions in the Pacific, off the coast. Some kind of alien tech is behind it. That or something human but really new. I couldn’t really find the source of it. I tried, but June sent me home, to rest.” She grinned, feeling a bit sheepish, since to her it was kind of obvious, she simply hadn’t been needed at all.

For a moment, Al, tilted his head, then bounced in place a bit.

“That’s... Probably about true, on this one. June wants to make sure she’s not pushing you, if it isn’t needed. Also, she thinks that you’ve done your part, getting them what you have, so far, so it wasn’t anything all that dark or even really about you.”

Hannah went for her gun, instantly, starting to pull it when Al chuckled.

“Um, don’t shoot? It’s really me.” He sighed. “Look, I know that... I had to save my parents. I know that you get that and even if you don’t love what I did to you, messing with your mind, you actually understand. You even forgive me... Only, I also know what I did to you. That you can’t trust things again, yet. You will, eventually, but... So, I’m trying to be helpful, so you don’t decide to hate me. At least on little stuff, like this.”

The boy didn’t move, holding his book pad, as she, rather slowly, put the forty-four back in the holster, under her shirt.

She smiled then.

“Sorry. That didn't seem like you, sharing like that, suddenly.” Plus, clearly, she was paranoid now.

Not that it was a good excuse for shooting people, or even brandishing a gun.

The kid just nodded.

“I should probably have gotten you to do it, to be honest. You’re tired though and have been working a lot today. Anyway, I should get to bed. Am I working out with you, Kevin and Tara in the morning?”

She thought for a second. That had been the actual plan, of course, but she didn’t have a place for it yet. Not that they couldn’t get around that.

“We need a track or something like that, for us to meet at. I haven’t asked Kate, so something public? Can you find us one of those? I don’t know if that even exists. We also need everyone on the team, not just you four. Could you pass a message to everyone for that? I mean, if you’re suggesting we bump the work schedule up like that. I was planning to start next week, but I need to do it anyway, so why not? I’ll start picking people up at six-fifty, our time here.” Which would make her popular, she knew.

Half of the kids lived in the mid-west or even further toward the far coast. Then, she wasn’t going for a crown and a sash, she was trying to get people ready for a war. One that, she knew for a fact, was right on top of them.

Holding up his pad, to get her to stop talking, Alistair did something. A thing she wasn’t tied into, for some reason, then nodded.

“Got it. Everyone is ready. Not everyone is happy about it. Liam thinks we can use the track at the local high school near him for that? It will be around dawn there still, and they pretty much don’t have a police force left, so no one will hassle us. Plus, school isn’t in session.”

She nodded, then, her eyelids growing slightly heavy.

“Thanks, Al. I’ll be up. I should call out to you when I get up? So you can let everyone know I’m coming?”

The boy smiled, then, slowly, shook his head.

“Nope. Do it the hard way, and use telepathy for it. For all of us. You can do that. Just find everyone first, and hold them in mind while you send the message. You know how to do that. A bunch of people is the same as doing one or two. You could even do it for a large area, though, that will annoy a lot of innocent people, so, I can’t recommend it. Um, I added all of The Trainees, David Jimenez, Terry Lamond and Tyler Yuan? I didn’t do Kate, Luther or Diaspora.”

The boy waited, as if he were going to need to fix that part of things.

Hannah tilted her head.

“I... Don’t know if I can do that, but I’ll try. In the morning. At six. We should get Nate in as well, if possible. That way we can have some martial arts practice as part of the early morning work.” She hadn’t made any plans for that, but had a phone, so pulled that out, ready to beg a bit, if it was needed.

The blond kid rolled his eyes.

“That’s monitored. Use telepathy for important things.” He sounded bossy and annoying, she decided.

Also correct, which was even more bothersome.

“Fine. Let me sit down?”

He nodded.

“This time. You need to be able to do it while standing, running or even fighting, eventually. The same with the other things you can do.” He looked... Normal and not even like he was being smug or a pain in the ass on purpose.

Feeling pushed, if not exactly beaten down by it, Hannah stood there, put her phone away and closed her eyes, half expecting him to order her to do it with them open, which she wasn’t really up for yet. It took a minute at least, still, for her to find the right psychic feeling, and to connect with her brother’s mind. Hoping that he wasn’t getting busy at the moment, or in the middle of a superpower battle.

~Nate?~

~Hello? This is Nate...~

He sounded uncertain, and Hannah understood, felt that way. Because he didn't recognize her mental voice. Which was a good sign, probably. She’d never spoken to him that way before.

~This is Hannah. Al is making me contact you this way. I was going to call. Anyway, we have a six o’clock wake up tomorrow. Five days a week for now, for a workout and unarmed combat practice. Then we circle everyone back into place and do weapons in VR. I’m contacting everyone at six to get them going, but the pickup will be at just before seven. Teleportation. Can you do that?~

She meant to ask if he would be available, without giving him a real chance to say no, if he wasn’t busy. It was a bit pushy of her, but Nate just chuckled a little.

~I’m in. That’s early. I have a patrol right now. I should get Jaime out for that as well. You already have Chameleon?~

She didn't know, so opened her eyes, to find Al nodding. She grinned, then.

~We do! Okay, I... Should try to contact Jaime? Is he all right with that, do you think?~

~He says yes. Hurry, I think I see something starting down the street.~

She got the idea, so flipped over to Linear, who was already running toward where the problem was. That, she understood, was about to become a gun fight. Between two groups of people. All men. She focused on them, trying to work out what was taking place. Then, switched back to Luminous and Linear.

Holding them both in her mind as she spoke, just like Alistair had told her to. It was weird, but not hard do to, really.

~There are ten people in all. Gang members. I can’t get the colors. All of them are armed. Let me... This is going to suck.~

It did, too, since she moved the weapons, from the hands of the various men, to a pile about a block away, behind Luminous and Linear. They were still padding forward, Nate not even flying, though Linear did bring out his glowing energy shield, on hearing that guns were involved. She could feel that, more than see it. A lightly glowing see through red projection of energy.

Hannah tried to take the guns as many at a time as she could. That, it turned out, was three of them at once. Thankfully the handguns and even rifles she was stripping away, were small, compared to people. It was doing it point to point, away from her and the multiple points that she didn't love. Pain rippled through her head, every time she did it.

Still, she was fast enough that the men were all unarmed when the boys got into place.

Which meant that the tough gang members, to a man, turned and ran away, scattering in too many directions to follow. Nate called something out, but she couldn’t understand it.

It took her a half minute to get back in touch with them telepathically, too. That was slow, compared to what Al would have done. She tried to hurry, instead of let that thought get her to not try.

~Sorry, all the guns are back behind you, on the corner. I probably shouldn’t have interfered, but you know how it is, they had guns. I hate when people who aren’t on my side have things like that.~

She didn't sound glib, at all. Mainly because it really was what she was thinking.

She went on.

~Anyway, Jaime... We have a workout planned for seven tomorrow morning? I’ll pick you up? You and Nate are up to help with the fighting portions of that. Also, you and Liam are up for healing, in case that becomes needed.~

There was a pause. Then Linear answered her, his mental voice calm. Almost hard.

~Understood. I’ll be ready. Who is this?~

She smiled, since it was kind of cool that he was in, even not knowing who she was.

~Hannah. I’ll try to send a wake-up message to everyone at six. Talk later!~

There was a pause then.

~Later, Hannah. We need to do cleanup on this. Melt the weapons down. The police can’t do pick ups on things like that right now. Good work on that. I hate being shot.~

~Don’t we all? Later!~

She opened her eyes then. Alistair clapped, smiling.

“Not that bad. We need to go over the whole list of everyone coming. Let me write that down. We can’t forget anyone. That would be... Bad. Hurt feelings and all that?”

That was just going to be true, so she nodded.

“I got that one. I’d be crying and upset if I was left out of something like that, myself. Let’s... I have a pad around here.” It took a while, but not that long. Alistair knew who was coming, thankfully.

She did the actual writing, and then settled the yellow legal pad and pen on the coffee table, so she could head off to bed. It was nearing mid-night, which was going to mean not getting enough sleep, really.

Still, she took the time to make sure she was armed, even while she slept, in case something happened in the night. Which, thankfully, nothing did. Not until her alarm went off, at six. She didn’t even get up, first thing, or nearly didn’t. After a moment, she realized that she was going to drift back off, if she didn’t stand up. So, groaning as she climbed out from under the light, but comfortable sheets and blanket, she adjusted the large folding knife in the inside pocket of her PJ’s. Then had to walk to the living room.

It would be too tempting to sit, then lie, on her bed, otherwise.

Which worked out, since that was where the list had been left. There weren’t a million names on it or anything. It was enough that she had to look at it, in order to get all of the names at once.

It took her a few tried to get it right.

~Good morning, everyone! This is Hannah, with your wake-up call. Stand up now. Come on... Time to get up. Everyone. All of you need to do it... Get up now...~

Grumbling, several of them did it. A few, three of them, were still sleeping. Lazily, like she would have expected from some of her more entitled socialite friends. Several of them came to mind. She thought of times that she’d been needed to push, pull, yell and even douse certain people with water to get them up on time. It was mainly about considering what had worked for her that way, in the past.

Which, of course, meant that she connected to them, too, as she kept speaking.

~Get up! We have a work out at seven. I’m picking you up just before then. Exercise clothing, running shoes and bring water to drink. Be ready! Hannah is coming for you! Mwa-ha!~

She was fine with leaving it at that, figuring people would get up or they wouldn’t. Most of them were trying, it felt like to her. She dropped the whole thing, and managed to brush her teeth and get dressed herself, before her phone started to ring, even.
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Chapter eight
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The running went well enough, as did the stretching portions of things. Really, they had three groups that day on the dark track, and more bodies than she would have figured on having the night before. 

That part was odd, of course.

Her fault, certainly, but strange, even given that.

Part of it was that, after messing up and adding some of her more entitled old friends, a few who she hadn’t even thought of since high school, at least in a serious way, they’d called her. Not all of them, but anyone who did was told to stand by to work out. Reese had told her to increase the work for everyone, after all. That probably didn’t mean these particular girls, but just in case, she ran with it. After all, she might have contacted them because they were needed, even if she didn't know how that could ever work. She was sort of psychic after all.

Meaning that there were six women in high end track suits, and Spandex, following Kevin around the track, for the hour that everyone else was exercising. Not that they weren’t doing the work. A few of them were actually in some kind of shape, she thought. She was leading the funny walking section, which was faster than the joggers they had that day. Jaime was the one heading up the fast group for them.

Except Gregory, who was running on his own, lapping everyone every ten seconds or so.

The fighting section was different, though Kara had stepped up first thing, since she was learning to fight, in order to teach others. That meant Cynthia was trying hard as well as Tyler and Terry.

Lara looked tired, but was, strangely, trying enough that it showed form the outside. A thing that had Reese complimenting her. Just after the woman had cranked on his wrist enough to actually make him kneel on the strange substance the track was made out of.

“Good work! That would have taken me down, even if I was really trying to fight. Which is what we need here. Should we...”

Nate, looking tight in a t-shirt and sweat pants, with muscles showing through them, grinned. That got the attention of most of the girls there. Including Kara and Molly. All of her old friends, as well.

Verthala did notice that, but she kept angling to look at Alistair. It was enough the Cynthia raised her eyebrows a few times.

Hannah’s brother shook his head.

“This is good for today. We need everyone to get back for the VR portion of things? Tyler, you’re getting with the people who don’t have systems, yet?” There was a wave, vaguely, toward the women who had come.

Ty just nodded, as Candice, looking sweaty and a bit hung over, sneered.

At Hannah.

“This is all your fault, isn’t it? You or that bitch, Kate. She didn’t even show up.” Arms were crossed, and a foot was, she thought, about to be stomped.

Oddly, Kevin, looking leaner than he had been by almost twenty pounds, in only a few months, shook his head.

“She’s in the advanced class. This is the remedial one for the wimps, the young and the fat.” He slapped his middle then. There wasn’t that much there, really. “Guess which one I am?”

Rebekah Torrance, who had lovely rust colored, rather lengthy hair, a few freckles on her well sculpted and expensive nose, looked at him and then... Didn’t go all monster brat at all.

“Young?”

“Eighteen, today, so totally legal, everywhere. No, clearly, I’m the chubby squad. Founding member. Still, this is the remedial training, to get us all up to speed. We’re meeting five days a week, so, you know, hi, I’m Kevin, your new pal? Nice to meet you?” He actually moved forward, his hand held out, to shake. Rebekah did it back, after wiping her hand off.

“Rebekah. This is Lara, Verthala, Candice and Doty?”

She glanced at each of them, clearly knowing who they were, but the feeling was one of claiming that she didn’t really hang out with them. Which made sense, given that Hannah hadn’t seen her for eight years or so, herself.

Still, people nodded at the names.

Reese grinned, but stood back, not moving in for some reason.

“That’s right. We’re working out of The Society, in New York. The Trainees. Like Kevin mentioned, this is a daily thing, but the first day. We also have practice in VR for shooting and knife work, can we get a show of hands, how many of you have systems for that?” He was speaking fast, to not give anyone time to think.

Hannah used that same trick herself, occasionally, so got it. So did everyone else, it seemed, Even Diggy had to fight a smile. He didn’t raise his hand though, meaning he needed to get that kind of rig going.

Which had her thinking, and nodding.

“Tyler, we want to expedite that. Diggy first.” She waved at David, who looked interested. “That means you need to actually assemble it yourself. Tyler... Or, Terry? Will help you with that. They have an actual business to get to, so I’ll do that as soon as we get all the information needed for that. Lara, Rebekah after that.”

She wasn’t trying to be a bitch, but Verthala was probably going to beg off after that, and it had been a shock that she’d come at all. Candice seemed ready to throw down, lacking only the weapons she normally used for that kind of thing, which she would, it seemed, want before starting in on the violence that day. After all, everyone there, except for the other high society gals could kick her behind. Really, even with the size difference, Hannah would have bet money on Terry and Tara being able to take her, unarmed. It would be close, but from what she’d seen in the practice, it would probably go that way.

Rebekah had actually done well enough that it probably meant she’d had a lot of training in that sort of thing, and Doty actually had a VR set up already. For some reason. That needed to be checked, to make sure it was up to specs, and that she hadn’t just raised her hand not getting what VR was or something like that, from what she’d said.

Doty had been a friend of hers from Camford, which was essentially a private, all girl’s middle school. She wasn’t stupid or anything, but had been a bit spoiled, back then. They all had been, really. Some of them still were. Only, even with Candice acting like she was about to throw a fit, the rest of them weren’t, really. Then, these were the ones that, when a strange voice had spoken in their heads, requesting they come to exercise, did it. After making a safety call, first, to check on the situation.

It was, in a way, kind of a good sign.

Doty, cutely enough, stuck her hand up in the air. Reese waved to her, smiling.

“Yes?”

“Um, we’re learning to shoot and use a knife?”

He clapped once, loudly.

“Right! Good point, we sort of stalled out there for a minute. We need to get to work. To answer the real question, yep. In VR first, but there will be real practice, too. With the police down like they are...”

Hannah doubted that any of the women there were hurting for private security, if they wanted it. Still, each of them nodded. Even Candice did.

Kevin grinned.

“I can help get numbers for things?” The words were totally innocent sounding, and he glanced at Tyler, who actually had an electric device on him, which he was wearing on his wrist. It was about the size of a cell phone, but wasn’t one, from the look of it. Probably something that he’d built himself. Still, it let him take notes, and only one person could operate it at a time.

Verthala looked at Kevin then, and seemed haughty.

“You want to help so you can get all of our numbers? That’s pretty bold. Do you think any of us will go out with you?”

Hannah grit her teeth, then. After all, the real answer was no. He was too young, even if it was his birthday, and while a bit better looking than he had been, he was going to need a few more months to tone up into a seven or so. Which, for the women there would still be considered below them.

The problem was, the answer that was needed was going to be very different than he was going to give, being a humble and self-depreciating kind of guy, most days. Women hated that. Especially narcissistic ones.

Focusing, trying to slap her mind into place, only connecting with him, she spoke. Hoping it would work.

~Say that the only problem is that all the women want you. It won’t get you a date, but do it anyway.~

Kevin grinned suddenly.

“Ah... Well you know, yes? Probably all of you, of course. So you and me, tonight, for dinner? You were the one asking first, so that only seems fair. Sorry, the rest of you.” It wasn’t what she’d said, but honestly, Hannah had to like it better.

He’d been challenged, with the implication being that he wasn’t good enough. Then, for some reason, he’d just told her that, actually, he was easily in her league. A thing she might not see, but that he was confident about. Meaning that he might know something she didn’t.

Verthala snorted. Then, looked at him and spoke, her voice... Playful.

“A bit short notice, but... Sure? You live in New York City?”

The boy shook his head, but not in a gloomy fashion. Honestly, he seemed bemused, as if he couldn’t care about the situation at all. It came across as lightly arrogant. Which was perfect.

“I can get there. Teleportation. I have friends who can do that.”

Interestingly, Molly nodded.

“True, you do. I can move you around? I’ll need to know where. Um, Al?”

That had things arranged quickly enough. Hannah was pleased. Not just in that Kevin might have a date, if he could stick the landing, but that it was with Verthala. She wasn’t the best person to be in a relationship with, maybe, being far too entitled and high maintenance, but if they slept together and she dropped out of the morning exercise to dodge him after that, it wasn’t going to hurt the program at all.

She moved away, as Tyler moved to get the needed information. Hannah figured she was up to get him into place for the actual computer builds, since a few of them didn't live close enough for public transportation. Really, if they had a team like it seemed was shaping up, they needed to get a dedicated bus and a driver.

Someone willing to work with Molly, really. Her portals could take a large vehicle like that, after all. It was a thing to work on, but later, she decided. In the moment, she was up again. That meant taking everyone home, as soon as they were ready, then rushing, to get into the first game.

That didn’t take place until about nine-thirty, then, as soon as she got logged in to her favorite game, not being banned any longer, the first thing Hannah heard was Kevin, who was looking at the group, seeming like a soldier in full kit. His voice was familiar at least.

“So, can I borrow some money?”

Hannah was about to say he could, when Carl spoke. He hadn’t been at the work out, but had already been waiting for all of them when they got into the game.

“You need cash? What for?” The tone was a bit dry, but not rough, or even mean. Carl could manage that, on occasion. He was a little better with people he liked. That Kevin was one of those people was probably a new thing, but not a horrible one.

The countdown started then, giving her a bit of time to scramble and purchase a weapon. Some body armor as well. As everyone did that, Kevin spoke.

“A date? Tonight. I probably bit off too much for me to chew, but...”

Again, Hannah was going to speak, to tell her teammate that she had his back, but instead, Carl spoke again, just before the match started.

Meathead and Marxist both kept silent. Then, they knew what was going on, having been there for the exercise that morning.

“Got it. I can float you a bit, then. Call it... A thousand?”

Kevin sputtered, but managed to say yes, as they were all suddenly taken from the lobby area, into the game itself. One in which they had to actually struggle a bit. They had Douchtastic, who was one of the very top players, and the rest of them were good enough, but the other team rode them hard, the whole time, anyway. It wasn’t until the end, after they won, that she got what had taken place.

They just beaten one of the professional teams. Barely, but it had happened.

A clue that came from the other team, when one of them spoke up, sounding almost happy.

“That was intense! Great game. We’re Team Sub Alpha... Who are you?”

Hannah spoke first, since, clearly, she was the loud one in her current fried group.

“The Trainees. We’re new.” That was the truth, after all, even if it wasn’t everyone. They all had orders to go and play something for practice, but this, Liam, Kevin, Don, her and Carl, were the main shooting team. Which didn’t mean that they shouldn’t break up and get with the others as well, if they could find anyone.

The other guy spoke again.

“Hey, you want to run a private match? We have a full team here and need the practice, to be honest. That thing a few weeks ago, where those fuckheads got everyone banned, it messed with our training schedule.”

She heard that one.

“Oh, hey, any clue who that was? I will pay real money to anyone who gives me an IRL name for one of them.” She was a bit prickly on the subject, even if she doubted there was much they could do about it. Short of illegal things, that was.

Then she recalled that she had powers now. A thing that would make annoying those pricks back a whole lot more interesting. It could at least.

They were setting up an invitation only match, but the same voice spoke to her again.

“Not a clue. I’ll tell you if I find anything. That kind of thing... Look, I like a good joke as much as anyone, but we have people trying to make a living here. That troll action actually messed with about two hundred peoples’ jobs, in the real world.”

They had to stop talking, but she added the entire team to her friends list. After all, one of the ways to not accidently play with creeps was to know who you were going up against. A thing that she really hadn’t been good about, so far.

The other team won the next match, but The Trainees took the third, since they had Carl. It was kind of clear that they needed to get better, given their team had nearly lost each time, and even when they’d come out ahead. After all, they had two people who had powers that could impact the game, and they were using them. Carl couldn’t help it and she was using precognition constantly. The other team, as far as she knew, was legit, having only normal people. Even at that, it was a real battle the whole time, trying to keep up with them.

At the end they were invited to go again, any time. Except that practice was over for her team. They had real work to get to, that day. She explained that part, with everyone able to hear her.

“We need to get to building some bomb cages, after knife practice. So, we need to hurry out. Over to the Wilderness Hannah Knife Fight Trainer?”

No one said anything, but when she got there, three of the guys from the other team were there as well, so she included them in the match selection. While good enough for the game, none of them were actually able to keep up with her guys. Even Liam managed to win each of his fights that way. The other guys didn’t bother acting butt hurt over that, either, one of them, a different one called Sub-set, just whistling.

His voice was deep. Fake sounding, but adult.

“You’re good. Also called Wilderness Hannah in this game, too. How did you get that one? You’d think the devs would have blocked it off...”

“I got in first, of course. Now, I need to... Get to the job site. I can pick you all up? Um, not you Sub- Alpha guys. I don’t know where you are, so that won’t work. Not yet. We need to get the others up to speed, so we can all meet up for this at the same time. Are you coming, Douchetastic?” He wasn’t needed, strictly speaking, but grunted.

“I’m at home. Get me from there? I need to change, so... Call it ten minutes?”

Everyone else said the same, except the other people who each said bye. She called out.

“Same time tomorrow?”

No one said anything, but she didn't know if they heard her or not.

None of the new people had won, but they hadn’t been bad, either.

Still, she had to hurry, since she needed a shower, and ten minutes wasn’t really going to be enough time. Her hair wasn’t that long, so she washed it, but that meant arriving, with everyone, at about eleven, in The Society building lobby. Where, handily, all of the gear and materials they needed were resting. Also, she noticed, ten Society team members as well, standing by, dressed in old clothing, ready to work.

Meaning, even being a bit unfamiliar, they managed to put together a wooden frame, mix and pour concrete, with layers of rebar in it, and have a fully constructed door made of thick metal built off to the side, waiting for the box to harden, which would take a few days, inside an hour of initial work time. The cage that took the longest was the one on the roof, which The Society team members had to do on their own. They didn't mess it up, but they weren’t as coordinated as a team for that kind of project as The Trainees were.

Wisely they grabbed Kevin, to build their door for them. Pyric had been willing to try, but the kid was called Weld, and in that realm was just better than anyone else there.

The bomb cages that weren’t portable, basically being heavy concrete, with air holes, and long, baffled seams to let the pressure out in a controlled fashion, along with heavy metal doors. Still, they moved fast and everyone there had a power of some sort. That saved them a lot of time. Money, too, of course.

Unlike in VR, this time they had everyone there for the event. Not all of the people in The Society, but as they were finishing, up on the roof, Liberty, in her full purple and black outfit, along with cute little cape, came out to meet with them.

“Great work, everyone! We just need to finish these and decorate them?”

Hannah nodded.

“It will take a half day for each of those things. Finishing the assembly, then decorating. We need to let these cure for now. In, call it the day after tomorrow, for the next part of this. That’s just finishing, putting the doors on and any remaining cleaning. Then we do the pretty portion as soon as we have some good plans. Call it a week, for all of it?”

That got a firm nod, from Liberty.

“Excellent. Now, I have missions, for some of you? You got most of this last night, but new things have come up. Null, you’re being requested to do a criminal pickup. For a local police force, in New Mexico. Serving a warrant, but the man in question has some low-level powers. Diaspora will be lead on that. In about an hour?”

Don just nodded.

“Do we have transport for that?”

June nodded, and smiled under her little black mask.

“Possibly. Leading to the next mission, Hannah? We need to transport two people to a specific location?”

She just smiled. It was good to be useful, even if she was basically an Uber.

“On it!”

Then she looked around and settled on Kara.

“Cake Girl? You’re needed in California. There was a flash flood, of all things, caused by the explosions along the coast last night. It hit several major areas though and people will need food, asap. FEMA is bringing in MREs as well, but we can do better than just that. I’ll be going with you, which means we need to either go get on the plane now, or get some...” She looked over at Hannah again. Shyly, as if that wasn’t her job of the moment.

This time she chuckled.

“I get it, I get it... So, I’m on for all the transportation for the first part? Portal is working a project tonight, but we can dump some of this on her, before then. Weld... Has a date. It’s also his eighteenth birthday today, so, you know, we’re having a party for him tomorrow soon. We should have done that already, but things came up. Like me not knowing it was your birthday? We need to put someone in charge of keeping track of that for us.” She looked around, and then pointed. “Gregory! You can do that?”

The trick there was that she wasn’t certain he could. It was a long-term project and the kid was so fast that having him do it would be like asking a regular person to watch glue dry, every day. Instead of acting like it was too much, or a big deal, he just snorted.

“I can go and help pass out food, too? It’s summer vacation and I’m not exactly busy right now, you know? Making this stuff was kind of the highlight of my week, so far.”

Liberty paused, then nodded.

“Good call, Fast Kid. David, you know your way around that kind of thing, right? Passing out food and arranging things for that?”

The kid, who was thinner than he had been even a week before, by at least twenty pounds, nodded.

“I can do that. I should probably call my mom first, so she doesn’t think I escaped or something.” That was spoken as if it were a shameful thing.

Only, most of the other young people there seemed to think it was a good idea. Even Cynthia nodded at it.

“Um, I could, if Alistair can find the location for us? I could set up a merge and we can get there that way? It isn’t elegant, but if we have to take gear across or anything? Extra food, for FEMA?”

Liberty spun and smiled.

“You can leave things on the other side now?”

“Pretty much anything. I can even travel that way myself, except that it takes a trick to make work. It’s easier with other people.” She looked at Alistair, who waved at Hannah.

“Hannah can find the location. Faster than I could, without knowing the desired location. We can also get maps? I can find a person on the ground then, and take the location information from that connection and pass it to you?”

That, it seemed was a good enough plan. Hannah looked around, in case anyone seemed to be feeling left out. Liam was holding back, she noticed. Not having anything to do. Which was probably silly.

He was a healer. They probably needed to have him working on that each day. Not just for practice, either. It was needed somewhere, they just weren’t used to recalling that they had people who could do that now.

She just didn't know how to bring it up, without making it seem like she was trying to make the guy feel good about himself. Thankfully, Liberty had more on her list.

“We also have a large fire, in Detroit. No one is in the building and fire crews are on the scene, but it’s big enough that we’re planning to send Pyric in, to control the flames, before the tower comes down, if possible.”

That sounded to Hannah like the kind of thing to mention first, but she just nodded.

“Pyric, stand by. We need to find the location. Liam, you stand by as well. You’re on support, in case anyone needs healing. Al, can you run backup on everything for us, from here?”

The guy nodded, a bit somberly.

“I can. You’ll run the location needed for the food, first?”

She nodded, with Liberty tapping on her electronic pad and then passing it over to her, showing a marked circle, on a map. Given that, it took her a minute to find the actual location, using her mind, and Alistair all of five seconds to take that from her and pass it to Cynthia, who was asked to hold off, by Liberty, since they needed to get with FEMA, as well. Having a way to get their stuff transported as well.

Then she had to stand by, herself, since the serving of a warrant in New Mexico meant almost nothing to her. That one was easier though, since all she had to do for that was find Diaspora. Vidya hadn’t come to help them build the bomb cages, but when Hannah tried to find her, reading her thoughts, she was covering the needed information in her office. They had a few hours for that. The fire in Detroit was easier again, since there was only the one high rise building burning in that city, at the moment.

“I’m set up for Detroit. Liam, I can call your mom for you?”

The boy grinned.

“Thanks. Just make sure to remind her that I’m standing back, doing support stuff and that there are no super villains there?”

She nodded, getting the idea. His step dad was a dick on a level that was messing with Liam’s head and might for a long time. His mother would, of course, report to the man directly, and if Liam was doing anything fun or cool, he’d probably pull him from the whole program, for safety reasons. Which wouldn’t be real, but would sound good if anyone asked.

A lot better than just trying to strip anything good from a boy’s life, which was the real answer.

Liam, dressed in jeans, a green t-shirt and running shoes, had to go in first. Then, even if it hurt, she brought in Pyric, who was, of course, on fire. He could control fire too, not just burn things, which made sense, when she thought about it. He could fly, after all. That wasn’t happening just because he shot flame out his behind like a rocket. Which he didn’t do at all. He just glowed in a see-through cloud and managed to float and fly that way, somehow.

~Hannah? Bring in Airborne, as well?~ The thoughts sounded like Aliza, not Al.

She thought back, finding the woman directly, and just thinking, knowing she was being read already.

~Got it. Who is that?~

She nearly felt bad, not knowing, but the name wasn’t familiar. A picture, a vision really, flashed into her mind, showing a lady in a rather cute, somewhat revealing, silver and blue costume. In the conference room, not up on the roof, where everyone else had been staged, given the work of the day.

Instead of ripping her across the world, Hannah did it very slowly, taking almost two minutes for the movement. With an almost gentle breeze at the end, the woman was suddenly there. Tripping backward.

“Fuck!”

Liam, not even knowing she was coming, managed to grab her, before she went over backward. It was enough, even if the woman was bigger than the kid was. Not by a lot. He was thirteen and she was average that way, as far as how tall she was. Thin, though. About like Hannah, which probably meant she had a wicked fast metabolism or an eating disorder.

That thought reminded her to eat something, when she had a chance.

“Sorry. I should have come to get you myself, but I need the practice, moving people at a distance like this. I’m Hannah. You’re Airborne?” If not, she’d just kidnapped the wrong woman, instead of legally transporting the right one. The very idea caused her to tense, if not visibly.

The words got a grin. The woman was in a mask, but the little kind that barely covered the eyes, like June wore.

“That’s me. Now, I... See the issue here. We need to starve the fire, as soon as Pyric tames it. That way it won’t restart if he missed anything. I can do that from here, but I need to get him out of the area first. Do we have him wired?”

Hannah didn’t know, really.

She shook her head.

“I can reach him, telepathically? Let me set that up. I’m not fast that way or anything.”

The woman looked down at her a bit, but nodded.

“Cool. I can throw my voice, but not get an answer. You know, on the wind?”

She nodded, as if that made any sense.

“Oh, this is Liam. One of new kids? He’s a healer. Medic One. You need to know that, in case anyone is hurt.”

Plus, so she’d understand who was with them.

“Hey, Liam. Nice to meet you.”

Hannah, playing two-way radio, set up the second portion of what was needed. It took a bit, but Airborne had been correct. She could really strip all the air away from the place, and hold it that way, but needed to have Pyric out of the way, so as to not kill him, or anyone else, of course.

The woman, showing she was smart, not just a good dresser, spoke to Hannah, gently.

“We need a search of the area first? Can you tell if anyone is in the building or the surrounding area?”

It wasn’t hard to feel that kind of thing, once she tried.

“Three, in the building still. Alive. Liam, get ready, we have injuries. I’ll bring them here. As soon as that happens, you’re a go, Airborne.”

That was probably too commanding sounding, but she managed to bring all three of the people to her, inside half a minute. That was noticed by the crowd, as was Liam moving to the first one, a dark-skinned man, with red exposed burns over half his body.

Which were healed, fast.

Even she was impressed, and she’d done the programming for the trick in the first place. The magic for it. After that, the little girl with smoke inhalation who had been on one of the upper floors, hiding, and a younger woman, who had been trapped in the basement, were both taken care of. Walking from the scene, instead of riding to the hospital.

People weren’t distracted from them, until Airborne let the air hit the building again, some moments later. Then they focused on that. It was a powerful effect, after all. Like thunder.

Only louder. It was intense enough that Hannah nearly soiled herself and orgasmed as a response to it. It wasn’t a thing she loved, really, but had to admit it was freaking impressive. From the looks on everyone else’s faces in the watching crowd, it looked like she wasn’t the only person to have had a similar take on the effect, either.

Then, she moved back, drifting warily and smoothly, the news people rushing them, microphones held out. Trying to ask questions of all of them, for some reason. Worse, Pyric and Airborne stopped to talk, instead of letting her teleport them away first, or sensibly running. Which got her to grin. They needed the PR, after all.

Liam was smarter than that, clearly being a genius, so put his hand out to her, smiling just a bit. Meaning he got to leave first. Avoiding the press almost totally.
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Chapter nine
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For Hannah, the rest of the day was a bit less impressive. She took people around, which meant she got to be useful, and after that was taken care of, she went home and spent two hours contacting various food related businesses, to see if she could drum up some booty for the food banks. Most of them weren’t that thrilled with the idea, but hadn’t told her no, directly.

It was normal enough, even for companies that eventually decided to part with large amounts of food, drinks or related materials. A thing that had slowed down a bit, she had to admit, however. That, of course, was partly due to the whole thing being new, and the fact that, while the companies had gotten some nice mentions on shows and in the press, it wasn’t exactly a high-profile advertising campaign. That had never been the promise, but she got the idea. They needed a return on their investment. Most of the people she was working with had parted with hundreds of thousands or millions of dollars’ worth of goods.

For it to be worth it for them, they needed to have some positive positioning going on. A thing that, in the last weeks, Hannah hadn’t been doing for them at all. On the good side, the new people she was trying to entice didn’t know that yet. Really, even the people helping out didn’t expect a constant and never-ending flow of exposure like that. Which didn’t mean she wasn’t responsible for setting things like that up.

The only problem was that, her old tricks for getting media attention weren’t going to work for this. She could flash her lady bits and make a tabloid in the “Gasp” section a few times, but that wasn’t exactly helpful. What the program needed. She wasn’t on a show at the moment, either. She’d only done three of those, and wasn’t exactly a huge star or anything, even if she’d done enough to have an IMDb page. It was all reality television, so didn’t really count much that way. She couldn’t just call up major producers and suggest they give her a platform, since it would be good for them, business wise, either. Even if they were willing, most of them wouldn’t be able to do much with the needed advertising.

Sure, she could drop a few million on ads, but that would have to come out of pocket. Which, if she wanted to beg from her father, could be done without even costing her anything at all.

Hannah looked around her living room after that thought, and grimaced. The place she lived in was nice, but the rent was about a million per year. A thing that she didn't actually pay for at all. Her dad did. It was the kind of thing that she’d grown up just sort of expecting in life. Suddenly, for the very first time in memory, she settled back on her sofa and huffed. She even pouted, which was a thing that hadn’t come up in a serious fashion in nearly a year. Maybe longer than that. Because she didn’t want to give her place up.

It was large, in the nice part of the city, and free.

Except she kind of thought that, if she were ever going to be an actual adult, she needed to start paying for things herself. It was sudden, but, sighing, she got her cell phone out again, and dialed her father’s number.

It rang four times, before it picked up. A woman’s voice spoke. It was an odd thing, really. Her father carried his phone with him, since he used it for business.

Karen, her step-mother, was on the line instead.

“Hello? Charles de Peyser’s residence, this is Karen, how may I help you?”

It was strange, her step-mom answering her father’s phone like that. It wasn’t the house number or anything like that, after all.

“Karen? It’s Hannah. Is Dad around?”

There was no answer, for a moment, then the woman whispered.

“Um... Okay. This... I was looking at his phone. He left it unlocked. He’s been acting weird lately, going out at all hours and when I ask about it, he says it’s nothing. You don’t go out at three in the morning four times a week over nothing... I’m being paranoid, aren’t I. You’ll have to tell him about this.” She sounded tight. Upset.

Hannah got all sides on that one. Her father had secrets. All billionaires did. The invasion of his phone was a major breach, or was in potential. On the other hand, even she thought that a grown man essentially sneaking out at the time of day was up to something.

“Meh? I mean, that sounds weird, but it probably won’t be as simple as an affair and he’s way too high profile to have a secret family. So, this is probably worse than either of those things. Also, and I love you, so don’t take this the wrong way, but he’s a billionaire business man. Good looking, too. I don’t think he does that kind of thing, cheating, but most of them do. When you’re pushing around that kind of power, it comes up. Getting angry that he has a sex drive and wants some strange isn’t a good game plan. Just, if he’s doing that, make sure you get to, as well? Also, you need to know if it’s going on, so you can insist on safe sex and regular testing.”

The words were friendly sounding, and way too blunt. Almost bitchy. Hannah winced and didn’t let Karen respond.

“Sorry, that sounds... Nearly evil. I mean, don’t get me wrong, it’s how I really think, but I also get that you don’t, being a better person than I am.” That was simply the truth.

Karen only had the one flaw, as far as Hannah was concerned. She asked when Hannah was getting married, far too often. She was barely managing a regular dating life. As in, one with a pattern to it. She, supposedly, had a regular date night with Brian Warburton, and saw Veronica about twice a month for a girl on girl hookup. Both were fine, really, but they weren’t going to end up being long term in any way. Rather, she didn’t doubt that Veronica wouldn’t be willing to sleep with her forever, but they weren’t getting married.

Veronica simply had too high of a sex drive for that. Anyone in a relationship with her needed to really be nearly the same as her that way, so they’d understand why she constantly had sex with strangers and old friends.

Karen coughed. It was still hushed.

“I know. Not that you’re a bad person. What you said before that. I didn’t get that at first, but... It hasn’t come up? I mean, I’ve thought he might be seeing someone a few times, but he kept it private and it didn't impact us, really. Not to be creepy, but our bedroom life is good. Twice a week, at least, and when it isn’t, it’s because he’s too busy, not me. I’ve gained a bit of weight over the years? Could it be that? He’s acting strange, this time.”

Hannah shrugged.

“Honestly?”

There was a very small sounding voice coming at her then. Like Karen figured she was about to be abused.

“Yes?” That sounded so uncertain, that Hannah nearly felt bad, and she hadn’t even torn into her yet at all. Then, she wasn’t going to.

“The truth is that this situation almost certainly isn’t about sex or anything remotely like that. What it is, I don’t know. If he won’t tell you, I probably can’t find out from him, but I can ask? Before you say it, that won’t be a big issue between the two of us. He’s the one acting strange, and if nothing else we can bond over this.”

There was a bit of snorting.

Then a sigh.

“No. We can’t do that. I have to be a grownup and deal with my husband myself. Thanks for talking to me, though. I hope that you’re right. If not, do you know any cute guys?” That was a joke, but Hannah did her own sighing.

“Oh, loads. None of them are good marriage material, but I bet I could get you hooked up with a side piece if you want? You’re cute.” That was true. A bit heavyset, but not fat.

“Hmm? Oh! You were calling for your father. I didn't find anything on here that’s bad. Just some calls from relatives? They have the right last names for that. Peysuer. Several of them, in the last few weeks. That... Well, I doubt that they’re getting in touch for a fling.”

Hannah nodded at that one. Still, it was a little off. Her family knew the extended family, and went to functions with them once every few years, or had when she was growing up, but they weren’t close. Out of all of them, Hannah was closest to her cousin Janette. They were about the same age and had spent a few summers together, when she was younger. After the first few kidnappings.

They, her family from France, had kept her safe.

Even if she’d barely met most of them, they’d hidden her away, and given her twenty-four hour a day protection at times when she’d felt incredibly vulnerable. At a point when she’d felt like anyone in the world could be a danger to her, if not everyone, those people, mainly strangers, had spared no expense for her. Sure, they had the money, literally being worth trillions, but Janette and her brother, Luc, had both given up three separate summers, to entertain some person they didn’t even know.

So, even if some of the people in her extended family were kind of sketch, a few of them were sort of cool. At least they had been. She hadn’t even called Janette in five years. Which probably meant she was ungrateful and kind of a witch.

Still, even if inbreeding had been an issue, in the far past with that branch of the family, she too had to agree that they wouldn’t be calling up her dad for booty calls.

“Yeah. I was just calling to talk to him about my place here, in the city.”

“Oh? Is something wrong with it? Do you need something bigger? I... Are you expecting?” That part, the last words, left her sounding oddly thrilled.

Which had Hannah feeling strange, as soon as the words were out. A bit hopeless, even if things weren’t that bad.

“Nothing that fun. It just occurred to me that I’m twenty-seven years old and still having my daddy covering rent for me. I’m not even paying for it out of the trust fund or from my actual earnings. That’s a bit... I don’t really want to be that dependent on anyone. Which... I need to move and get someplace on my own. Probably not in New York.” The city, that was. Karen got that.

Upstate would be fine, of course, or something in the country.

After all, property values probably were better in other places.

“We’ll never see you, if you move too far away.”

Her voice was back to normal, which was interesting, since she heard her father’s voice.

“Honey, have you seen my phone?” It wasn’t far away at all, so he had to be able to see the phone.

Karen, interestingly, just made a blubbering sound.

“This is it. I was spying, to see if you’re having an affair. I only saw that you have relatives calling at odd hours? Which... They live in Europe, so, that makes sense, I guess. I don’t know why you’re going out in the middle of the night, like you have been...”

“You... Called one of them? Whom are you speaking to?”

“This is Hannah, she called, while I was invading your privacy?”

“Oh? Is she well?” He was being a bit formal sounding, even for him. He did that, when he was worried about something.

There was a sound then, but Karen was still close to her ear.

“She is. I think she’s planning to move? We should talk about that. Can you come over for dinner, Hannah? That might keep the yelling down a bit. Not that I don’t deserve, it, apparently. Accusing innocent people and all that.”

Her father... Chuckled.

“I’m not having an affair. I never have, by the way. Which, yes, is exactly what someone doing that would say. So, you investigated. Sensible. Wise, even. Next time, just ask to see my phone? For now... I think that we should all talk. Nate and Cynthia, as well?”

Thinking for a second, she let her head play side to side.

“It’s dinner time now. Is Cynthia there?”

Karen answered that one. She was a fairly decent mother that way. She knew where her child was, most of the time.

“She is.”

“Then I’ll get Nate. We’ll teleport in.” It occurred to her suddenly that she might not have actually told her parents that she could do that. Her bio-mom knew, but Karen and her father were slightly out of the loop on a lot of what she’d been getting up to.

Her father took the phone. It sounded a bit sudden.

“You can teleport? I... What else have you learned to do?”

The words were polite sounding. But... Too certain. Also, he was assuming that she’d learned to do it. Not bought a power, or was using a special alien device. A thing that might be about spying. He’d clearly done that with her before, after all. Just to protect her. He’d admitted that to her with a decent amount of openness, the moment she’d bothered to ask about it.

She could have gotten worked up over that, but didn’t. It honestly had saved her life. Probably a dozen times, or more. She was taking care of herself that way now, but she wasn’t going to scream at her father for trying to protect his kid. That would be stupid.

“Um... I can find people at a distance. See the future a bit. I’m good at that one, but my range is narrow, in time. I can, in a deep trance, push out to about five minutes or so? I can move objects with my mind, levitate and fly. Oh, I’m also learning telepathy? That’s all so far. I haven’t learned to set things on fire with my mind yet or anything cool like that.”

Her dad made a soft sound, that came out a bit sharply.

“That’s a lot. Yes, though, can you collect Nathanial and bring him here?”

“If he’s not busy? He’s... Well, you have to know that one. He’s a superhero. That can be important from time to time.”

Instead of mocking the idea, her rather staid, but wonderful father, spoke gently.

“I know. Still, if he can come? If not, we’ll, I need to speak with you on some small matters. Nothing dire, but we should do this sooner, rather than later?”

That was a bit cryptic, but Hannah got it. Nothing important should be spoken of over the phone. Which, honestly, was probably why he was going out at all hours. To meet people in private, covertly.

She spoke next.

“Let me get with Nate?”

“See you soon, Honey!”

That was Karen, who, clearly, could make out what was being said.

The phone went silent, and reminded that using the thing was dangerous, she closed her eyes, focused on her little brother, and found him at home. An apartment, which she’d never been to. One in the food bank building, she thought. There was a lot of space there, so it made sense.

Though she needed to go there soon and make certain everything was running smoothly. She owned the building, after all. As a landlord, she had a duty to make sure it was as nice as she could make it. A thing that she hadn’t done much with at all yet. Then, she’d bought the place so that Tinner, Juan, wouldn’t be evicted. To her mind, the half mad magic user was responsible for the place. Him and Jaime, who was the manager of the local Life of Kate Foundation Food Bank. That was the ground floor of the place. The top floor was a special headquarters for The Underdogs. At least she figured they’d taken the whole thing. Hannah hadn’t been around to check, to be honest. That was her brother’s gig.

Which, if they had the top six floors, she kind of wanted to know about that before setting the kids, some of the older ones, up to live there.

Focusing for a minute again, she noticed that Nate was at dinner already. With his boyfriend, sitting at a rather plain, small table. It was shabby chic, or possibly just shabby, as was the rest of the décor. That part was interesting, since Nate had a trust fund, too. That had opened up when they’d both turned twenty-one, and gave them each access to a constantly growing funds that was worth over a hundred million, the last time she’d checked hers.

Then, there was nothing wrong with not being materialistic. She’d been raised a certain way, as had her brother, but the truth was that he’d lived in hell for three, nearly four years, or even longer. She’d lived in splendor and had only recently even thought about doing anything different with her life.

She was starting to see how not worrying about things like that could have a certain charm.

~Nate? This is Hannah.~

There was a soft, slightly shocked feeling, then he spoke. Clearly out loud, instead of just thinking back at her.

~Hannah? Um, this is a lot clearer than earlier?~

~Yep. I’m pretty awesome. Anyway, we’re supposed to meet up at Dad’s for dinner. It’s mainly some kind of talk? He asked for Cynthia as well. So, you can finish your food there, or eat there? I don’t know if it’s an emergency or anything, but it sounded kind of important? It might not be. I don’t know.~

There was a groan, then speaking, which wasn’t meant for her at all.

~Hannah is using real telepathy now, apparently. I’m supposed to rush off to my parents, for some reason. Family meeting, I think? I don’t know if you’re invited or not?~

She didn’t pick up what Jaime was thinking, but could hear what Nate did, in a weird fashion.

~I won’t push in. I... I mean, are we serious enough to meet the parents? Do they even know that I exist?~

There was only a feeling then, which she thought was nodding. She wasn’t certain, on that score.

It also wasn’t her problem. On the good side, her parents weren’t homophobes or anything. They might want her brother to marry a woman, of course, since it was really hard for men to make babies, but if it became an issue, they might also be good with him just getting a surrogate pregnant.

The big issue would be if Nate wanted to have kids or not.

Hannah having kids might be nice, and even desired. Nate having them would be about the family name, however. It had been a subtle thing, but even as kids, that had been mentioned, more than once. Regularly, really.

A lot had happened since then.

~I can be there in twenty minutes?~

She nodded. He was a fast flier, after all. Enough to chase down a small jet plane, even.

~I can teleport you over now? In, call it a minute?~

There was a long pause, then an odd... Something. It was, she thought, something like happiness and pride, which she hadn’t expected from him at all.

~Standing by.~

She wasn’t dressed too casually, even if she’d been at home. There had been business calls, so she was in a business skirt, a nice blouse, a rust-colored blazer that matched and of course, running shoes and several weapons. Even just to sit in her living room.

Instead of moving to her brother first thing, she went to her dad’s mansion. Just ending up in the hallway, outside of the dining room. Then, a moment later, she snagged Nate and brought him to her. That part still hurt. It ached, like a bad migraine, for about twenty seconds, in fact. Then faded, completely. That part was expected, if not all that welcome. Still, they were both there, in good time. 

Her brother gave her a small hug with one arm.

“Hey! That was cool. I need to hang out with you more. In Hawaii?”

She smiled at the banter, but actually nodded.

“You know, if you don’t mind going with a group, we should all do that? I mean, The Trainees, Jaime, and a few other people? We could set that up somewhere else, of course. I just...” She didn't really know what she was going to say, and didn't get to, since her father, step-mother and little sister rounded the corner, smiling when they saw them there.

Her father moved in and gave her a hug, then did the same with Nate.

“Thank you for coming, on such short notice. I... Well, this way? We can talk in the other room. I think it’s time to let you all in on the family secret. One of them, anyway.”

That sounded ominous. Hannah simply followed him into the large dining room. He took the head of the table, but instead of calling for the meal to be served, first thing, he gestured for them all to sit, and looked around the space. The red carpet was new, since the last time she’d been in it. The nice wooden chairs, and huge well-polished table were the same. The tablecloth was fresh, but that didn't mean new, even there.

Her dad got up, his lean, almost hard seeming, body wasn’t stressed by it. He moved in a smoother fashion than she would have expected him to, really. Like a lot of the people with powers that she knew.

That thought actually got her to sit up. It wasn’t what he normally did. Uncertain about what was going on, she actually reached out and tried to read his mind. What she found, of course, was just her dad. Except that, after he moved to the side of the room, picking up a small crystal ornament, a thing about the size of both Hannah’s fists, put together, he simply turned, nodded at her, and then put the small bird statue on the red tablecloth.

Instead of speaking he stepped back, and looked at the glass figure. Staring, hard. Hannah felt what was going on before it started to move, so didn’t jump. The pattern, seeming almost silver to her, flowing from him, to the glass, and then, subtly, shifting part of the information on the tiniest level.

Then, it slid, moving about four feet away from him, in a straight line.

Everyone else seemed... Stoney. Even Karen didn't speak. Hannah cleared her throat.

“So... I’m not just an incredibly talented normal person?”

Her father smiled, just a little.

“Well, you’ve had a bit of a head start? Everyone in our family has this power. Rarely in a strong enough way to allow easy teleportation or as many powers as you’ve shown. Generally, it’s precognitive or telepathic in expression, but everyone has something. Which means that all of you kids have this basic gift.”

The information was, actually, nice to hear. She’d wondered for a while if she was possessed by a demon, since otherwise there was no logical source for her abilities. Now she had a rope to hold on to.

One that probably wouldn’t mean that much. Not for her.

She looked at Nate, then Cynthia.

“So, no excuses not to work on the new psychic program with Al and Aliza. Learning to block mental take over?”

They’d caught wind of the idea, but her dad let his eyebrows go up.

“There are classes for that? I should get in on that, too, if it ever goes public.”

She could see that being totally valid. Especially since the man probably had the basic talent to be good at that kind of thing, apparently. 

Shrugging, she looked at Karen. Leaving anyone out just then seemed like a horrible plan, after all.

“You, too. My understanding is that you won’t need a lot of psychic power for this to work. Possibly not any. Though, I mean, I don’t know if you have that or not? We should get you tested. Most people have something that way.”

Everyone gave her a funny look, but no one shouted at her that Karen was mentally dead or anything. It wouldn’t be true, even though she might not have a family gift to use for that kind of thing. That Hannah did... Well, it made sense, but it really wasn’t what she’d thought was happening. Her hard work had still done the job, but once again, she’d been born with a leg up, that she’d never even known about.

It didn’t take away from her work and effort, but it did allow the whole thing to make more sense. How, she, the ditzy, tiny and not that good looking heiress could move things with her mind and teleport. Not because of hundreds, maybe thousands of hours spent working on it, but just because, once again, she’d been born lucky.

Not a thing she’d really earned. For a moment she had to concentrate very hard, in order to not let that show on her face.

Still, feeling a little bitter about the whole thing, since she’d thought that her new abilities had actually all been her, she didn’t let it show. When anger came over that part of things, she shut it down, and forced herself to relax. It was petty of her to think that. Regardless, she wasn’t going to let herself go down that road too far. She was a new Hannah. Not a victim. The only thing that had changed was that she now understood reality a little better.

Her dad spoke again.

“There’s a problem in the world right now. Obviously. That won’t be news to any of you. Recently, some of our relatives have contacted me, so that we could share information. That’s what I was doing, leaving in the middle of the night, Honey. Not having an affair. I wish it was just that. It would be easier to deal with. There is a great, evil, force, attempting to destroy the entire world. All human life. We, as a group, have agreed to attempt to stop them. I know, the ridiculously wealthy not wanting to die... Hardly a great shock. Still, we, some of us, have been working into the inside of this group. They call themselves Omega.”

Nathanial snorted.

“That’s a bit on the nose, isn’t it?”

Her father gave his son a brief nod. A single movement of the head.

“Rather. We have some names, but not much more than that. We’re presuming that the ones we can identify are mainly low-level participants.” He shrugged. “No one that we know is on the list. At least, that I know of. I can show what I have to you all?”

Hannah nodded. She knew about a hundred people who would love to hear even the little that she’d just learned. If it was real.

“Can we get that tonight? I have friends who might want to learn about it. You said we have people on the inside? We... Have to go carefully. Just, even if it might seem odd to some of them, we have more people in on this than it seems like. Mom, for instance.” She glanced at Karen. “Other mom. You, too?”

She wasn’t going to presume anything at that point.

Karen, instead of acting scared or reserved, or even helpless, went still.

“Ah... I...” She looked at everyone there, nodded and then swallowed, rather firmly. “Okay, no one freak out? I’m... Yeah. I’ll just show you.”

Then, naturally, she changed shape. From Karen, her step mother of nearly twenty years, into... Her mom. Marina Seres.

Everyone stared, and her father nearly seemed panicked.

“What did you do to Karen. Also, how?” He waved at his wife. There were no sputtering noises, but his mouth moved like he was giving that one a good effort.

Hannah simply called out, with her mind.

~Al? Um, help? Emergency! ~

There was a pause, but after about fifteen seconds, the boy’s voice was inside of her mind.

~Hannah, this is her. Your mother. She’s also in her home by the ocean, right now. This one is from the future.~

“Got it, Al. Thanks. Okay, this really is mom. From the future. So, time travelers are all over this thing? Now, you were always here for us? You didn’t kill Karen and hide the body or anything?”

Her mother was, currently, a blonde. That was, like with Hannah and Nate, her natural hair color. Currently, the version of her that Hannah figured was her younger self, was a brunette. Out of a bottle, to hide who she was, being basically a super villain. That or a revolutionary. One of those two things.

Her mother smiled at her.

“Always. For all of you. All of you.” That last one was spoken to Charles. Her husband. The one whom had a few hundred million taken by her, as she’d run away. Which had really happened, but within a very few years, Karen had come into his life. All of their lives.

Thinking about what that meant, Hannah just sat for a moment. Breathing.

Not doing much more than that at all.
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Chapter ten
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The next few minutes, sitting at her family dinner table, as Hannah had done often over nearly two decades of her life, went a lot differently than she would have thought things would have given the bomb that had just been dropped. For instance, while it was clear that several of the others, all of them other than her mother, were baffled, no one jumped up to fight or started screaming. Which was a good sign in her book. Especially since, to her way of thinking, they probably didn’t have time for major family drama at the moment.

Not if they were about to be given a list of names that might just allow the good guys to break open what was happening to the world. The information on the plan, if it was real at all, was so different to her way of thinking that she was, Hannah had to admit, if only to herself, shock inducing. The destruction of all humanity. That didn’t leave a lot of room for anything else. If asked, she would have thought it would be a power grab, or even an attempt to reduce the population. A lot of the very rich and powerful people she’d met had spoken about that kind of thing. Even when drunk.

In short, they were true believers that the little people needed to die, in order for the rich and worthy to survive, long term. None of them had done more than talk, though, and even then, it was clear that they were planning to survive the whole thing, personally.

This sounded different than that.

A plan that would, if it succeeded, end in the death of everyone. After a moment, she spoke, probably being weird and sounding strange to everyone there, when she did it. After all, Karen was her mother. Marina Seres. Which, if you didn’t know that she’d been a shape shifter the whole time, might be bizarre to most.

Still, she kind of had other things in mind at the moment.

“Wait. So, if you managed to come back in time, then that means the future exists?”

Oddly, it was Cynthia, the geeky girl who actually bothered to read books, who shook her head, almost instantly.

“No... It probably means that this isn’t the same person at all. Um, from a different timeline or even reality? Those are pretty much the same thing. We aren’t certain it works that way.”

Karen, still wearing the wrong face, grinned at her younger daughter.

“Exactly. I don’t know what will happen in your future here. This is a different reality scheme for me. Where I came from, you all died, except for Hannah. There were a few of us left. Mainly immortals. About a hundred thousand or so, over all. You weren’t one of them there, Nate, even if it’s clear you are here. You as well, Cynthia. Anyway, one of them had the power to travel in time, so brought me back. I always knew that this wasn’t the same timeline, of course. There was no Karen de Peyser at all in that one, and no Cynthia de Peyser, of course.”

Feeling slow, Hannah nodded.

“Right. Because if you weren’t Karen, then no little sis. Only... She has brown hair?” A rounder face as well. Far more oval, and a bigger bustline.”

No one else got what she was talking about, except for her mother, who nodded.

“Sure. You know that I’m a shape changer...” That was a question, and everyone looked at her, as if that were impossible. Then, she’d been kept out of the loop on a lot of things in life. Apparently, they all had.

“Yes. I mean, I just worked that out, inside the last few weeks, and it was only confirmed yesterday, but yeah, I know. Um... Dorothy?”

That one was a long shot, if this woman wasn’t from the same basic reality that her real mom was. Still, it sounded like there might be some overlap.

Karen, looking very wrong in the moment, nodded.

“Patty is here already, then? That happened in my history, as well.” Then, she stopped and looked at everyone else. “When I was about ten, I was attacked. Savagely. By what I can only describe as Civil War zombies. They killed me, which wasn’t an easy feat to pull off. I was born with the capacity to become immortal. That takes time to grow in, about a hundred years for the full effect, but at ten I was much harder to remove than a normal child. Stronger, faster and with the ability to change shape, which pretty much means nearly instant healing. It’s a hard combination to beat. Only, I wasn’t an adult and didn’t have all my powers fully yet, so I died.”

She sucked in a huge breath, as if retelling the story was hard for her. It could be. Hannah didn’t love telling people about parts of her own life, and she’d never been hit even half as hard as that. Dying. It was kind of a big thing, even over a hundred years later.

Marina went on.

“I was off, near the woods, by the small stream, playing with dolls. With my twin sister, Larina, and my friend from down the road, Patty. She... She was a normal girl. Regular, I think would be a better way of saying it. Not normal, but she didn't have any powers. Not back then. Anyway, when I was being attacked, and the twenty or so undead soldiers only came for me, she got Larina to run for help. Then she picked up a rock and fought.”

Everyone in the room just sat, seeming odd, as if they didn't understand what was being said. Only, Hannah had heard the tale before. At least a different version of something similar. So she waited as well.

“You have to understand... This was about nineteen-hundred. We had people with powers, who lived more or less in secret. Some even helped people, from time to time. That event though, was probably the first time in history that someone did what Patty managed. She didn’t have special skills, or powers, but she willed herself to go on. Even as she was injured doing it. Knocked out, broken. Bitten. Dying even as she rose, again and again. I wasn’t able to help her, or even see it happening, I only heard about it later. After I was brought back. I guess my parents got there, after a minute or two. When I was already dead. They... handled things.”

There was a nervous slapping of the table then, even though no one was acting as if the story was unbelievable at all.

“I know that most people would miss this, but that one event changed the course of the entire world. Not just for me, or my father and mother, either. Patty was the start, the first, of what would become the superhero later. Not some soldier with an iron will. Not a demi-god who could control reality with a thought. A little girl, who had tried against all logic and reason to protect her friend, even if it meant dying. Everything that we know about that kind of thing started right there, in a field, next to the trees. I... You all know about June? About Lewis?”

Hannah had to speak, but everyone else shook their heads.

“June Seres is our grandmother, and yes, I think that we’ve all met her. Liberty?” She said that to Cynthia, directly.

The girl went wide eyed, and seemed rather innocent, suddenly.

“I did not know that. We’ve met, and she was nice to me, but not any more than anyone else. She seems so young... Also like she’s kind of into Don.”

Hannah just shrugged, keeping things light.

“Who’s she supposed to date? Don’s a great guy and she really does look about eighteen or so.”

Marina shifted again, back into Karen, looking a tiny bit plump, dark haired and not exactly as cute as she did in her natural form.

“She’s immortal, but doesn’t have the shifting gift. Dad was a pure shifter lineage male, and my sister and brother both have both gifts. Shifters aren’t exactly immortal, but being able to change shape means that you can shift out of wounds, disease and other disorders, instantly. So they tend to live a really long time. They can still drown, have their heads removed, be burned fast enough or disintegrated. Starved or asphyxiated, too. None of that works on the true immortals. It’s a bit of a curse, really. When everyone else was gone, all of us who were old enough were left. Just standing there. Fine and dandy, as if nothing had happened at all. A lot of the shifters died, with about one in three of them making it. Everyone left had a power or ability of some kind. The others... It was the worst thing I’ve ever seen.”

There was no speaking for a long time. When it happened, it was Hannah, again. Which probably meant she was the loud mouth of the group. A thing, she realized, that while mean, was probably simply the truth.

“Okay, so you hid your real powers, and got the solar ones, to sell the act. To hide that from your own family? Your dad went into hiding, for the same reason. Is that Lewis?”

There was a nod then.

“There are two by that name in our family. Larina’s older boy was named after my father. He, your cousin Lewis, is immortal, but not a shifter. Richard has both traits, he’s also your cousin.” She looked at the kids then. Ending on Hannah.

For her part she looked at everyone else.

“Richard is Agent Two, with the High Command, down in Texas. Rick. Aunt Larina is Agent One. Um, Max Welerd is Mom’s older brother. I don’t know what powers he has. Shape Shifting?”

That got a nod, from Karen.

“Not immortality, though. Technically, he’s my half-brother, but we’re close. Lindy is my full brother. Max... He helped raise me and Larina, when there were troubles, after the attack. He taught us shape shifting, but I had to hide my powers, for the long plan. After Hannah brought me back, and saved Patty, Reese and Kara Kant made father and me swear to do our part. June, my mother, she knows the whole plan, at least as much as we did. We had to hide, and wait. Which... It’s clear that’s because of at least part of the plan you’re talking about, Charles. The one we have to stop. We never located who it was, exactly, either.”

She tightened her jaw and then growled a bit. Things that didn't sound like her sweet step-mother at all.

“Larina and Rick were cleared. June as well. Of course. We were never certain about Lewis, Larina’s older boy. For whatever reason, about half of all the true immortals have learned to block telepathy, over the millennia. After a while they do it as second nature, so that isn’t even a sign that they’re trying to hide anything. The extended family was always suspect because of that. We couldn’t be certain, and it was too risky to guess and hope, so we didn’t bring them in on things. No one admitted to anything at the end, either.”

It sounded pretty dismal, to Hannah.

“Wait. I survived? I’m not exactly immortal like that.”

Her mother rolled her eyes.

“Not exactly, but you used magic to do it. Or will? It was enough to let you survive. Only, I think that you might have actually have the trait as well. I mean, I think you do here, too. I’ve seen some things, over the years from you... When you were little, before the kidnappings. No one else who had the same magic on them lived. We couldn’t really test anything by the time it was clear that other things were going on with you. Not that it matters that much. I mean, it’s interesting, but the truth is, you lived, and didn’t want to. None of us did. So, I came back. A few of us managed it. Some a lot further back than this, attempting to make changes, so that we can win this time. It isn’t working. Not that I can see.”

Nate made a face then, which was tight, sour and seemed to be constraining anger.

“You left me with that monster...”

Karen, Marina, teared up then.

“I did. I had to. It’s what happened, and...” She looked away then and actually cried, tears running down her face. Not smearing her makeup, even if it looked like she had a good bit on. “When things got dark, you were one of the only people who managed to really do anything. There were about a hundred or so. You had to kill... So very many of the enemy. It was decided, before I left, that you had to be able to do that again, in case we failed. So, I won’t lie to you. I knew what was going on, could have protected Hannah and taken out Zero Six, but didn’t. Because the world will need an insane, almost unstoppable warrior more than I need my son.”

She went still then, still crying.

Hannah half expected Nate to storm out. She was going to follow him, if he did. The things he’d endured were so awful that she, hearing her own mother’s words, kind of hated her, in that moment. This version of her, at least.

Instead, her brother, who had taken rape, torture, and even become a monster himself to save her life, suffering for years, simply... Closed his eyes. Then when he spoke, he sounded hard, but not that upset.

“I get it. I don’t love it, but some things are bigger than one person. Hannah and June took care of Carter anyway. Along with Neary Kant.”

Karen looked quizzical.

“Who? I mean, I recall Carter. Zero Six. He dies, but not for a while yet. Kidney failure, I think? There was a power struggle, trying to take his holdings, in the collective.”

Hannah grinned.

“So, we have some differences already? Johan Carter had all of the evil removed from him, by Nereas Kantas, Superion X’s brother? An alien. We didn’t even kill him, Carter, for what he did. It was close though. John came, I teleported him in, and he gave his blessing for it.”

She looked at the others.

“I don’t know his real name. John Booth is the only one I was given. Zero One, of the criminal organization known as the Kahn Collective. Our grandfather’s brother, on Mom’s side. So, our great-uncle. A shifter, at the very least.”

Karen snorted, very softly.

“A freedom fighter, not a criminal mob boss. Though, that gets murky. It always does. We needed funds, for the revolution, so stole them, as often as not. It was what I was doing here, originally. A long con, to get millions from you, Charles. Only, like an idiot, I went and fell in love, instead. Eventually I had to do it anyway. The movement needed me, and I couldn’t risk you being implicated in what we were doing, so I left, taking the money with me, like a common thief.” She held up her left hand, staring only at her husband. “Before you say it, yes, I know that you would have given it to me. Even more than I took, if I’d only asked and told you the truth. I knew that even then. I did it that way so you wouldn’t be linked to what I had going on. I believed in the cause, back then. I still do, except that, of course, now I know that it’s futile. At least if we don’t win this time.”

Hannah was going to question her some more, when something strange took place.

Cynthia stood up and left the room. She wasn’t running, and didn't seem upset, so it was odd. Until she came back, several minutes later, holding a school note pad and a pen, which were settled in front of her mother.

“Write down all the names you know or suspect. Everyone who is in the clear, as well. We’ll still have to check it all, but that might speed things up for us. I nearly grabbed my computer, but we can’t risk that, can we?” She looked at Hannah then, as if she were the one to know that kind of thing.

Which, of course, she did.

“True. From now on, if we have to communicate, use telepathy for it. You two are both in lessons for that now. I’ll try to check in every day or two, with each of you. You all know Alistair Marks, too?” She said that without thinking, but her father shook his head.

Nate gave a nod then.

“The world’s strongest telepath. Not by a small amount, either. He’s probably listening in right now, since this is kind of fascinating and Hannah got his attention earlier. Um, Al, this man is my father, Charles de Peyser. Dad, say you don’t mind him speaking in your head? He already knows all your secrets, so, you know, don’t worry about that. He’s pretty good about not squealing on people.”

There was a nod, from both Cynthia and Karen. It was still almost impossible for Hannah to think of her as anything other than her step-mother, even if she was also her mother.

Charles spoke, his words even.

“I give my permission for you to speak to me then, Alistair.”

~Pleased to meet you, sir. Again. We’ve met a few times. Um, I’m kind of dating your daughter?~

Charles sat up a bit then, and looked directly at Hannah.

“Ah, this is the Al that you have living with you for the summer? I didn’t know you were involved. He’s a bit young for you, isn’t he? Not that I can’t see it. He seems to be a sturdy young man, and apparently was more than merely intelligent and attractive, the whole time.” To his credit, the man seemed a little scandalized, even as he pretended to accept the idea.

Hannah laughed. Then, playfully, pointed at Cynthia.

“Wrong daughter. They’re the same age even. You aren’t wrong about him. He’s pretty cool. I, on the other hand barely have even a couple of booty calls going on. I need to get more serious that way, but haven’t found anyone yet.”

She nearly didn’t say anything, but then went on, in case it was important at some point.

“I’m sort of half dating Brian Warburton. That’s...” She tightened her face, then went ahead. “You’re sworn to secrecy on this? For real? All of you?” Her family all nodded, at least.

Which was, she understood, a thing she could actually trust. They all had secrets, after all. They kept them, too.

“He’s also Chiropter, the superhero. He’s nice, but we get to see each other about twice per month, and even then, I think he’s not taking it seriously. I’m pretty much his current beard, as far as the tabloids go. I’m also seeing Kate Sinclair’s sister, Veronica, occasionally.”

Out of everyone at the table, only Cynthia went wide eyed. Hannah honestly couldn’t tell why, until she spoke.

“Um, you have sex with women?”

Hannah grinned.

“When I can. You should try it, too. Not to mess with your relationship with Al, but girls are fun, or can be. Being bi-sexual runs in the family, just so you don’t have to live in terror when you figure out that you find some girl pretty, too.”

Her father laughed.

“That is pretty much true. I don’t run that way, myself, but about half of our relatives honestly do. That doesn’t get you out of producing heirs, however.” He glanced at everyone at the table. “Though, Cynthia, be careful that way, for the time being? An early pregnancy might not have the impact on you that it would another young woman, given your resources, but it seems that there are things about to happen, and we should strive to deal with that first.”

That one just made sense to Hannah.

“True. At the same time, life can’t just stop. We don’t know what’s really going on at all. Get those names for us, and I’ll... Try to put together a team of people we can trust on this. I’m not really involved, in anything big, not being that kind of person, but I’m doing support work for some people, so have a few contacts that might help.”

One of those was her brother, and his boyfriend.

“Oh, hey, you need to have dinner soon with Jaime.” She grinned. “He’s also incredible, by the way. I was going to make a play for him, but Nate got to him first, if you can buy that? Linear, the superhero, with The Underdogs. He has healing powers, as in for himself and others, and I think that they’re getting serious, as in marriage might be in the works. I don’t know how the heir thing works with that. Maybe get Cousin Jannette to act as a surrogate, with Jaime’s DNA? That way the baby will be a full family member, without any creepy incest? Not that I know if she’d do that. I really need to get in touch with her soon, even if that plan isn’t a real thing.” Having kids ruined the figure, after all, and...

Hannah stopped for a second and then nodded. She could fix that for her, if it was needed, to make a deal work. A trip to the Never would work for it. Fixing a waistline, some stretch marks and tightening a cooter back to factory specs wasn’t giving her a power, so it wouldn’t be needed for the alien committee to sign off on it even.

Probably.

She sort of needed to ask about that kind of thing, since, one way or another, she was suddenly far more powerful than she had been before. Taking liberties that way, outside of an emergency was a good way to start going rogue. A thing she felt already trying to creep into her mind, as she thought about some very boring and regular situations. It would be so easy to fix it all, using magic.

A thing she didn’t even need help in setting up any longer.

Nate half choked, but grinned. Before he could speak, Cynthia did.

“From the exercise class, earlier? He’s hot. Nice seeming, too.” She looked around then, and, rather adroitly, changed the subject. “Hannah got me into this club. Um, with Liberty and The Society? I sort of have a superpower. It isn’t much, really. I can merge two places together? People can walk through that way. I have to have been to them both, before, for it to work. It’s not a big thing. Anyway, part of that means I also have to do training things. Running and fighting? Learning to use guns and knives, too.”

Hannah nodded.

“Once she gets trained up, she’s going to be running that part of the training in the future, with Kara.” She ignored what the girl being called Kara Kant in the future meant.

For one thing, she didn't really know. It could be a lot of things. It wasn’t, of course. Hannah understood, on a deep level that, one day, Kara was going to marry Reese. Then, from the sound of it, die or be badly hurt, because she didn’t know how to fight well enough. Though, that might happen first. It could even just be nothing, other than Reese setting something odd in motion, that had happened in the first place, and making it seem different, for some reason.

Charles frowned.

“Why is that, exactly? Why have Cynthia slated for that position, I mean?”

Hannah shrugged, then made up a line of bullshit.

“Her powers, for the time being at least, are mainly best used for support purposes. The same is true of Kara. She can make vast quantities of food appear. A really good array of things, too, but even though that’s important, it isn’t exactly great in a fight. So, this gets them both to practice and at the same time, will help keep them safe. Plus, it’s great for networking. I mean, already, Cynthia could call up Linear or Chameleon from The Underdogs and invite them over for dinner. The same with a lot of people from The Society. Doing this kind of training is great for that. Oh, we should, if they’re really cleared, get with Larina and Rick. Rick first. Larina is under cover at the moment. That... I can’t share that. There are powers involved. I shouldn’t even be thinking of her, for the moment.”

So, she didn’t. Stopping that rather efficiently.

Nathanial, her blond, good looking, kind of jacked, brother, gave her a nod. Then did the same toward Cynthia.

“Not a bad plan. Your friend Carl is working with them on that?”

She tilted her head.

“In part. You’ll both need to step up your game to earn that kind of training, sis. Oh, hey, do you want to get in on moving out of here?”

She covered what she meant, moving to a building that she owned, at a superhero base, if there was any room left. Her sister thought for a moment, then nodded.

“I go off to school in the fall. College. If I’m still doing that? If the world is coming apart...”

Nate nodded, but his words were different than Hannah would have figured, even if they matched nearly word for word what she’d been about to say.

“You need to do that. Still, you can get in on the apartment, too. We have, like, four floors that are totally empty there. It’s decently safe, too. The area isn’t crime free, but it’s close. We run patrols constantly, after all, so no one wants to risk doing anything near there. At the same time, it isn’t... Well, here. I mean, no offense, but it’s so much nicer trying to get laid when your parents aren’t about to walk into the room, you know?”

Karen choked a bit, then laughed.

“I can see that. Well, it’s up to you, honey. It sounds like you know what you’re doing and that everyone around you has some good ideas. Just don’t get into drugs and keep to safe sex?”

It was the kind of thing that was good advice, and was always going to be awkward, coming from a parent, or even a sibling. Cynthia took it that way and blushed, but didn’t insist that she had been keeping to those rules already.

Which was fine.

They were still family, after all.

Thinking of that, and how it was clear that her dad was already planning to pay for Cynthia’s rent, which wasn’t a horrible thing, considering everything, Hannah clapped her hands.

“Right. I was thinking that I should move soon. Also, that my parents shouldn’t be paying my rent. If I’m actually an adult, or something a bit like one. I even have my own income streams, so it isn’t that one stopping me. I kind of need to start standing on my own two feet. I was thinking I’d get someplace a bit more remote? With some acreage, so we can run the daily training there? I can teleport, so, you know, the commute isn’t bad for me that way, if I need to do things in other locations.”

Instead of assuring her that he was happy to pay for her, her father smiled. He even teared up a little, for the first time that night. Even if he was reeling from the big news of the day, which, of course, was going to be that Karen had always been his first wife, who, even after running away, really hadn’t, in a form that involved massive trickery and deceit. Oddly, some loyalty as well, even if that seemed to be hard to keep in mind, at the moment.

Hannah still figured that a divorce would be in the offing, due to how things had gone down. Not that she thought it should happen that way, but she could just barely imagine it not going down like that. Living as someone else, fooling everyone like that, had to take a tremendous amount of lying. It was, she had to think, nearly as bad as having her reality messed with had been.

Her own relationship with Karen had been fine, but not the same one that she would have had with her own mother. Only, now it turned out that it had been her mom and Hannah been a bit distant and annoyed by the woman at times, when she might not have been if the truth had been known in the first place. All of that was on her, but she couldn’t have known to act any differently.

At the same time, Nate hated Marina Seres, for having abandoned them as children. Only, he’d been a lot closer to Karen than Hannah had, at the same time. She’d been the one who hugged and kissed him as a boy of seven, when he fell down or got scared. The one who had given him dating advice and who had managed to never be the wicked step-mother at all.

Weirdly enough, Cynthia might have the least trouble with the whole thing, now that she knew. Marina Seres was barely even a name to her, as far as Hannah knew. So, finding out that her mother had powers, and was a shape shifter was different, but probably not a world ending shock to her. After all, everyone there at the table had that kind of thing going on.

Even her father, which was, she knew, a bit weird.

Her mother, Karen, was busily writing and kept doing it after the food was being served. There was a lot to think about, but after they’d eaten, the paper being filled even more than it had been for a while, the whole thing was passed to Hannah.

“You’re the one that can use telepathy and visit people in person. I might have more than this, but this is a good start on what I remember, the most important people. On both sides.”

She closed the spiral book and stood up.

“Got it. I’ll see both of you in the morning? Seven again.”

That got nods, which, if she was correct, seemed a little bit subdued at the moment.

Trying to hurry, realizing that she’d dropped her partial teleportation again, in the news and stress of the meal, she moved back home, to her place. It took about twenty seconds, which wasn’t good enough at all. Still, she realized, if she had some kind of extra ability that way, it might just be possible for her to do better than that, after all.

It was a thing she needed to work on, she decided.
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Chapter eleven
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The night felt like it had stretched into something far longer than it really was. In all she’d spent two and half hours with her family, and a lot of things had been left unasked. Unanswered as well. For instance, there had been no hint at anything even approaching a discussion about a relationship with her parents. Also, Jaime had been brought up, then largely ignored.

Which wasn’t even about the gay thing, or even people not wanting to screw up Nate’s relationship. Hannah saw that one without even really thinking about it. After all, the concept of marriage was a nice one, she guessed, but the truth was that there were slightly bigger things going on at the moment. That idea, later, might have its day. Part of her wanted to say that everything should be on hold until after they’d won, but there had been hints that what was happening wasn’t going to be repaired or removed from the playing field in ten minutes or even a year or two.

Reese had come back three hundred years to talk to her. In his timeline, it sounded like their side had won, even. Karen, which was how Hannah made herself think of that version of her mom for the moment, so things wouldn’t be too confusing, later, hadn’t really mentioned exactly how long things had taken on her side of things. Hannah felt like she meant twenty years or so, but it could be a lot longer. Not too much, so, at a guess. The others weren’t immortal, after all. Unless they really were, and had simply been too young for it to have become a permanent state on a level that would be impossible to beat. The idea that she might have that too... Well, she doubted it.

Then, with some life extension technologies, the others might live for hundreds of years, so even that wasn’t a good metric to judge by. It didn’t even have to be secret tech. It had sounded to her like she’d basically made a bunch of people longer lived. Only, they’d been murdered or killed, and it hadn’t been enough. That could put things a lot further ahead in time than not, that way.

Plus, that wasn’t her reality, clearly.

Which meant, as she started to settle into the comfy seat of her favorite spot on the sofa, to read what was in the notebook, that she had to figure that life shouldn’t be put on hold, just because the world might end for humanity. They might not make it another year, true, but if it took a hundred, well, most lives weren’t that long at all. A lot could happen, even in a decade or two.

So, using that as an excuse to not find a real boyfriend, or even a long-term girlfriend who could be serious, wasn’t going to play. Not in Hannah-land.

Opening the notebook had her looking at a list of people that were suspects in the great unmaking. That’s what it was called at the top of the page. With no explanation of what the meant. That list had data points along with several of the names there, and while a few were familiar to her, none of them were her best friend or anything, thankfully.

No one was even in her range as a real acquaintance. That meant it would be harder for her to work her way in with them than it might have been. Except, of course, that wasn’t her job at all. No one in the entire world was going to assume that she, Little Hannah, or even Damsel, was going to be doing that kind of work. It would be far too obvious and wouldn’t feel right, to anyone.

After that was a list which was just as long, that had more names on it. Ones she knew, a few she hadn’t ever heard of before and weirdly, some people that she hadn’t mentioned that night, but who were actually close to her.

Like Lara and Terry. Then she noticed that Alex and Carl Darius were both on the list as well. As was a Portia Darius, whoever that was. A sister, their mother, an aunt... Maybe even a wife that no one had ever mentioned to her or a clone. She simply didn't have that one in her head. What she did have was some people to ask about it. Not everyone from the various groups she had contact with was on the list, but they just weren’t on either of them, which would probably mean that they hadn’t been brought in the first time, not being vetted properly. This time, they couldn’t allow that. Those people, almost all of them, were too important a resource to leave on the table, even if they needed to be safe about who they brought in.

She understood the reasoning, of course. Then, a lot of them might have been there the first time and Karen from the future just couldn’t recall all of the names. Hannah had been in school for a long time, but could only recall three or four of the kids who had attended with her, before the fourth grade. Then, the only ones she had in her head were just first names to her. Even her best school pal at the time, Michaela.

If it had been a long time for Karen, then the list was fairly impressive.

Still, even if she was getting close to bedtime, she wasn’t going to leave it all for the morning. She couldn’t. Even if it meant not getting any rest at all. She nearly called for Al, since he was so much better than she was at telepathy, but not practicing wouldn’t help her improve. So, with a bit of a struggle, she focused, found, and then tried to contact Debbie. Nevernever.

The woman was at home, dressed casually, sitting on a sofa in the living room, next to Lash. Both of them had drinks, which were, from the taste of it, a rather sweet, dry tea. At least that’s what Debbie was having. She tried to flow with the woman, who was reading a book, at the moment. A fiction novel, it seemed.

~Debbie?~

She had to do that for a while, before the woman realized that there was a strange voice in her head.

~Hello?~

~Hey! This is Hannah. I have some information for you. This is... Well, important enough to lose sleep over, I think?~

There was a long, almost silent period, a muffled thing that was clearly the woman hiding her thoughts from the stranger. Hints of doubt came at Hannah, but that was mainly about her using that kind of communication, on her own.

Then, cleverly enough, Alistair was contacted. He, for his part, was in the other room, actually writing something. She could pick that up, as her brain was checked, and identity confirmed.

~This is her. Hannah. The real one and everything. She’s been working on this for the last few days and while not a big-time talent, yet, she’s not bad at it. I’ll leave you alone, now.~  There was a grin attached, even if she couldn’t see anything.

~No? Get dressed. We need to have a meeting, with Lash and Debbie. A few other people, as well. After we get with these two?~

The boy walked out of the spare guest bedroom, his shoes already on, and dressed, short hair seeming tidy enough. He was just in a t-shirt and jeans, of course. Then, being smart, he’d resisted going the superhero route totally. It was probably a sign that he was more intelligent than she was.

Possibly to a considerable level.

He waved at her, as she stood up, eyes open, but still on with Debbie, in her head.

The other woman thought back at her again, then.

~Meet us in the basement? Call it... A minute?~

~Incoming.~

Then she started to set that up, but didn’t rush over, since it could take time to get from one place to another if you had to walk. The list was still in her hand, along with the pen that it had been written with, for some reason. She’d been handed both, so had simply brought them along. It was a fairly standard black ink Bic at least, so Cynthia probably had more. It was also summer, so she wouldn’t be in school the next day, missing it.

After most of a minute, the location picked, and Lash and Debbie in the basement, which seemed to be a basement, which it only managed to be about a third of the time, in her experience, she took Alistair by the arm and shifted the location of every sub-atomic particle in each of their bodies. All at once, or kind of close to that. Technically, they were both in two places at once, while it happened, but so smoothly it wasn’t a problem. Thankfully.

This time there was a bit of a pop, she thought, when she finished the movement. That was a sign that she’d used more oomph in the teleportation, she thought. Then, if she’d been born with powers, she needed to actually push harder, because there was going to be more left on the bottom than she’d thought there could be. That was a guess, but was also probably correct.

She smiled, hefting the notebook, just a bit.

“Okay, this story is going to be weird, but... Give me a hug?”

Debbie did it first, and while it was motherly, it was a real thing. Lash was about the same, but a bit more reserved that way. Mainly... Hannah had guessed it was because the woman was from a different reality. One that was really not the same as the one they were all in at that moment. Except that, when her mind gently brushed the dark-skinned woman, Lash was actually just thinking that she needed to catch a shower, after the day that she’d had. At least before she cuddled people.

Hannah wasn’t in that predicament at the moment, but certainly had been before, so just stood back and took a breath.

“Right. Well, my dad called all the kids to dinner, with my step-mom, Karen. Then he showed us that he can move objects with his mind.” She grinned then and rolled her eyes a bit. “Which is a family trait. Not just that either, being extra strong in everything psychic.”

She paused and Debbie nodded.

“I have to admit, I was kind of wondering that. You’re clearly not normal that way, despite what we’ve said about it. Also, your family line is literally the richest in the world. Having some kind of extra trick, or even more than one, helps explain that, doesn’t it?”

There was some truth to the idea, so she simply nodded at the words.

“I know. I also need to work harder, I guess? I was, I think, kind of blocking what I can do, thinking I was pushing up against the edge of what’s possible for me, but if that’s just imagination, then...”

There was a nod from Lashondra.

“Almost certainly the case, given everything. You want to work up a training plan?”

She nodded, and waved the notebook.

“Yes, and not just for me, since Nate and Cynthia almost certainly both have the same ability, but I’m not done with the things we covered at dinner. Not even a little bit. This one was a doozy.”

Everyone went silent then, seeming politely interested.

She grinned.

“I’ll jump through this here. Let me... My family from Europe got with Dad, to get his help on the same big problem we’ve been working on. They’re trying to infiltrate the group behind it and have some people in place, if in very low levels. The goal seems to be to destroy all human life, and since that means them, too, they’re in this on our side. We need to check that, of course. They seem to call themselves Omega? The evil people behind this, I mean. Not my family.”

Debbie gasped.

“That’s... Incredible! We have almost nothing, so far.”

The boy next to her, who was cute enough that she would have tried for him herself, if he’d been even a few years older, held out a hand, low and palm down.

“But wait, there’s more!” It was too playful, really.

She nodded then, taking a deep breath.

“So, so very much, more.” She went on, not being a bitch. She hoped not, at least. It occurred to her that starting with the information she had might have also worked pretty well.

Still, she was committed to her current story, so ran with it. Going fast.

“Anyway, it turns out that my step-mother, Karen is actually Marina Seres, my bio-mom, from an alternate future. There was shape shifting and time travel involved. She was, and is, a shape shifter, pretending she wasn’t her entire life nearly, to throw her family off. Some of them. There’s a plan of sorts in place, since it’s kind of certain that a lot of her extended family is in on this, in a big way. Immortals and shape shifters, mainly.” She hefted the notebook again.

Then grinned.

“So, this other timeline, well, things didn’t go well, but she had some information that we don’t. It could be different, since some things are. Like over there, my little sister didn’t exist, since my mother hadn’t gone back in time to get pregnant with her? Before anyone asks, yes, I am very weirded out. Still, Al confirmed she was her and that her story more or less scanned. Al?”

The words got the blond boy to nod. His face was more serious, however.

“I can confirm that. I did a deep dive into her head, as well, and tried to check all of the information she has. What’s on the lists here is pretty solid. We can’t assume that it’s all going to match up perfectly in this reality, but I think it’s going to be pretty close.”

Hannah pushed the blue cardboard covered, spiral bound, decently thick bit of paper and metal wire at Debbie, who took it, and opened it to the first page, then scanned it, and kept going. It took a while and obviously wasn’t a close reading. Then it was handed to Lashondra, who did the same thing.

When that was done, both of them looked at each other and laughed.

It was a bit shocking and sounded just a bit insane. After twenty seconds, sobering, Lash explained at least.

“We’ve been working on this for so long, and have almost nothing. This lists names, and even where to find people. Also, who we can probably trust for this... This could be what we need to actually do something. Finally.”

It had been a lot longer for the two of them than it had been for Hannah, of course. To her it had been a bit less than a year, since the first attack had taken place that she’d learn about. A massive, worldwide, bombing campaign. One that had killed thousands of people, but had never been solved at all. Then they’d been hit by Tri-D and after that, the Black Soda incident. Those two things had killed about a hundred million people around the world.

She really didn’t want to find out what was planned next. So far, well, they’d put a crimp in Tri-D, but that was all. They hadn’t prevented anything, as far as she knew about.

Debbie went back to the notebook, and started reading.

“Not all of us, The Requiem, are in here, does that mean we can’t trust our own people?”

Hannah shook her head.

“We need to vet everyone, but these are just going to be the ones that mom remembered to tell us about. She even said that there were more, she just didn’t write them all down. Really, these are probably the crew that worked with her, or did massive things, as far as she was concerned. That’s the kind of stuff you recall after a long time.”

She didn’t know that, but stared at Alistair then, made a face and looked away, the shook her head.

“I hate to do this to you, Al, but we’re going to have to invade people’s minds in a hard way and you’ll need to tell us if they’re bad guys or not. I mean, in with the bad guys on this? I’ll try, but I’m not that good, yet. That won’t give us everyone. I... We might have to just trust some people, like normal people do?”

Everyone looked at her then, but Debbie nodded.

“I hear you. Okay, so, we need to call in Wisp, Luther, Zip and Guardia for this. Is...”

Hannah nodded.

“John as well.” She simply spoke the name, even if the world was filled with Johns. They knew the one she meant.

Their boyfriend. If that was how the situation was playing out still. She hadn’t heard anything, but it felt right. Lashondra looked worried, but nodded, slowly.

“Can he be trusted? I know that he told you that you had a demon, when you don’t. After your mind was... He told me about it. We had an argument over it, too.” She stopped, since the person who had mind raped her was standing right there.

So, she shrugged.

“We made up. I teleported him to the Never, made him immortal and hinted that if he fucks with me that way again, I’ll have to have a talk with him. Also, that I might take it back. I can do that. I won’t, but I could, so he might behave.” They needed to know why their honey was going to suddenly look ten years younger and like he actually bothered to work out regularly, if nothing else.

There was a slightly big inhalation, from Al.

“I can do this. I feel... A bit like everyone is going to hate me, when they find out. We have to check, though. I understand that. I should have been doing that already. Even if it was just to make sure that the people on our side, really are.”

Which was the point of the moment. Instead of having Alistair do the easy work of contacting everyone, Hannah closed her eyes. Planning to try for Kate first.

Instead, she heard a voice, the kid’s, speaking to her in a gentle tenor.

“Find each of them, and hold them in place, then flow along side of them. It isn’t hard, and doesn’t take a lot of power. Smoothly... Now, simply speak to them, all at once. They’ll hear you.”

~Hello. This is Hannah. Emergency meeting. Emergency meeting in the basement.~ It took a bit, but she gave the feeling of where she meant, instead of saying any names specifically.

That way, if she were being overheard, it might throw someone off. Probably not, but she was feeling paranoid again and probably needed to be, for the next few lifetimes.

~Coming now.~

That was from Wisp.

Carl needed transport, as did Sasha, and Byron. Luther, Guardia and Zip. John, however, was just going to open a portal and use that. It meant that everyone, in uniform, was there, about two minutes later. John’s way was the slowest, but several of the others needed to get their costumes on first. Hannah had waited for them, given that.

John Fawks was just in an old raincoat, a button up shirt and tan slacks, with loafers.

Looking like he normally did, only like he was modeling the stuff for GQ. Hannah, she realized, might have pushed him a little bit that way, when she’d magically altered him. It was enough that Guardia stared at him, when everyone was finally there.

“New look? It’s not bad.”

He gave the masked woman a charming look. One that promised she might get him into bed, with some more sweet words.

“Hannah here did that up for me, over in the Never. It’s mainly cosmetic...”

She snorted, faking the sound, then winked.

“It’s mainly immortality. Not perfectly that. If he gets killed hard enough, he’ll die for real. Most things he should recover from and he won’t age. I got that cleared with the powers committee first. They... honestly, they’re a bit shocked that we aren’t doing this for everyone, yet. Anyway, that isn’t why we’re here.”

She was willing to let Lash handle it, since she was the boss of the Requiem, as much as they had one, so kept her face shut. Interestingly, Debbie was the one who spoke first.

“We have new information. A lot of it. About the enemy, and who might be our friends. There’s time travel and alternate realities involved, so it might not be perfect.” She sucked in air and then, firmly waved at Alistair. “I’m ordering Al to break some of his rules, due to emergency needs. We’re going to have to have everyone checked out, telepathically. On a deep level. So, yeah, this is one of those types of things.”

Hannah got the idea. Debbie was claiming responsibility, so if anyone felt abused by the idea, they would blame her, not Alistair. Only, it wasn’t her idea alone at all. It was tempting to let her take all the heat, too. No one would know, and Debbie wouldn’t rat her out for being a coward, even. Neither would Lash.

Only, of course, if she let that happen, it would probably eat at her until she told everyone anyway.

“That was my idea, actually. Even if Debbie agreed with it. I’ll go first, given that?” She shrugged. “Honestly, this group is the easy part. We’re probably going to check out. The only one I’m really worried about is John, and even he is probably not actually in with our enemies. Mostly.”

She grinned, and the man, actually did that back, getting teasing for what it was, instead of acting insulted.

“I’ll go second then?”

Alistair just looked at everyone, seeming a bit uneasy. After about thirty seconds, he smiled.

“You’re all on our side. I didn't even find much that I didn’t already know about anyone. Which is good and bad. All of you except Lash are pretty much open books that way. Most of the time I just took was working around your blocks that way. I’m working on a way to teach people to shield from that kind of thing, with Hyper Gamma, Brain Trust and Hannah. When we have that ready to go, we should have all of you take the course?”

Luther, dressed in a leather long coat, with a tan full-face mask and a hood on, bedecked with guns, gave a sharp nod.

“I’m in. We all should be. The Trainees are doing this too, H.?”

She nodded.

“That’s the plan. Anyone we can clear at all, should be in on this. Not just hiding thoughts, but resisting being messed with that way. So, obviously, like Nevernever said, we have information. From the future. The source is Marina Seres. She’s been living here for decades as my step-mother, Karen de Peyser. In her timeline, they lost and everyone who isn’t immortal or incredibly powerful and lucky, died. Including the people doing the killing. That seems to be the goal, for some reason. We don’t know more than that, about the why though. What we do have is a list of names. People on our side, but also some likely enemies. We have to make certain of it, but this...”

Zip, his lower face showing, whistled.

“I see. This is big, then.”

Instead of standing in the middle of the space, which was fine, for a basement in the suburbs, but not vast, Lash moved them all to the work bench off to the side, cleared a space and laid the notebook down. Then, slowly, she started reading the list of possible enemies.

Carl was the one who spoke first.

“Gary Haralt? I went to school with him, if it’s the same guy. Heralt Industries?”

Debbie pointed at the page, thumping the correct line several times.

“That’s listed under his name. Were you close?”

“Nah. I had some classes with him. We were at similar events and stuff like that, but we weren’t friends. This was back in college. I don’t have to feel betrayed by him being on this list or anything. What I can do is call him up and see if that will shake anything loose? How do we get that set up?”

Alistair simply spoke, almost instantly.

“He’s... Not very high up. Important, at his level, and he knows a few names. Walther Gareth? That’s his immediate superior in this. Jennings Warburton...” There were a few more.

Hannah turned the pad to a fresh sheet, and started to write it all down. Each of those people were checked as well. Once they got three steps up the food chain, even Al found himself being blocked.

Which had him clearing his throat.

“That’s high-level work. Possibly mechanical? It’s similar to what Hitoshi was using, but I can’t break through it.”

Hannah didn’t think that was real. She’d managed it with that kind of field before anyway. If she could do it, Alistair could. Probably a thousand times more easily.

Still, it was going to hurt and not setting your brain on fire was probably a good plan, most days.

So she put a star by the names.

“We know they aren’t secretly the good guys, if they’re the bosses of these other people. We’ll just have to do our spying in other ways. Next name?”

That meant moving back, and Debbie reading for them again. Most of the names meant nothing to the people there, and only about half were unprotected enough to get things from. At least with Al doing the work. They had other tricks they could use, of course. Hannah did, herself, for once. She’d even had practice with some of them.

They didn’t stop, simply at the enemies portion of things, clearing everyone on the other side as well, even without asking. A thing that was clearly painful, on an emotional level, for Alistair. He did it, but didn’t want to, as far as she could determine.

Plus, a lot of people were added in. Hundreds of names, making the violation even worse. Not everyone was on their side, specifically, yet, but none of them were working for the enemy, either. Which made sense. Most of them were superheroes.

Debbie cleared her throat, sounding interested, but not more than that.

“Portia Darius? I don’t know that name.”

Hannah still didn’t either, and Luther went very still, then, for the first time that night, took his mask off. That, it seemed, was a new idea to Guardia, who gaped a bit, but didn't seem to know who he was.

“She’s my daughter. Twenty-two, now, I think. We don’t talk.”

Alistair just checked on her, a thing that Hannah realized she could feel happening, as a faint buzzing sound, in the back of her mind, when it took place.

“Clear. She...” He made a face, then looked at Carl. “She has powers like yours. Hyper reflexes, superhuman strength and speed. A very high-level healing factor. She doesn’t do anything with it, particularly, but she knows that it’s there.”

Everyone just watched Carl, as if that was fair of them. His family business was his own, after all.

She could see him not wanting his kid brought into their kind of garbage.

“The name was on the list, though. We should get in touch with her. Is that... you said you don’t speak?”

The rangy man nodded.

“Her choice. I’m not the easiest person to love and her mom only wanted me for support money, so divorced me as soon as she was born. That was before I did all of this. I was just a rich meal ticket back then. I try to send a card on the big holidays and for her birthday, but she sends them all back. I doubt she’d talk to me.”

After a moment, she stopped and stared at the man. He wasn’t bad looking really. Even if he needed to smile more. A bit thin, but also strong seeming and tall. Six-six.

“Wait, was that when you became a dick? When her mother turned out to be a rampant gold-digging cunt?”

Several of the people there were glaring at her, including Wisp, who hadn’t been talking that much.

Now she did.

“Rude, Hannah!” She sounded absolutely scandalized.

For his part, Carl laughed.

“You know, it really was. I was almost nice, before that. Then I learned that you can never really trust anyone. Not for certain.”

Which, while harsh to hear, was probably a thing they all needed to keep in mind. Even if people had been cleared that day, they might not be the next.

She just nodded.

“Okay. Well, you can let go of that, part of it, now, then. Not that you can trust everyone now, but you don’t have to drive us all away. We here have been cleared, for the moment at least.” She waved her hands a bit, as if attempting magic. “You’re free!”

Again, he chuckled a bit, then nodded.

“Got it. It’s probably about that time, anyway. So, who’s doing this, then? Approaching her. I could try it, but... I get how she has to feel about me.”

He looked at her, then held it, so Hannah nodded. She could make that happen, she thought.

“I’m up for that part? I can see if I can entice her with a space in The Trainees. I know that’s going to be a hard sell, but it’s something I can use as a reason for being there at all.”

They went on then. It was late enough when she managed to get everyone back home, Al coming with her, that she grumbled a bit.

“Yay. Four hours sleep, if we don’t shower first. Only, it’s not, because I have to get everyone for this, so, three and a half hours? Tooth brushing is for pussies, right Al?”

There was a laugh at the words.

“I’ll set my alarm for six. This will be fun. Still, it’s needed. We can’t flake off now. Not on the second real day. That would teach everyone not to take this new stuff seriously.”

Hannah yawned and hated that he was right. She knew it would be the case, but it still wasn’t much fun. For a moment she kind of longed for the days when she could just sleep for hours, until it was time to get up and go to another party.

Then she stripped, and laid down, naked, with a gun in her hand. It was dangerous, but she was too tired to actually change clothing.
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Chapter twelve
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“Two hours of sleep is not enough.”

Hannah had forced herself up at six, gotten the morning exercises together, then had gotten everyone else back home, before VR practice. A thing that, for her normal team, was being led by Don that day. Not that it wasn’t normally done that way, but she’d spent her time working in with everyone else, and making certain they knew they were loved and not the b-squad that no one cared about.

It was mainly the girls, and when it came to killing bad guys in a game, they weren’t good at it. Not yet. Then, she’d spent almost three hundred hours practicing against bots before she’d tried to go up against any real people, herself. Which she recommended to Molly, Kara and Cynthia, trying to make it sound fun, instead of like boring homework.

A thing that she wasn’t certain she’d managed at all. None of them were good enough to be part of the online portion of the knife fight trainer either. So they didn’t even get to try that one. It was, she realized, just what teaching was really about. Helping people get to the point they needed to be, so they could do more for themselves.

She’d sounded down the whole time and even after explaining that she’d only had two hours of sleep, Hannah was pretty certain the new crew figured that she was vastly disappointed in them. That it wasn’t true at all, well, that was how girl drama started, for the most part. Someone made a face, out of pain, or mild annoyance, and now they were going to let that spiral into something world breaking, involving crying, and probably quitting, if she didn’t manage to placate them well enough.

On the good side...

There had to be one. She simply couldn’t imagine what that was going to be, at the moment. Still, she wasn’t actually upset with any of them. They hadn’t been good, or sharp, but they had shown up for the additional practice and if they kept that up, they would get better. Maybe not good, but even that was probably in the works. They were all smart, after all. All the kids were.

Except Diggy, and he hadn’t shown up for the VR training, not having a rig yet. That was on her, of course, not anyone else. Meaning she called Tyler, as she stood in line at the Starbucks. That wasn’t her normal way of getting caffeinated relief any longer, and it wasn’t her normal store for that, either, being in Wisconsin, but just standing there, yawning into the phone was helping. She knew, on a deep level, that coffee was coming. Eventually. The one barista behind the counter was doing it all herself, it seemed.

Which was impressive and also a sign that something was very wrong there, since the other four employees of the not very busy place were in the back, chatting, instead of working. Hannah had never had a real job, of course, but had to imagine that she’d be pissed if that was happening to her. The girl at the counter, who had bright pink hair, dyed a bit shoddily, that hung over her right eye and was shaved on the other side didn’t even act stressed.

She was lean and pale, and more importantly no more than five-four. So, short enough for Hannah to wonder what she’d be like in bed. Not for long though, since Tyler spoke into her ear.

“What do you need?” For him the tone was nearly professional. Not nice, really, but not a growled thing that left her wondering if he was going to stop being her pal.

“Hey, Ty. It’s Hannah. I was calling to see if we could get David Jimenez hooked up with a computer and VR system? If that isn’t already in the works?” There was a program for that, but also a list. It was going to take time to work down as well, since the kids had to build their own devices.

Which didn’t really cut down on the cost of things, since Tyler was supervising them in it. He got paid a few hundred an hour, after all. At least she thought that had been the plan.

“Jimenez? Let me... He’s on schedule for this Thursday for that. Terry is taking that one. Do we need to expedite that? I know that he’s had some issues.” The man, who she actually thought might be mildly autistic, didn’t mention what those might be at all.

Showing he wasn’t that clueless about life, after all.

David had contacted a man on the deep web, who had offered to give him superpowers. Maybe. The guy had flat out told him that it was a fifty-fifty thing and that he could end up dead or in a coma. The brilliant little newly minted teen had done it anyway, taking a shot in a back alley, from a complete stranger.

He’d been lucky that the man had been on the up and up. Except for the part where he’d actually given him a shot that killed his brain and left him dying, literally next to a trash bin. Hannah and the others had gotten him back, but the truth was that Diggy had died.

So, to her mind it was a real issue that he was having.

“No, that sounds good. I should have known that you’d be on top of things. You always are. Now, Terry’s doing that? That’s advanced, isn’t it?”

There was a snort from the phone, which sounded good natured.

“Not really. This kind of thing is part of the job, but it doesn’t really take a lot. The hardest part is actually working with people. I hate doing that, myself. She’s better that way, by a lot.”

Hannah didn’t tease him over it. She loved that part of things herself, but they were different people. She moved forward in the line, and smiled as the nice-looking coffee slinger locked eyes with her. That, she realized, was probably going to be a problem.

The girl was, clearly, perfect for her. She couldn’t explain it, but there was a connection there, which, at the very least, should have ended with her doing naughty things in bed with her. She was even wearing an LGBT pride flag button, which was a good sign, as far as being willing that way.

Hannah spoke into her hand.

“I need to go. I’m ordering coffee and I hate it when people are talking on phones while doing things like that.”

That got a chuckle, from Ty.

“No shit, right? Like they can’t be bothered to look up and grumble, like real people do?”

“Seriously. Talk to you soon. Say hi to Terry and Kate for me.” She sort of needed to get with her pals soon, she realized. In person.

All of them.

The girl straightened a bit, still locking eyes with her, and smiling pleasantly. Her teeth were a little crooked, but not in a goofy way. Just like she had good genes but hadn’t spent three years in braces. So, like a pretty girl from the real world, not the one Hannah had grown up in.

She spoke, her voice seeming... Interested. At least that was what Hannah was going to imagine was taking place there.

“Hi! What can I get for you today?”

“Something large, with calories? I’ve been told I need to gain weight, or else. Um, I’m Hannah?”

The girl had a name tag on, which she just noticed, trying not to feel crushed by it. “You’re Port? Is that short for Portia?”

Pink hair was brushed out of the way of a dark blue eye then, so that the blinking was a bit more obvious.

“I is! Most people just think I either like sailors or wine, but that’s the real one. You’re Hannah? That’s a pretty name.” She blushed then, and looked away. Then back. Flirting fairly openly.

“Thanks. I like yours, too. Anyway, I need the biggest coffee you can get me, with the most sugar and caffeine possible. Then I need you to get a break and come talk to me?”

She didn’t feel bold saying that, but the girl sighed.

“I wish. If I don’t do all of the work, these... fine fellow workers, will just let people wait in line. It isn’t even busy. I should quit, but you know, rent and all that. I don’t suppose you could wait an hour? Then I get off work and this place isn’t my responsibility any longer.” There was a hint of sadness over the idea. As if she figured that her new friend of thirty seconds was going to simply walk out of her life.

Hannah shrugged.

“Dinner? I’ll buy. We can get take in and go to my place?”

She was going to want to have the woman alone, of course. They had things to talk about.

Going very still, the other woman looked down at Hannah slightly, probably wondering if she could take her in a fight, if it came to the invitation being weird. Weirder.

What she said though was different than that.

“Um, sure? We can meet here. I might need to change first. Catch a shower. I can meet you here at six?”

It was four, so that sounded fair. Still, if she was staying up, Hannah was going to need drugs. She nodded.

“Cool. I’ll be here then. Now, big coffee, lots of sugar?”

Port didn’t ask for more than that, producing a fifteen-dollar coffee, which she charged for, and smiled when Hannah slipped a twenty into the tip jar on the counter. That would have been happening anyway, even if she wasn’t half tempted to try and get the woman into bed that night. Which, she realized, was really going to be an issue.

She was there to recruit her, not drive her into bed.

Taking her coffee, she went back to her place, teleporting, and drank the whole thing, which was way too sweet, but clearly bitter at the same time, meaning it should wake her up in short order. Then, taking her weapons, she climbed into the shower and tried to work out what her target would like to eat for dinner.

That one took a while, and some mind reading. She did that on the sofa, as Al padded out, not speaking, until she opened her eyes.

“Chinese food. I think I have her favorites all down?”

The guy grinned.

“You do. Just to be clear here, are you planning on dating her or getting her into The Trainees? You shouldn’t really do both. Also, if you want to do the dating one, you need to tell her that you know her family. She... There’s a...” He shook his head then. “This is hard. Technically, helping you get in good with her emotionally, isn’t fighting the war. Unless it is? This might be what we need to do. Except, at the same time, if it isn’t and you use this to get her into bed, then I’m basically raping her by proxy.”

Hannah grimaced.

“Crap. I didn't expect this part. She’s... Kind of cool, you know?”

He nodded.

“She seems nice. More than I would have figured, to be honest. She likes you already, too, so...” He spread his hands. “I can’t help with this.”

Hannah stopped, then nodded.

“What you can do is order that food, while I make some calls? Then... Get out of here? I can take you wherever, if that works.” Otherwise, he was going to be in the other room, and if things went well, or badly, that might be a poor idea, seeming like a trap or as if she was bringing the woman in with her live-in boyfriend right there.

Probably looking for a three-way. Which, if Al wasn’t dating her sister and had been a few years older, wouldn’t have hurt her feelings. Which had her smiling and speaking out loud. Unlike her, Alistair Marks knew what everyone thought about him, all the time.

“So, you get the idea, I do think you’re cute, I’m just not going to fuck over my little sister. You caught that stuff yesterday, of course?”

“That she’s actually your full sister and that your step-mom was always your real mom, shape shifted to be a different person? I... Would you hate me if I already knew that one? I met her about two months ago, when Cynthia had me over to her place. It didn’t take much for me to get who she was, even if older like that. I’ve met your mom from this time and talk to her about twice a week, even.”

Hannah stuck out her tongue, playfully, then carefully didn’t let herself feel bad about that having happened, Al had always told everyone that he’d keep their secrets. Sometimes even if they were doing bad things. Karen hadn’t been a horrible act, or a bad person.

Just her real mother, which wasn’t what Hannah, or the rest of them, had ever been told.

“Of course. Still, I can take you over there? Or, to see your parents?”

There was a pause and then a grin from the good-looking boy.

“That first one? Cynthia is going to come and get me, though. Let me see to that food? I can use your card for it? I have the PIN.”

Hannah nodded. Sure, the boy could have stolen a lot from her, having that kind of information, but so far that hadn’t even been an option for him. He was a bit uptight, when it came to ethics and morality, but that meant a lot of good things, too. Like he didn’t steal or betray people. Not without a good reason, at least.

While he put the order in, Hannah realized that she needed to change, and put on some make-up. It was a bit of a quandary for her. She wanted to look nice, to win the woman over, but at the same time, she was trying to get the woman into the program. At the very least she wanted her to be in with them, fighting against the bad guys.

Which was far more important than having her clit licked. Plus, she didn't even know if Portia Darius was into that kind of thing. Alistair had said that she liked her already, but hadn’t elaborated on what that meant. To her, this could all be a girls’ night type of thing.

It was tempting to read her mind, to find out what needed to be said, but she didn’t bother doing that. For one thing it was kind of hard to do, and for another, it had to be cheating. Instead, once she was in a little black dress, her weapons accessible but concealed, she moved back to the Starbucks, getting there a little early. Appearing in an empty space, near the edge of the front of the store. To find her new friend already there, also in a dress, but in pink.

It worked, but she also looked a bit like a cartoon character out of Japan. A yummy, cotton candy princess. The woman looked up, clearly feeling that something had happened, but not getting that it was the air pressure change from her coming in, most likely. Hannah waved, and smiled, going too big with it to seem cool.

“Hi!” Walking over, she winked. “Here, I know this is a little fresh, but hold my hand? I’m going to teleport us to my apartment.”

“Hey! Now, what? Teleportation? I mean, sure, but...” Hesitantly, a hand came out, which Hannah took. It was dry, like her own was, nervous or not.

The set up and move didn’t take forever this time, being faster than she’d managed with another person before, though a lot of that was due to the fact that she’d actually started the move already, so as soon as she made physical contact, they were off, landing on the cream-colored rug at her place.

Handily, there was Chinese food set out, on the dining area table. There were plates as well. Also, two candles burning. She grinned at it.

“My friend, Alistair did that. He’s my little sister’s boyfriend, but is living here for the summer. Before you meet, which won’t be tonight, he’s a telepath, so when you think about having him go down on you, he’ll know about it.”

There was a wrinkling of the nose then.

“I like women, mainly, so that probably won’t be an issue. Ah... How about you?”

It was the modern shorthand, of course. The kind of thing used in clubs. Letting people know if you were interested, in potential, without actually promising anything, but doing it all right up front, so they could run off, if they needed to find someone better, or at least different.

“Bi.” She grinned and then sighed. “We should sit down, and eat? I have to admit that I kind of invited you here for something other than a date. Not that... This is harsh, because you seem awesome, but you get that this isn’t a normal situation, right?”

There was a bit of a frown, the first one that Hannah had seen on her at all.

“Is this a kidnapping? I mean, I would have expected masked men and a van, if you were doing that, right? Also, I don’t have any money and I can assure you that my mother won’t be paying anything for me that way. She’s...” There was a tight head shake then. “Sorry. This is a bit bizarre. Maybe I should leave?”

Hannah could see that, but shrugged.

“Honestly? It’s only weird because I kind of want to see where this might go as a relationship and only just met you, which is screwed up, on my part. Here, food. You need to eat more than normal, right?”

The room chilled. Not physically, but Hannah could feel it anyway.

“I do. Which... How do you know that?”

She could have lied, but shrugged, instead, and told a version of the truth, hoping she wasn’t botching the whole thing and setting up a serious breach in the plans.

“This is... The short version is that a time traveler gave myself and some of the people I work with your name, along with about twenty others, as people we can trust, in the war we’re fighting. The people behind Black Soda, Tri-D and all the bombings in the last year? We have some names as to who’s doing that. Also, that their plan is to eradicate all human life on the planet, if they can.”

There was a skeptical look, then a small head shake, as Hannah opened the food containers. About half of it was flavored chicken and beef, with the rest being rice, eggrolls and veggies in different combinations. Also some sauces. It was a lot of food, too. Enough for four people, pretty easily.

Looking at what was there got a grin.

“Okay, so, I get a fairytale and my favorite foods? You probably could have just fed me dinner and pointed toward the bedroom, you know that, right? I kind of came for the hookup, to be honest. Not that you don’t seem nice.”

Nodding, Hannah took decently small portions of the food, ending up with more on her plate than she felt like she could eat, at the moment. She was sort of nervous, still. Plus, Portia had just kind of hinted that the bedroom wasn’t off limits. Not that it wasn’t going to be, by the time she was done talking about everything.

“Thanks. That’s the tough part for me. I haven’t been getting a lot lately. Anyway, this is real, so I’m offering you a place in The Trainees. That’s basically a training program for young superheroes, support workers and all that? Out of The Society, though we work with some of the other groups as well. Just to be clear, this is mainly a bunch of kids. Cool ones, but you’d be the oldest person in this on that side of things, if you take the spot. Which... Honestly, we should get you in doing something else, given that. Then I won’t have to feel bad when I start dating you. Having you as an intern first is kind of creepy sounding.” She made it flirtatious, but then pulled back, knowing she was being scummy.

At least it sounded that way to her.

“Which, there’s no casting couch here. This is a real offer. Your name was on the list and that sort of means you’re trustworthy and probably needed if we aren’t going to lose everything.”

The woman looked around, her light skin holding a smattering of freckles, which she hadn’t bothered to hide under layers of paint. After a while, she turned back, and took some of the food, eating for a bit.

When she spoke, it wasn’t on topic.

“So, what’s your favorite color?”

Hannah grinned.

“Green or blue. I really like them sort of mixed, in a dappled fashion. Like on some pottery glazes? You?”

“Pink, obviously. I guess I should tell you about myself? Or do you already know it all?” That part wasn’t playful, but didn’t seem angry, just matter of fact, and as if it were a real question.

Hannah let her head play side to side.

“I know some things? We had to check you out, which happened last night.” She yawned. “A lot of things did, then I was out this morning with training things, so... You get me, very little sleep. Anyway, I know that you have superhuman strength, speed, top end reflexes that are nearly psychic in nature, a vastly increased healing rate and probably heightened senses, though I wasn’t told that. Also...”

She tightened then, figuring that this next bit was the part that was going to have her tossed against a wall as the woman stormed out. Which, if that happened, Hannah was going to have to move her back to her place, at a distance. Otherwise, it would be a bit too brutal to allow.

There was silence for a moment, and Port sat there, waiting, seeming a bit annoyed, suddenly. Hannah got that. She’d been invited on a date, then had a war dumped in her lap. It hadn’t been handled well, either.

Committed, she went on.

“Your name, on the list of people we can trust, was grouped with Carl and Alex Darius. Just to be up front here, I know both of them. As in, friends?” She grinned. “Not that I haven’t totally tried to get Alex into bed, but that didn’t work out for me. He’s actually really polite, for a super villain. Also, not nearly as bad as you might have heard? I don’t know if you go to his house for the holidays or anything?”

She only had the bit that Carl had told her.

After a moment of silence, the girl, who had every right to be angry and demand to be taken home, crossed her eyes and blew a raspberry. It was cute, and came with a smile.

“I’ve never met either of them. Carlton Darius is my dad, but he left when I was little and never wanted anything to do with me. My mom... Well, she managed to get alimony and child support from him, so doesn’t work or anything. Technically, I should be getting the support checks still, but she keeps it all. She always did. Lots of spa days and new cars for her, with, well, I pretty much was raised as lower middle class. She always claimed it was so I wouldn’t be spoiled. I guess that worked, at least?”

The woman didn’t sound bitter, even toward her mother, so that probably really had worked, even if it was unpleasant.

“Carl mentioned that he sends you holiday cards and birthday messages, but you always send them back?” She waited then, for an angry telling off, since it wasn’t her business, but the girl went still.

“What? I never had any contact with my dad at all! I got it. I mean, my mom is a real witch. It’s kind of clear that she only married him for his money, popped me out and kept me for as long as she could in order to keep the cash flowing in...”

There were wide eyes suddenly, and a hurt look.

“That witch... She hid his letters from me this whole time? That... are you sure they were sent like that?”

Hannah shrugged.

“It was what I was told, last night. That you two don’t talk and that he kept trying to reach out. I won’t lie to you, that’s a pretty big thing for him. I love him, as a friend, but he can be a real asshole. Still, he’s loyal, smart and good at his job... Which I can’t tell you about. That’s up to him.”

After a moment, playing with her food, Port tapped her fork on the edge of the glass plate. It was a bit loud, even if it looked like she was relaxed.

“Sorry. I just worked out that my bad mother was even worse than I’d thought. Which, that isn’t really important, is it? I need to know more about all of this stuff, to make sure it’s real.” She grinned. “Then, if it is, I guess I need to get that job with you? Does it pay anything?”

The woman winced, probably thinking that sounded greedy, but Hannah got it. She worked at a coffee shop, to pay her rent and buy food. Doing work for free wasn’t a great plan when you had to do other things with your time in order to survive like that.

“It does, actually. Depending on what you end up doing and for whom, of course. Right now, I’m kind of thinking that you can do my job? Recruiting new prospects, that is? There might be travel, and you’ll still be in on the training side of things, since no one escapes my clutches that way.” She paused. “Or you can do something else, if you want? Now, this will probably be nerve-wracking, but, would you like to meet some of your relatives? That will probably convince you faster than anything else will and it sounds like you need to make those connections, sooner, rather than later.”

For the first time, the pink vision of loveliness actually froze in place.

“Okay, that sounds like it will be fun. Why would they even talk to me? None of them know me or anything.”

Hannah nodded, then, being a bitch and possibly too tired, pulled her phone and dialed Carl’s number. He answered, about five rings in.

“Go.”

“Hey, Carl. This is H. I have P. here at my place. Do you want to come over? Bring those things mentioned last night, in regards to that situation? If you have any of them.”

There was a rustling, and a sound of rapid movement.

“I have everything.”

“Bring it. I’ll do that in... Five minutes, unless you need more time than that?”

“Understood.”

Then the line broke, suddenly.

Hannah smiled, hoping it was sympathetic enough. There was nervous swallowing and a bit of excitement from Port. Which came with a smile.

“He’s just coming here? Like that? Or, he could think I’m someone else, you didn't use my name...”

That was possible, but Hannah blinked.

“Right. Don’t say anything important over the phone, internet or by using magic. All of that is monitored. They might have telepathy tapped as well, but so far it doesn’t seem to be worldwide, like everything else is. Everything is being watched, by the enemy.” She grinned, and hung a lantern on it. “Which, yes, that sounds pretty paranoid. It is. Except that it also seems to be real. So, even if you decide to tell me to get lost, you need to hold to that. We’ll get you hooked up with the telepaths, so you can communicate. Again, we should do that even if you fight with Carl and end up having a punch out. Though, avoid that? I’m planning to move soon and don’t want to have to renovate this place first.”

That got a strange look, but a smile went with it.

“Why? This place is great.”

She shrugged.

“It’s a million dollars a year, and my dad is paying for it? I don’t just mean out of the trust fund, either, so, you know, I’ve decided to actually do that for myself. I can teleport, so the work commutes aren’t going to be that bad. Maybe something kind of off in the country? I love big city life, but it’s hard to run a special kids program out of here.”

Port sighed.

“I think I get it. This is going to be awkward, isn’t it?”

“Probably. Just be honest and try not to hit anyone. Especially me?” She was about to play the cute card, but there was a smile that seemed sunny and cheery.

A bit fake, being too big, but not evil or sullen at all.

“I promise. Besides, if I’m not sent away instantly, I need you to vouch for me, with that job? Um... Yeah. So...”

Hannah stood up, and then closed her eyes, waiting on Carl. He was still collecting things from a safe, in his house. He’d changed as well, all inside five or six minutes. When he was finished and stopped moving, just waiting on her, she brought him in, to her. To meet his daughter, for what was probably the first time as a person and not a damp lump of baby.

If that had even happened at all.

The man appeared, about thirty seconds later, Hannah’s head burning from the effort. Instead of hugging, or being dramatic, both of the people there stood awkwardly.

Because, they didn't know what to do. She didn't either, but could think her way through it, since it wasn’t her life about to change drastically.

“Come and sit? We have some food.”

There was enough of that for all of them, she thought.
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Chapter thirteen
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Simply being ready to jump up, or even to leave her apartment, if the others there needed to talk alone didn’t work. When she hinted at the idea, before even sitting back at the table, having gotten Carl a plate and some silver, the man checking out the candles as if they meant something, the tall guy waved for her to sit.

“Don’t leave me here alone. You know I’m not good at this kind of stuff.”

She nodded, as did Port.

“I second that one! Um, first, hi? I’m Port. Which, clearly, you already know, or you wouldn’t have come? We were just going over favorite colors. Mine is pink. You?”

It was a strange opener, but Carl actually relaxed, and stopped holding his face ready to hide the pain he was about to be in.

“Brown. Tan really. Oh, I... Here. I have these. I kept them all.”

There was a thick collection of differently sized envelopes. Most of them white, but clearly addressed to Portia Darius. On the outside, when they were spread on the table after the woman took them from her father, said return to sender on the outside. In bold, harsh, letters.

Which had Port seeming annoyed. Majorly so.

Which didn’t keep her from smiling at the same time.

“My mom’s handwriting, of course. Thank you? For bothering to keep trying, even if it didn’t work. It means a lot to me, now. Here I’d thought I was just the mistake baby that you didn't want to do anything about the whole time. This says something else, doesn’t it?”

Hannah nodded, but kept her face shut. It wasn’t her business, even if she was playing collective teddy bear for the moment.

Carl sighed.

“Honestly, it had occurred to me that that might be what was going on. I didn't want to push you, though. Just in case. I...” It seemed like he was going to just sit there, not speaking, when he suddenly went on.

It was a bit shocking, really.

“I wish I’d fought harder for you. When you were little, I mean, four weeks old, your mom told me that if I tried to stay in your life, past some letters and gifts, that she’d take you away. Really, she implied that she’d kill you, in a way that no one would ever be able to prove. That, to stop that, I had to keep the money flowing in. I wanted you to have a good life, so went along with it. It... Kind of broke me, to do it. Not the cash part. It was only about a million or two a year. The not being there for you part.”

There was silence for a moment, and an angry expression from Portia, which wasn’t directed at Carl, at all, even if he seemed to think it should be. The man wasn’t hiding his emotions behind a mask of toughness very well at the moment. Not that he was crying or anything, either.

After a moment, seeming subdued, Portia closed her eyes.

“Fuck. I had no idea. Worse, I can believe it, totally. Is there a paper trail on that money you sent?” She seemed almost to think she was going to be insulting the man.

He just moved, quickly, pulling a four-inch-thick file from the bottom of the stack he had.

“I kept that, too. It has everything. The monthly payments, the trust fund and college fund I set up for you, doctor’s bills and all that. Even the private school fees.”

There was no speaking, as the Chinese food was pushed aside and the girl started to go through the paperwork. After a moment, she started pulling things out, making a separate stack. Then, as she went through it all a second time, explained herself.

“I went to public school. The whole time. I can prove that, and get my official records, I think. This one here? I think it’s fake. I mean, I know it is, but there probably isn’t a real doctor at all. I didn’t break my leg when I was eleven. I’ve never broken a bone at all. I don’t think I even can.” She went on, pulling more, a bit faster as time went on. “Summer camp in France? Um, bullshit? I went, sure, but it was Lake Wannakipsi, in Wisconsin. That’s a good place, but it wasn’t in Europe. Special tutors... No...” She stopped and grinned. “Piano lessons? I begged for piano lessons. She always told me that we couldn’t afford it, because you were cheap and hated me for being born.”

She did stop then, looked up and held her right hand out, flat, palm down.

“Okay, she never said it like that. It was more that you freaked when I was born and tried to run off, so she had to hire a private eye to find you and insist you help her so I wouldn’t starve. I kind of took the rest from context. That’s on me, I guess. This... Isn’t what I’d been told. Horse stable fees? For my pony? Also, you paid for a pony? I’ve never even touched a horse in my entire life. I mean, not even at a petting zoo.”

She went silent for a long time.

“You also paid for a car? That... A hundred and twenty thousand dollars?” She tightened her jaw. “Fucking hell... She got that, and kept it for herself. I wasn’t even allowed to ride in it, since she wanted to keep it clean, for her string of creepy, drugged out boyfriends.”

There was sneering then, from Carl, who was actually shaking in anger. Hannah had never seen him do that before, and she’d seen him fighting to the death and losing, without him even getting pissed off about it.

Hannah just whistled. That got both of the others to look at her.

“Damn, that’s... Cold. I’d kind of been thinking that she’d been a little stingy with the ten thousand you sent each month, Carl. This is... Actual theft. A long con, in fact. You could sue her, but I’m betting that it will be hard to prove anything much. On the other hand...” She stopped, and tilted her head.

Carl glared at her, but she didn't let that stop her from thinking. Then, she realized that the man was probably considering the idea that Hannah could actually make the woman vanish. She nodded.

“Okay. I could do that, of course. Teleport her into space, or a thousand feet underground, where she’d never be found. I was thinking we do this a bit more... Elegantly? Not that it isn’t good to have a second option ready to go.”

The man, seeming sour and ready to fight, physically, took a sharp breath.

“How so?”

“John Fawks.” She looked at him, dead in the eyes, and watched as he got the idea. After a moment, he started to chuckle.

Which had his daughter making a slightly questioning face.

“Not to be that girl, but, what? I’m a bit lost here. Who is that?”

Hannah smiled.

“He’s a mage and wizard, from London. Also, and perhaps more importantly, he’s a con man. The real kind? We can get his face changed, I bet, body as well. Not that he doesn’t look fine at the moment, but we can make him irresistible to a certain ex-wife?”

Carl nodded, and Portia seemed troubled. Only not over what Hannah was saying, exactly.

“You were married? She always made it seem like it was a one-night stand and you just didn’t want to be... My whole freaking life is a lie, isn’t it?”

There was an angry, clipped, nod from the giant man, but Hannah waggled a hand in the air.

She spoke first, with Carlton Darius glaring at her. Hard.

“Yes and no? She told you that she didn’t want you to be spoiled, and even if that was a cover for her stealing millions, it really did work. I can assure you, being raised an entitled brat isn’t really better than being a hardworking, good person. Now... Should we bring Alex in on this?” It wasn’t his kid, after all. Plus, Carl didn’t really seem to love his brother that much.

She’d figured it had to do with the man’s checkered past, but didn’t know for certain.

Groaning, Carl closed his eyes.

“We pretty much stopped talking when I married Angela. He’d told me she was a gold digger, and that he’d had her investigated, but I was young and in love, so didn’t listen. Then, later, I was so hurt and angry over it that I kind of blamed him for it. Which, yeah, dick move on my part. I got that she was asking for a lot, but I’d kind of hoped that you were being given the best life possible. Even if she was poisoning you against me.” The man stopped for a moment, and looked at the far wall, to the side. “I don’t know if Alex will come, given all of that. I wasn’t kind to him about it, or anything, and haven’t been for over two decades.”

The man wasn’t really needed, she thought, but then pulled her phone, and then rolled her eyes and looked at Port.

“I’m learning to use telepathy? Not well or anything, I can kind of read minds and send thoughts, if I’m in a deep enough trance. I should contact him that way, not over the phone.” Only she wasn’t certain that he’d believe it was her, if she did it that way.

Not trying wasn’t going to work. Carl just nodded.

“Do it? Not practicing rarely makes anyone better skilled.”

She agreed with that one, so close her eyes, sank into a deep trance, barely breathing, and flowed in place with Alex Darius. Who, as always, was awake and working. She kind of wondered if he actually slept at all.

Some people didn’t, after all.

~Alex? This is Hannah. I’m at my place, and Carl is here. His daughter Portia, as well. Would you like to come over? I can pick you up... Pretty close to instantly, if you want?~

~Hannah? Portia is there? I... Yes, please? I’d love to meet her.~

He actually seemed a little nervous about it, but that, she noticed, was about how Carl was going to react. As if they might be ambushing the man, who didn’t really want to see him.

After he moved from behind the desk, Hannah brought the man to her place, with an actual pop, this time. He spoke before her eyes were even opened.

“Carlton! Portia! This is almost a family reunion. Or would be, if... Well, Lovely to meet you, Portia?”

The man moved in as the girl stood and gave her a brief, but real enough, hug. Then moved back and almost seeming impulsive about it, slapped Carl on the shoulder. Alex was about five-nine or ten and thin, bald and looked like a fit fifty-year-old. Carl was six-six, leaner and seemed to be about thirty.

Side by side the family resemblance was clear. Even Portia had that going on, though on her it worked pretty well. Hannah wasn’t going to see Alex or Carl’s face every time she moved in for a kiss or anything. Not that it would have been a deal breaker, if it were like that. It just wasn’t.

Which was all kinds of presumptuous of her to even think and definitely not the time for that kind of thing.

Hannah got a hug as well, which had Portia tilting her head.

“You did say you were friends with both of them. Not dating? Because I’m planning to see where this goes, if it isn’t stepping on any toes?” She waved at her and then Hannah, which had Alex snorting a bit.

“That would be lovely, I’m certain. I can give a good recommendation for Miss de Peyser, as well. She put together an emergency food bank system, and enlisted my aid in it. Also, a computer program, for underprivileged youth.”

She nearly blinked, since, a bit stuffily, Alex Darius was acting as her wingman. With his own niece, who he didn't know that well, if at all. He’d clearly recognized the name.

Hannah waved at the paperwork.

“So, we just uncovered that Portia was raised like she was poor, and that all the payments, support and gifts that Carl sent were absorbed by the mother, Angela.”

Clearing his throat, Carl nodded.

“You told me, way back that she was in it for the money, but this is more than that. This pile is just stuff that Portia told us never even happened. Forged, probably. Instead of taking her to court, or removing her, Hannah suggests that we get John Fawks to seduce her and take her for all she’s worth.”

Alex looked at her, then, slowly, nodded.

“Understood. We need to, if not do this within the law, attempt to hold to some form of morality. I prefer not to bring in law enforcement, myself, but is this really the best course?” He looked at his niece, locking eyes with her for a moment. They were the same color.

Then he dropped the volume of his words a good bit.

“Don’t misunderstand me here. If we need to do it this way, or to ruin her in some other fashion, or even take more permanent steps, I will back what you want. Unconditionally. There is a difference between having her punished for her crimes and ruining her, however.” He smiled, this time it seemed fake, small and grim. “On the other side of the coin, we may not be able to prove much at all. White collar crime is rarely punished and... how much was this for, Carlton?”

Tilting his head back and forth, he seemed to be counting something up in his head.

“About thirty million?”

His brother nodded.

“So, we could do this legally and make things a bit difficult for her, for a time. Or we could do almost anything else, including nothing. I vote for not letting her truly prosper from deceit. After all, she could have simply stayed married to you Carl. Built a life with you and a family. Her claiming that you were too weak and not manly enough for her was... Insane, on her part. Kindness doesn’t mean that at all.”

The man glowered, but fought the look from his face.

After a moment, Hannah nodded.

“I kind of like the parity between what she did and having that done back to her? After a fashion, of course.”

After a moment, seeming a bit sad, the pink woman nodded.

“I do, too. It isn’t really up to me. I mean, it wasn’t my money that was stolen like that. Um, Carl? Uh... Dad? What do I call you?”

“Carl works, for now. We can’t really get your childhood back, which is another thing that was stolen from us both. Yeah, let’s see if we can get this hooked up. I want a plan and at least three backups, and then contingencies, in case things go sideways. Which, face it, they will. In that case...”

Hannah tightened her face then.

“In that case, we have her mind taken over and have her sign everything she has left over to Portia and then commit herself to an insane asylum?”

Hannah couldn’t do that herself, and knew that Alistair Marks wouldn’t do it, either. Still, they weren’t the only telepaths in existence or anything. It was weird, but Carl smiled at her then. Like he meant it.

“That’s one plan. We don’t really need the money back. You have fifty million in your trust, and I check it regularly. I’d wondered why you never touched it. Angela can’t, but she should have given it to you when you turned twenty-one. Even if she hated me that much, she should have. Then she could have begged you to share it with her, and cry poor.”

Portia went very still then.

“Sorry. That... I have an account with that much in it? I... Look, I have two roommates, so that I can rent a crappy apartment and have a walk-in closet for a bedroom. Literally. I don’t need much, but... It would have been nice if she’d mentioned that to me. Yeah. Even if you want the money back, which is fair, it means a lot that you bothered to do anything that way.”

There was a pause.

Then Alex spoke, his voice cultured and not harsh or loud.

“Why would we need that back?”

The woman shrugged.

“I... My mother isn’t a good person or faithful. I mean, she always has multiple guys on the hook, even when she settles down for a bit. What are the odds that I’m actually yours? We need to run a paternity test.”

Hannah could see that, but snorted a bit. That had everyone looking at her.

“Sorry, but you two have almost exactly the same powers. That’s probably better than a paternity test. I mean, what are the odds that Angela had an affair with someone that identical. Even if she slept with Alex, he has different abilities. Super healing mainly?”

He gave her a slightly grave look.

“Yes. A slightly greater than normal level of intelligence as well. A few other things, but very different, as Hannah said. Plus, I would have cut it off before dallying with my brother’s wife. Not to be crass, but Angela wasn’t alluring to me, for more reasons than that.” He didn't elaborate, but she for one, simply trusted him to be honest about that.

Even his brother, who hadn’t gotten along with him for decades, nodded about that part.

“Yeah, the powers make it pretty certain. It was a special genetic process and only one other person had it, before the illegal operation was closed down, and she’s a woman. Not you, Portia. You just inherited it. Even if it was fake, even if the DNA didn’t match, which it will, I can’t take the trust back. It’s legally yours. All of it.”

It was a bit strange, since the woman went hard through the face then.

“I... That’s a lot and I’m kind of giddy, but you know, I don’t want to seem like I’m only meeting with you for money. It’s going to take me a while to adjust to the fact that you’re actually willing to be a dad, as it is. I don’t know if I can handle all of this, just now. We should... Maybe just do the dad and daughter thing first? Meet up and talk some more? You seem decently cool. You, too, Alex.” She rolled her eyes.

Then made a strained sound, like a broken car.

“This sounds like an act. I’m not... Could you read my mind, Hannah and tell them what I’m really thinking?”

She probably could, but held up a finger.

“We can get Alistair to do it, if you’re volunteering for it? He’ll keep the good parts out of it and won’t embarrass you or anything.” She didn't think she could actually do a deep dive that would satisfy anyone, if they ever stopped to think about it.

There was no discernable pause.

“Let’s do that? How do I set that up?”

~Hello, Port! I’m Alistair Marks, your new telepathic friend. You’re coming to the early training in the morning? We just started a few days ago. It’s mainly exercise and fighting so far. I agree, though, you need to get a job going on with us. We should probably start kicking people out of The Trainees when they turn twenty or so. Maybe earlier than that?~

She spoke out loud in return.

“Sure? How do I get there?”

~Hannah will pick you up. Oh, hey, Hannah, Neary is coming in tonight. You need to sleep but you should set up a meeting for tomorrow afternoon? With David and Liam? For the learning program you want to test out?~

She grinned, having totally forgotten about that part of things.

“I’ll do that as soon as we’re done here or get a break. Are you in with us if we have to force Angela to sign everything she has left over?”

There was a strange feeling then, and a mental sigh.

~One moment. Let me check on her?~

Then they all sat there, for at least ten minutes, waiting.

~Holy fudge, that woman is a piece of work. I... Won’t mention a lot of it, but you should, Port. You’re going to need to talk to someone about it. Oh, also, even if she does want the money, and you know, I don’t blame her on that score, Portia isn’t trying to use you for that and won’t. Even if it means finding a way to give it all back to you, under the table. Which, you know, means that it won’t be needed at all. I’m in though, if we need to do what you suggested Hannah. Having her commit herself... That isn’t the wrong move. It wouldn’t even be a lie.~

Meaning that the woman was insane in some fashion, not just a bad seed.

Yawning, Hannah slapped her palm in front of her mouth, trying not to be incredibly rude. Most of her food was on her plate, but she was too tired to eat, even if she needed to. It was cold now, but she started working on it, slowly.

“Feel free to dig in. I have to. Otherwise, Twitter will get after me for being anorexic again.”

Carl, who had been sort of polite, for him that evening, snorted.

“No shit. You look even smaller than before. Part of its all the work, but you need to start making a point of eating.” He shrugged. “Which you won’t do on your own. We can hire you on as her diet coach, Port? You go by Port?”

There was, in the way he spoke, the implication that the girl might not want him calling her that. Or possibly anything. Then, hundreds of rejected letters, cards and so forth could do that to a person. Hannah didn’t have firsthand experience that way, herself, but she really didn't need it. Even writing that kind of thing, knowing it was just going to come back, that your own daughter hated you too much to read what you’d said to her, was going to suck. It was also going to take a long time to get over, even after it was shown not to be true.

The soft pink girl smiled and ducked her head.

“Yeah. Port. It’s dumb, but different, so I ran with it.”

Carl nodded.

“Not that bad, really. Anyway, you’re in on the training? I heard Alistair inviting you. That’s not a bad place to start. It’s a solid team forming up. The kids are a little raw, maybe, but all of them have a lot of promise. Though, really, if you’re going to be Hannah’s diet coach, you should work with Kevin, too? Maybe some of the others? That will take real work. You... didn’t go to college?”

There was a shrug, then a tight mouth for a moment.

“There wasn’t enough money for it. My grades were good. I even got a few partial ride scholarships, but Mom wouldn’t co-sign on the student loans I needed, so I got a job instead. Starbucks. Nothing fancy.”

The words had Alex seeming angry for the first time.

“I see. I think I might need to have an appointment with you soon, Alistair, in private?”

~We can do that. Tomorrow? We need to get Hannah to bed and probably shouldn’t make plans when everyone is angry over this. I’ll get with John and see if he’s willing to help out with it?~

Hannah, yawning again, into the side of her fist this time, had to wait to speak. When she did, she sounded a lot like a sleepy little kid.

“Great plan. I should get you all back home now, really. Before I get too tired to do it safely.”

That, she thought, really wasn’t a problem. It took so much focus that she wasn’t going to be able to mess up that much. The only thing that might happen was that she’d fall asleep trying it and nothing would happen.

Which would be embarrassing, and not the kind of thing she wanted to show to her friends. The papers were packed up, to go with Carl, who had managed to keep them safe for two decades in some cases, and then, one by one, the others were taken home. When it was Port’s turn, Hannah went with her.

It wasn’t that late, being close to ten-thirty. They ended up in a rather broken-down looking apartment hallway, with flaked white paint in places, in front of a specific doorway. Port’s.

“Um, I’d invite you in, but...”

Hannah nodded.

“I’d fall asleep on you? That’s not wrong, really. Still, we should do this again, only you know with no drama and maybe some...” She nearly said sex, but didn’t, since pressuring a person that might be working for her soon was kind of a douche move. Not that she really thought of it that way, but society did, so she tried to accept it as true.

Instead, she shrugged.

“You know, you should do that work for free. Now that you don’t need money?”

There was a silly grin then.

“What, you don’t think I’ll be worth it? I can set up menus and even diet plans, trust me.”

Shaking her head, Hannah winked at her new friend.

“It isn’t that. Just, you know, when I keep asking you out, it’s only half as creepy if I’m not paying you.”

That got a laugh.

“Oh, there’s that, true. Still, I have no clue how to get at the money, or if it’s even real. I mean, I’m suddenly a wealthy heiress? That’s not very likely, is it?”

For a moment Hannah didn’t get what she meant. Honestly, and truly, just not understanding her.

“You know, like half the people I know are? Not that you have to take the money or not get paid for your work. All of that would be reasonable, after a fashion. As for getting at the money, well, call Carl for that? He’ll get you hooked up, I bet.”

There was a pause then, and the pink lady, looking adorable, shook her head.

“I don’t have his number. Yours, either. Or a phone, since they’re kind of pricey. I can write those numbers down? I... here, come in for a bit? It will be a mess, and my roomies are probably here. Let’s...”

She used her key, and walked in, which showed that there were three people in the place, all watching something on a fairly large screen. It wasn’t huge, but was about the same size she had at home. It had good picture quality, as well.

There were two men, both of whom looked a bit on the nerdy side, and a girl who was adorable, in a fugly way, with really thick glasses and unfortunately thin hair. Not so much she was bald, but it wasn’t a thick and impressive mane. A lot of pale scalp showed.

She, Glasses, spoke first.

“Hey, Port.” Then she frowned and wrinkled her brow. “Hey... Hannah.”

The guys looked at her then. One of them, the one that was being sat half on top of by Glasses, grinned. He had wispy face hair, and a ponytail. Worse, it was kind of clear that, if he’d bothered to shave, get a decent haircut and have his makeup done, he was actually a solid nine. A thing that was hidden too well for anyone to really notice, she was willing to bet.

The other guy was properly bearded, a bit heavy and smelled enough that she had to prevent herself from moving back a few steps. It was eye watering but honestly seemed to be coming from him.

The better looking one, at least in potential, looked at the girl who was half on his lap.

“You know each other?”

Hannah had no clue, for her part, but the other woman, who seemed to be about her age, nodded.

“Hannah, from Life of Kate? I showed you the thing with the moose?”

“Oh, right! That’s...” He stopped, but smiled, and looked at Port, who shrugged, hunching in on herself.

“Okay, so, there’s some stuff. Um...” She stopped and just looked at each of them, her roommates and possibly her friends. “Right. This is kind of a story. I was born with superpowers, and have been recruited into an operation, for kids, with The Society. Going over that with Hannah, it turned out that she knows my dad and uncle and we met all met tonight. We worked out, with proof, that my mom, the evil witch, was actually using me to steal millions of dollars from my dad, and hid all of the letters that he sent me, sending them back, so he thought I hated him. Now I kind of have a job working for him, I think, or at least with him, as Hannah’s diet coach. The same for some kids, too.”

That was a pretty good, if short, breakdown of the night’s events. Leaving out only the stuff they could be arrested for, later.

Glasses simply nodded, after a second.

“You always did say your mom was pretty bad. So, what’s our part in this?”

Port was moving the whole time, to get some paper and a pen. That was felt-tipped, but Hannah made it work well enough, copying the numbers from her phone. Including her own, which she hadn’t memorized yet. She needed to, clearly.

There was pointing. Glasses was picked first.

“Find us someplace better to rent? A house, maybe? Apparently, I can afford that, if that part doesn’t fall through. And yes, you’re all coming with me. Pete, can you borrow your friend’s truck, when it’s time? Finally, Logan?” She pointed at the bearded man.

Who sighed.

“Shower?”

That got her to grin, happily.

“Exactly. Stay that way too, from now on? I might be having guests over, finally.”

She turned a bit, to look at Hannah, but just walked her back to the front door, so she could get home, to bed.
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Chapter fourteen
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The night before, after getting with Neary to say hello, Hannah managed to get a decent night’s sleep. Even if she felt a bit giddy and excited. Portia was, she had to admit, pretty cool. It also seemed like, at the very least, Hannah was going to get to hook up with her at some point. Still, the feeling in the pit of her stomach when she thought about that was different.

Not that she believed in love at first sight or anything foolish like that.

It wasn’t until the next morning, when she rolled out of bed, at six, got ready for the day, drank some coffee and was doing her various mental exercises, trying to be good, that she noticed that something was actually off, in that situation.

In fact, she was sitting, cross legged, floating above the sofa, while making the coffee table move in a circle around her and trying to read minds in a general way when she heard it. It was a soft thing at first, mainly made up of a feeling, rather than words, in particular. A sense, instead of anything more concrete. It was that Port, her new pink haired buddy, was having sex.

Which, when her mind caught the idea, she realized that it wasn’t just the girl getting lucky, she was having an orgy. With all of her roommates. A thing that, Hannah had to admit, wasn’t expected. As her mind closed in on the scene though, she caught a lot more, which was the darker, or perhaps, just different portion of things.

Hannah wasn’t a prude, after all. While group sex wasn’t really her big thing in bed, she’d done that sort of stuff herself, more than once in her life. Plus, even if a bit of jealousy was kicking in, even she understood that it was mainly about wanting to get laid herself, not a feeling of betrayal or anything. She wasn’t dating anyone involved, after all. So it wasn’t that. It was a sense of something really off happening. A thing that she didn’t understand, mainly because she was working in such a deep trance state.

For the first time, or as she understood as she actually tried to do the work needed, the first time that she’d tried to do such a thing on purpose, Hannah actually took thoughts from other people’s minds. Reading their actual secrets, instead of just hearing what was on the surface as they thought. It had happened before, but she hadn’t been doing it. Not like this.

It was invasive of her, and probably creepy, but what she found was...

Different. Plus, she was warping the story from four different minds at one time, which meant big parts of it weren’t clear. She had some guesses, based on what she was taking from them.

The three roommates had spent the entire night pushing Portia to agree to date all of them. They’d all had sex before, possibly, but the prospect of getting rich, or at least attaching themselves to a suddenly wealthy friend, had kicked them into action. A thing that Hannah understood and had been taught to be wary of, from a young age. Which Port wouldn’t get was what was happening at all.

Not that she was stupid. She just didn’t understand that her friends, people that she already loved, would be that creepy, in such an instant fashion. Worse, in a way, reading their minds, it was kind of clear that the others each had their own agenda in what they were doing.

Peter, the good-looking guy, was actually dreaming of having his own private island, an expensive car and of course, two women to screw. Even if one of them was mainly into girls. It wasn’t wholesome, since he felt a bit entitled to all of it. As if he’d earned whatever anyone else could give him, somehow. A thing that even he understood wasn’t really true. The guy was a freeloader, living off of the others, not doing much each day other than playing boring flat screen videogames. There was more, but she wasn’t going that deep. A lot of what she was thinking was probably wrong, but the sense of what he was doing was there and powerful.

Glasses, who was called Kelsey in real life, was at least conflicted about the whole thing. Then, even if she’d been dating Peter for about a year, that hadn’t been too serious and she’d also been with Portia, enough times that them going out, even as part of a group, sort of made sense to her. Not that she wasn’t interested in not having to fight and scramble for every penny, if that was even a real thing. To her credit, she wasn’t as focused on that, as much as feeling sort of loved and a bit grossed out about the fact that the new group thing included Logan for some reason.

The heavy-set guy was kind of creepy to her. For being ugly, not anything else. Also, the person who actually brought in the most money each month, out of the four of them. He’d kept them all afloat for over a year, when they would have had some real problems surviving, during Tri-D, for instance.

Switching over to him, the table going still in the air as she focused more intently, she noticed that he didn’t trust the situation at all. Unlike the others, the girls, he suspected that Peter was going to make an uber creep cash grab, using their friend to do it. On the other hand, he’d also had two women sucking his cock the night before and while that wasn’t sex, it was as close as he’d gotten to having anything at all in nearly five years.

So he was happy, and also worked up. Tired too, they all were.

Opening her eyes, she saw that she was still hovering, which was good, that the table was sinking, which was bad, and that Al was standing in front of her, ready to go for the morning exercises.

Staring at her. Slowly, he nodded.

“That kind of thing is more common than you might think. All of it. Just... You can’t actually say anything about it. Not if you want Portia to not cut ties with us, as a group. It’s one of the dark problems of being a telepath that no one ever really thinks about. You know their secrets, but what people think inside isn’t what they’re doing on the outside all of the time. If you make a big deal about them using her for money, she’ll blame you for it and probably pull back. Also... You got about half of that wrong. You were filling things in, from a Hannah perspective, not theirs.”

He looked fresh faced and sympathetic enough, she had to allow. His face was a bit practiced seeming, at the moment, but she got the real idea. This kind of thing was so common for him that he considered what was going on a simple, basic, lesson for her. She had to not get involved. Probably meaning she needed to pull back from the girl herself, without even having her clit licked first. Then, her desire for hassle free sex wasn’t any better than what those others were doing, really.

There was a shrug from the kid.

“Logan seems okay, to be honest. A good enough guy that we should look out for him in this one, if we can. Depressed, in a long-term fashion and with almost nothing to live for, but not evil or bad. That takes work when the whole world looks down on you constantly. Kelsey is rationalizing things, but deep down she already knows that she’s in with Peter for the long haul and is trying to work out how to justify being a thief, in order to keep him. She moved from roommate to long-con grifter in less than half an hour, last night. Peter is... He thinks that he’s in charge there, but it isn’t the case. That’s Kelsey and always has been. This could work out, though. I mean, they might drop it all, inside a day. Greed hit them, all at once, but they aren’t Portia’s mom or anything like that. Um... There’s a connection there. I can’t say more about it. This isn’t... I just can’t. It still doesn’t mean that they’re really evil. Not yet.”

Which was good to know. Settling to the cushion below her, the table back in place a moment later, she nodded.

“This is the dark side of crushes, too. At least I wasn’t dreaming of a life with her or something? She’s adorable, though.”

That got a nod from the boy.

“Portia really does seem nice. Not...” He tightened his face and then shook his head. “I...” He looked away, seeming to be thinking of something, then spoke. “Okay, I normally wouldn’t do this kind of thing, but she’s messed up, inside. Kind and gentle, sure, but in a relationship, she’s a hot mess. Daddy issues, big time. If she hadn’t decided she was gay a few years ago, she’d probably have gone down a pretty bad road that way, already. The thing there is, she’s psychologically lesbian, not biologically. So, she went from not liking guys out of anger over her mother, to having two of them inside of her the last ten hours. She liked it, too. Enough that she’s kind of having a minor mental crisis, or will be, in the next few hours.”

Hannah could also see that one happening. Instead of judging the girl over it, the woman, since she was an adult, there was just a bit of meditative calm for a moment.

“So, how do I respond to this?”

That had a soft smile and a shrug directed her way, instantly.

“How would I know? You can’t go in and tell her all of this. Even if she believed you, doing that would screw with her more than what the rest of this is doing. Two of her best friends not only asked her into a relationship, but did it just in case she might actually have money coming. She told them all of it, and they went full on mercenary, inside minutes. That isn’t a good look. That kind of betrayal is pretty normal, but hard for people to take, when it happens.”

Hannah sighed.

“So, I walk on eggshells and try to make sure they don’t get it all, before she learns the rules on her own?”

Instead of seeming clueless, there was an expression that seemed like the guy was thinking. Which, she could feel, if not understand, was him taking bits of information from the minds of other people. Standing there, with his eyes open, doing a hundred times more than she could have managed in a trance state. Without even trying very hard, it seemed.

After a bit he smiled.

“Actually, why not invite them to the work out? They all had sleep and some jobs are being quit today, anyway. If we include them in a new friend’s group suddenly, we’ll be able to do a lot more than if we let them get Portia alone for weeks. Plus, all of this is going to get overwhelming for her, if she doesn’t have someone to help her navigate it. That’s going to be either you or Carl and while he’s willing to try, he’s still half convinced that she doesn’t want anything to do with him.”

It was a lot of drama going on, suddenly. Hannah stuck her tongue out, not in a bratty way, but just in frustration. It wasn’t a good look, but her seventeen-year-old pal didn’t call her on it. She tucked that away herself, after a moment and stood up.

“Got it. I have to actually be an adult and not get all moody that those poachers stole my would-be booty call?”

That, when she spoke the words out loud, didn’t make her sound very good, she realized. Not that sane, either. She slipped back into a trance, and simply tried to hold a teleportation again. The field strength needed for it, without the location put into the whole thing.

Then, she sighed, softly and added everyone who she thought should be at the work-out to her attempt and thought at them, all at once.

~Pickup in ten minutes. Starting in ten. Get ready, if you aren’t! Hannah incoming.~

She’d included Portia’s new significant others, even if they didn't know what was going on. She wasn’t Al, after all. She was more than willing to let them worry and think they were crazy for a minute.

She did everyone else first, which honestly took her closer to fifteen minutes, even moving fast on her part, since half of the team was being slow that day. Of interest, Carl wanted to be picked up as well, so she showed up at his place, near the end. She could feel him pulling at her.

He was dressed in a track suit, ready to run, when she got there. Staring down the barrel of a fifty cal. Desert Eagle. Only one of them, meaning he’d already worked out who had popped into place. Otherwise, there would be two and she’d be fifty-percent of the way to dead, or at least shot.

“Hannah? Is there an emergency?”

She nearly lied, but then reconsidered. After all, they were friends and on a list or not, Portia was a sweet and cute girl to her she’d met the day before, not someone she’d killed people with. One of those things had a lot more power in her mind, for some reason.

“Nothing major. Port’s roommates convinced her that they were all dating last night, complete with group sex, which is... well, normally I’d have gotten myself invited along, even if they aren’t that good looking. Two of them are kind of going for the greedy grab, though, so far. They might change that up, but we need to watch them. The other guy... He’s better that way. The good one so far is Logan, the hard-working fat one, so you know who not to glare at, when you meet them later.”

There was a sneer then, which softened.

“Okay. That happens. It was pretty much all she had as an example, growing up. I’m... What’s the plan here?”

Hannah shrugged.

“Right now? I kind of just spoke in their heads, yelling about getting ready for some exercise, so I’m pretty certain they’re freaking out a bit right now. I’m going to see if we can make plans for the day, right now. Can you spend the day with Port and me? She needs to learn how to access her trust fund and going over cash management is probably a good idea. Really, if she’s going to be in a group relationship, we might want to take her pals around with us as well. At the same time, I need to see an alien about some lessons.”

She nearly explained that one, but the tall man nodded.

“Kant? He’s been going the distance for us. How’s the mission to his system going?”

She shrugged.

“Perfectly, so far. No problems and the people there are, from what I heard, slowly accepting that the Earth Humans that we let visit aren’t going to hurt anyone. They can’t, since they were modified first, of course. I need to do that soon...” She frowned. It was just her thinking, though, not worrying about anything. “You know, I need something to promote the food banks again, soon. I wonder if I could get network or cable channel time for that? I’ll run it past some people, as an idea, if Neary and his pals are good with it?”

Even if that had to sound insane, Carl nodded, a bit slowly.

Then he spoke.

“I was thinking that I’d go to the training today?”

She grinned.

“I know, I caught that. Barely, but it’s why I’m here. Come on.”

She held out her left hand, which was taken, the teleportation ending in the dark, outside, at a high school track. There were nearly thirty people there already. Then, because her work wasn’t over, she sighed and vanished again, this time aiming for a particular hallway, in Wisconsin.

Then, gently, since it was early as fudge still, she tapped on the beaten-up charcoal gray door in front of her. Gently, so the neighbors wouldn’t be woken up. After about ten seconds, it opened, showing the beefy face of Logan, who was dressed in a sweatshirt hoodie and some loose gray sweatpants.

She grinned.

“Hey! Are you all ready, or is the only cool one Logan?” She spoke to the room, noticing that Portia was actually dressed up, in a t-shirt, which showed off the fact that she was in kind of amazing shape already, with abs showing under it, as well as some powder blue leggings and running shoes. The others were in shorts and looked uncomfortable about it, but they were also kind of panicked, seeing Hannah there.

Glasses, Kelsey, stared at her.

“You... I heard you in my head?” She actually was trembling about it.

Hannah grinned.

“It’s a new trick that I’m just learning. Useful for passing messages. I was doing everyone going to the work out today at once.” She glanced at Portia. “Also, Carl? He wanted to go, to see you again. I set up a time for us today, so that you can learn the needed banking stuff? I have to see an alien for part of that. Oh...” She stopped for a second and then nodded. “Logan, would you be willing to let him put some information in your head? He’s working up an advanced learning program for Earthlings. Just school stuff, so far. That and Ceanna. An alien language. His, in fact, so you can talk to him and his people, which is fun. It doesn’t hurt or anything, but there might be tests?”

The big guy, who wasn’t tiny, as far as being tall went, as well as width, seemed fine with that.

“Sure? I wasn’t certain if I was really being included in this. Um, why is that, exactly?”

She didn’t have a good reason for it, to be honest. Not that she could say out loud to that particular room. Instead of going silent, or pretending she secretly wanted the man, who was about her own age, to go down on her, Hannah winked at him.

“Mainly to prove that The Society isn’t bigoted. We have other people without powers, but they’re all women or kids, so far. Having you in will show that I’m not that much of a classist bitch? Possibly, at least. Plus, you’re part of the friends group now. So, we hang. True, I’m boring and not clubbing at all anymore, but that doesn’t mean you don’t get to be included.”

She acted as if that made any sense, which it didn’t, and held out her hand to the man. Then shifted him away, without warning, when he took it. The other two friends, Peter and Kelsey, were next, with Portia going last, making sure she had the key and that the door was locked.

Almost instantly, they broke into groups, and started running. Even Hannah was doing that, not using the fourth gait, since she wanted everyone on the same page that day. Part of her work meant struggling hard, trying to keep up with Portia and Carl, who were kind of fast. They had Linear and Nate with them, in a tight group, with Greg lapping everyone in the outside lane, hundreds of times. His personal goal was to hit a hundred and fifty miles in an hour without stopping. It was, she’d been told, impressive on that small of a track.

Don was behind their group, keeping up with Hannah pretty well and not giving up the whole time. The other groups were doing all right, with Kevin and Logan both being in with the heiress crew. That, interestingly, was still moving at a good clip, more or less, with Terry out in the front, not letting anyone drop out.

The last group was everyone else and was doing better, even if everyone in it seemed kind of miserable. Even Diggy and Kara were keeping up. Weirder, Cynthia was as well. They were at the back, and seemed to be a half second from falling out, but none of them actually did it.

That went on for about half an hour, since pushing them all for longer than that was a good way to have them all burn out, way too fast. Nate led them all through calisthenics after that, lying on the dry grass in the center of the field, just as dawn honestly broke. Then they worked on martial arts for a full hour. By nine they were done, with everyone going back to where they came from. Most of them setting up for some time in VR.

The last people out that day were the four roomies and Carl. That part was interesting to see. Portia and Carl were both bone dry and seemed almost relaxed, with Glasses and Greedmeister a bit disheveled and slightly damp. They’d participated, but clearly hadn’t pushed too hard. Most of the girls there hadn’t either. The heiresses, at least. Her Trainees had all pulled out the stops, of course.

So, it seemed, had Logan. He was soaked all the way through. She nodded at him then.

“We’re moving into VR now, to practice shooting and knife fighting. We’ll get you set up with your own system for that. You, too, Port.” She winked at the others, having left them both out. “That may, or may not be your thing. It’s fun, but the way we do it is still work. I recommend it, but that’s up to you.”

Carl nodded, smiling in a way that seemed nearly happy.

“So we’re adding Logan for the whole thing? In what capacity?”

She tilted her head.

“You know, L., if you’re willing, I’d like you to train with Kara and Cynthia. That will be weapons and unarmed combat. They’re both learning to teach that kind of thing. Kids, but solid, so not too annoying.” She nearly mentioned that having sex with them would be off limits, but she’d actually been in the man’s head enough to get that, even having been desperate for years, he’d never done anything wrong, sexually.

She really doubted he was going to start just then, either.

Carl, oddly, grinned.

“Good call, H. People learn fastest when they have to teach other people. I’ll let you set that all up? Now, I need to get to my house. I have a large enough system for two others...”

Hannah could only do one, but before she could say anything about that, there was a voice in her head. From the reactions, it was in all of their minds, at once.

Aliza, from The Society. Which, given the girl hadn’t realized she had a nearly infinite range until a few days before, was kind of impressive. She’d been working on things with Al and Debbie from The Requiem, so it made sense. That it hit the others there didn’t, of course. Carl, and maybe even Port, but not the three new people so much.

~Emergency. We need transport and support teams ASAP. Society HQ.~

Hannah nodded.

“Looks like we’re up. Portia, you’re on food. You too, today, Logan. Kelsey and Peter...” She kind of didn’t love them at the moment, but nodded anyway. If she was hostile, they’d probably try to keep Portia away from her. “I want you to be ready to work phones and run errands. Light work, probably, so stand by, because you might be filling in gaps suddenly. Carl, you’re in charge of The Trainees, so what are we doing that way?”

“Get them in, if they can come. We can’t know how important this is, or what skills will be needed. Probably not a lot, to be honest. It’s still important for them to show up when the call goes out.” That was for the others there, but he focused on Logan and Port.

Hannah took the slightly sweaty people in first, directly to the conference room on the top floor of The Society HQ. Noticing that there were other people there already. Wisp was bringing them in, as was Agent Seven. They had various superheroes, of course.

She wanted to stop and find out what was happening, but didn’t, getting her people first. All of them. Interestingly, she brought in fifteen people in about the same time that Wisp did the same. She didn't mention it, but she felt a bit proud about that. Kate was so much more powerful than she was that way that it wasn’t funny. Yet, she sort of managed to keep up. Using a lot of tricks, sure, but the results were about the same.

Only when the room was packed, and no one else was coming, did June, dressed in her Liberty purple and black costume, spoke.

“Chicago was just nuked, twenty minutes ago. Paris and Lisbon as well. Thankfully these weren’t full sized, but we need to be ready to move people out of contaminated areas fast, as soon as we get the word to go in. Then we need to see to emergency housing, food and water for everyone. Sanitation, as well. We have some healers available? Can they do anything about radiation?”

Hannah knew that one, having gotten the medics their powers.

“Yes. Liam...” She glanced around then, and noticed that Linear wasn’t there yet. “Call Linear in on this. I’ll do the pick-up.” She winced. “No, wait, I have this...”

She worked hard and fast then, and warned Jaime just before bringing him to them. It hurt, but he was there, in the room, inside forty seconds. June smiled, a bit grimly and repeated herself.

“Trainees, you’re on support only, unless things go sideways on us. Damsel... Hannah, I mean, you’re on locating the next threats. If there are none, find who did this. Bring that to me, before acting on it?”

She nodded, since that made sense to her. That and moving people around.

It was kind of her thing, after all.

“On it now. Behemoth? You’re up for working that with me, first thing? Um...” She stopped then and noticed Kelsey for some reason. “Glasses, pay attention and take notes. If Stan gets called away, I’ll need your help.” She was leaving Peter out, but that was only because she’d touched his mind earlier and understood he wasn’t a great worker, or a good person. From what she could tell he was decent in bed, and had had a large enough package, but other than that, he wasn’t bringing much to the table of life so far. A bit of a waste of space, given that.

Not truly evil, either, so she relented a bit.

“Pete? Can you watch the kids? Don’t get in their way, but make sure no one runs into trouble. We have adults to throw at this. Ones with powers, so make sure no one flies off alone or anything?” It was implied babysitting, of course.

Which the guy got, and frowned about. Then started to whine over.

She ignored him. It was in the background, but not that loud. Behemoth, her partner for the day, moved then. Interestingly, Hyper Gamma followed. They ended up a floor down, in an office space. Hannah was put in a chair, as was HG. Then she lost track of what was happening.

Which was a good thing, as it turned out. If she’d understood what she was saying, then doing, she might well have freaked out. There were objects to move, instead of just people to find. That part, who had set things up in the first place, led her nowhere. The devices she shifted were all nuclear, of course. They were put in an isolated spot, off in the desert. It took her nearly three hours to find them all, with first Stan, and later Kelsey, going back over everything dozens of times, to make sure they had them all.

When she was finally brought back to the surface world, the room had changed. In that Aliza and Stan were gone, and she was sitting there, being gently shaken by the shoulder by Liberty, with a large eyed Kelsey sitting on the desk that Hannah had almost totally missed being there.

June smiled.

“Fifteen nuclear weapons, in different major cities around the world. It looks like you got twelve of them. The other three were taken out by other people, before we could act. In time to prevent explosions, for all of them, thankfully. Very good work. Both of you.” She smiled, seeming cute about it, toward the new girl. “I’m June. Liberty, around here. Nice to meet you?”

Hannah nodded, since the other girl seemed awestruck for some reason.

“This is Kelsey Mitchel. Glasses, if we want a fancy name for her. Support personnel, so far. Working in with The Trainees, in that capacity. Kind of a councilor role? You know, the kids can call on her, if I’m not around for advice with things outside of work? Dating or schooling? Speaking of which, if this is over for the time being I need to get with some people about a new program. The learning thing? Neary is in town just for that... Unless I’m needed here? He will understand.”

He was good that way, after all.

That it was an emergency felt like it was going to be the answer, but Liberty just tilted her head.

“That sounds like a plan. You’re on call for the time being, so be ready to move. Check in every six hours? You too, Glasses. If we have to move people around, we’ll need to know where they are.” Then, as if the woman had a right to give them orders, she left the room, at a quick pace.

Which did, rather handily, stop any arguments from taking place. No one got to mention that they didn’t actually work there, either.

Kelsey seemed troubled, as she stared out the door. Watching Liberty leave. Actually, looking at her behind as she did it.

Hannah rolled her eyes a little.

“We need to find some people if they’re not busy. Then contact some others, since bringing extra people might not be welcome. Most of the aliens are kind of gentle and shy, and we’re essentially...” She didn’t want to say demons, but it was close to that.

The girl in front of her, seeming messed up and tired, though not sweat covered and glistening any longer, nodded.

“Space Orcs?”

That wasn’t a bad description, really.

“Yep. That’s the one. We live in the heart of the most violent and destructive society in all of Human space. Anyway, good job. Thanks for the help, too. You saved lives today.”

That got a slow nod.

Then a small smile.

“That’s not normal, is it? Most of the time I barely even manage to do my work, much less save anything. I... Don’t really know why I’m here at all.”

Hannah looked at her for a moment, thinking.

“Mainly because you and Peter are planning to rip off Portia, now that she has a bit of money. I caught that earlier, by accident. I know you think Logan is in on that too, but he really isn’t. Only, while you want some extra cash, you also don’t want to hurt your friend. I’m sort of not getting that from Pete at all, so far. So, you get me... We’re both here to make sure our friends don’t get hurt.” She nodded at the end, once, and got ready for denials and for the world to blow up in her face.

Interestingly, all she got back was a slightly guilty, marginally sad, expression.
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Chapter fifteen
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Hannah waited for Kelsey to screech at her, or to deny what was going on. Instead, she just sort of nodded.

“I know. I mean, Peter isn’t... Look, I’m a four on a good day, right? He’s only with me because he gets free rent and I’m an absolute beast in bed. I let him do anything he wants, when he wants, which... It’s not really enough for him, is it? Last night he decided that we need to get Port in with us. Only...” She sighed.

Then shook her head hard enough Hannah was afraid the glasses were going to go flying.

“That wasn’t really it, was it? I said it first. It was my idea. Only, I wasn’t... I mean, sure, I want stuff. Money and to not struggle constantly. Doesn’t everyone? So, I was thinking that, if we, you know, were dating Port, that she’d be more willing to share. Only, Peter decided to get her into bed, using me, since we’ve done that kind of thing before, Port and me, and...” She stopped, as if not understanding what Hannah actually knew, and not wanting to be caught lying.

Her telepathy didn’t work that way, but she didn’t mention it in the moment, either. Just nodding.

“You all had sex? Even Logan? That...” She caught the idea, or had earlier, that Kelsey wasn’t that thrilled with the second man in their group. He was fat and not good looking, even under that.

Plus, apparently, he had sketchy showering habits. At least he used to. That was going to change, she decided. Not for any real reason, just liking him better than the other two. Even if Kelsey had managed to step up that day, which did bump her a notch or two upward as far as Hannah was concerned.

Glasses looked down.

“He was there. The place is small and really, he’s carried all of us for a long time. I know that Peter doesn’t get it, but if we’d tried for just the three of us and cut him out, Port wouldn’t go along with it. She shouldn’t, either. He’s her best friend.” There was an almost defiant look to the woman then.

Which Hannah understood, after a fashion.

“Got it. Well, you’re in with me now. That means no screwing anyone out of money. On the other hand, we can probably set up a better job for you, if you want? Get you in as someone’s personal assistant or something like that?” She was playing, but Kelsey nodded. “Taking notes and things like that? Like a secretary?”

She nodded back, smiling.

“Making appointments, setting meetings, getting lunch. That kind of thing. It might mean moving, since you’ll need to be on hand for whoever you get in with.”

That got a snort from Kelsey.

“Um, I work for you now, then? If we’re just making stuff up? I can already do this guiding thing, which was really cool, by the way. I need more practice with it, but you can take me around with you so that you always have someone to help with that?”

She froze for a second, not really that thrilled with the woman yet. Still, it wasn’t a bad plan and truthfully, if she wanted to break up the little cabal that was starting to form, that wasn’t exactly a horrible starting point.

“I... You know, yes. Let’s try that? We’ll be signing paperwork on it, and this will be a real job. Plus, I can read minds and do other things, so... Don’t get tricky with it. Do the right thing and I’ll be the best boss ever. Except, the, you know, regular exercise portion, which will suck.” She smiled, but there was a nod in return.

The girl clapped, even.

“What do I get paid?”

Blinking, expecting that her PA would get room and board and probably a car to drive out of it, which would mean moving, she thought for a second, then low balled the whole thing.

“A hundred thousand a year. When I get a new place, you get a room... You know, we should ask if everyone wants to move in? Get online and find a house. Buy, don’t rent. The markets are depressed right now, since so many people died in the last year. Try to keep it under twenty million? Something with a lot of land, and plenty of living space.”

The girl looked around, then rather smartly, found a pad and pen on Stan’s desk and stole it. She started taking notes.

“Got it. Also, I’m hungry, so um, lunch? We need to eat.”

Hannah nodded.

“Great plan. Get with everyone and make sure they have what they need that way? I’ll pay, unless you can find Cake Girl. She can make food out of thin air. That’s Kara? She was at the work out.”

That got a nod.

“I don’t know which one that is, but I can ask and find out. What do you want?”

There was a new page and a poised pen, the woman trying to act like she was efficient or something. Which, if she could keep that up, would probably work.

“A sandwich and a salad? I need to eat more. Get with Port on that part? Also, the rest of this, actually. She can’t have worked out diet plans for everyone yet, but needs to be doing that. We should see what’s going on right now?”

They headed toward the conference room, one floor up, running into Red Cape, who was standing next to Liberty and handily enough, Cake Girl. Kara was holding back a bit, covertly glancing at Superion X like she wanted to screw him in the hallway. Hannah could see that one. Reese was right there, and caught part of the glances that way, from both of the women there. He was good looking after all. As an adult, he’d be even better looking than his dad. 

Hannah had noticed that, a few days before.

Waving, she caught some attention.

“Hey, all. Kelsey is getting the lunch order. Kara, we can order out or you can do that for us? You’re in charge of that part. We need Portia, too. She’s working on menu and diet plans for everyone. The Trainees.” Looking at Liberty, then Superion, she smiled. “She comes pre-loaded with powers. Super strength, speed, hyper reflexes and a decent healing factor. The diet planning was Luther’s idea. She’s his daughter, hence having the same powers.”

That was a lot to share, especially with Kelsey, but the girl didn't act shocked.

Kara smiled.

“I’ll do the food? Portia? That’s...”

Hannah was about to describe her, when the woman walked out, Carl, in full uniform, behind her.

“I’m Port? You’re Kara? We’re doing up food for everyone? I don’t have individual plans worked up yet, that will be a few days, since I need to interview everyone, first. There are a lot of different situations here. So, for today, we should try for something kind of veggie heavy, with decent protein? Let’s see what people are willing to eat. Roast beef, turkey...” 

She glanced at Liberty, who nodded.

“Both are good for me. Superion?”

Chris seemed to be about to indicate that was fine with him, when Reese spoke.

“Nothing with meat for him? No broccoli either. His biology doesn’t work well with that.”

Kelsey took notes, and they trouble-shot what the man would like, as a group. Not Hannah, or Luther, just the others. Then the three women moved off, making sure that everyone was going to be fed something they could eat that day. It didn’t take that long at all, for a buffet to start showing up down the hall, in a decently large dining area.

When they left, Hannah looked at the others there and nodded.

“I’m getting a house, which I was doing anyway. I’m going to try and get Portia and her people to move in with me. Kelsey is in. I hired her as my personal assistant. Port was kind of assigned the food thing by Luther, last night. I want something different for Logan. He’s a good worker and not a flake or anything. I don’t know what skills he has, but...”

It was weird, but Liberty nodded.

“The heavyset one? I noticed that. He’s been getting everyone coffee, soda and water, and cleaning up constantly.”

Hannah recalled something and nodded.

“He’s also volunteered to let Neary test his new learning program on him. I’m taking David Jimenez in as well. I need to get with him on that first, since bringing a lot of people might be off putting for him.”

Superion simply spoke then. In Ceanna.

“Contact Neary.”

A moment later, no more than ten seconds, a voice came from the air, in front of the blue clad, red caped, muscular fellow.

Speaking in English.

“Kyron? How are you doing?”

There was no pause, Chris simply smiling, gently. It was mainly a mouth movement, but was how people from Ryhh showed they were happy with one another. Similar to Earth Human’s but not nearly as aggressive.

“I’m with Hannah, and she has several people who want to try the new program that you have planned? Test subjects, if I have that right?” He glanced at her, so she nodded. Then he kept speaking. “Confirmed on that. She wanted to make certain showing up with several unfamiliar people wouldn’t be too much right now? The events here today...”

There was a gasp, but it didn’t continue on.

“I had to alter my brain chemistry twice in order to remain functional. I don’t really know how you do it. Just seeing that on the flat screen here... I would love to see Hannah and her friends, of course. How many will be coming? In case I need to prepare first, rescripting my brain.”

She counted things up.

“Five, six if we count me, but we shouldn’t, since we’re married and all that.” She deadpanned the whole thing. It was an inside joke, of course, not anything official. She’d hugged him once, and he’d claimed that meant they were married on Ryhh, which was funny, since they didn't even have that there.

It got a laugh from the guy at least.

“Right! I’d nearly forgotten that part. We should cohabitate, given that?”

It was teasing, but she went serious for a moment.

“I’m looking to get a bigger place, out in the country, if possible, away from major population centers? I’ll mark a room for you and one for Heline, too? For real, I mean. I have some things to talk to both of you about, later, if possible? Good stuff, I think, but important.” She stopped then, since everyone was looking at her funny. “Group marriage. You know, Heline is kind of fantastic, so we want to see if she’s in on that, too.”

Chris smiled at least, thinking it was funny and meant that way, which it was.

That, and to hide what she was really planning to ask about.

“Excellent. I’ll be here all day?”

“And I’ll be there in about... Forty minutes? You’re at Chris’s?”

“I am.”

“See you in a bit, then!”

She moved back, and Chris waved his fingers in the air, shutting the whole thing off, somehow. The strange alien clothing phone system they were using.

Hannah smiled at the others.

“Reese? I’m taking you with us, when we go? Watch Peter?” She didn't add any more on the topic. Then, Reese didn’t seem to need her to.

“Tall, thin... Facial hair and new?”

“That’s the one. Work into that whole group, if you can? He’s your target.”

The words were nearly whispered. It wasn’t exactly a big deal, but Hannah wasn’t certain she could even come to like that particular man given what she knew. The others still had some promise, she guessed. Logan was even sort of cool, in a hardworking, but marginalized way.

An idea formed in her head, but she didn’t speak about it out loud. It was about powers for Logan. Nothing that devastating or good in a fight, but it might just allow him to have a better life than he had so far. If he wanted to try it at all. The committee might even let him, her idea being harmless as it was.

It was a thing to ask about later.

They all went in for lunch, and ate together, Hannah, Reese, Luther and Diaspora sitting with Portia and her roommates for it. Logan was awkward, which was all about Vidya sitting across from him, even if she was being a darling, for her. She looked at him a few times, as he regarded his sandwich, and eventually, held his eyes.

“You’re new, aren’t you? Several of you here are. I heard that you were all at training earlier? Is there any talent here, Hannah?” She sounded interested, instead of commanding or angry, which, again, was clearly her being nice. Sweet, even.

She nodded.

“There is. Portia here is kind of in your wheelhouse, as far as powers go. So you should go over her training schedule? She’s also doing the diet plans for everyone. The Trainees, that is. Mine, too. She’s not a trainee, of course. No one over twenty can be. Agism, but we have to have some lines. So she needs to be in real training, to get up to speed?” She was being bossy and had been all day, but kept going, since Diaspora simply nodded and glanced at Logan, clearly wondering if he was the weak link.

Hannah waved at Kelsey.

“This is my new Personal Assistant, Kelsey Mitchel. K. you need to get everyone’s numbers, birthdays and all that? Vidya is one of my friends, so that could be important. All of her sisters, as well, so you’ll need to do some cold calls and make sure no one gets forgotten too easily.” Which she needed to be doing as well. “Oh, also, don’t talk about anything important on the phone. Don’t use the computer or magic for that, either. It’s all being observed. Telepathy works, or in-person communication. You’re all up for learning that kind of thing? We can have you put in for that, with the committee, if that can be cleared here.”

She looked at Luther then.

“Low level. Kind of like a walkie-talky system? Maybe a cell phone, only using people’s minds? I could make it hard to read using magic, tech or even other telepathy?”

Vidya went wide eyed, and slapped the table.

“That... Yes. Do that. Let me... Wait.” The last word was barked, the leather skirted, incredibly hot, woman jumping up, making the whole round table slid into Logan, running off at good speed. About five minutes later she was back, with Liberty and a man who had short hair, a button up short sleeve shirt and glasses at least as thick as the ones Kelsey was wearing.

Vidya grinned.

“This is the team? Hannah is planning to put them in for a low-level telepathy, so they can get around the... Watchers. That should be allowed. They’re new, but already in training with us. We’ll need a background check and to make certain they’re loyal to us.”

The last words were hard sounding.

Reese grinned a little.

“We can have Alistair Marks and Aliza check them? I’ll set that up. Can anyone get in on this? Even if it’s a different system, it might work for The Trainees to be able to get in touch with each other without using a phone.”

The words were slightly tight, as if he figured that it might not be allowed at all. Which meant that Vidya and June were both shaking their heads, instantly.

Hannah didn’t get why, but waited, since there might be a good reason for it. The new man, who hadn’t been introduced, made a considering face.

“Honestly, that’s not a poor plan. They’re young people, but are around enough that they might overhear things. Being able to communicate without being overheard could be useful to them, in the field, as well. We can call it a test program? Something basic, so we don’t have them going insane on us. I always worry about that sort. Telepaths have it rough. More than most ever can imagine.”

Realizing what she’d been doing, Hannah smiled at everyone.

“Oh, also, clearly, if you don’t want in on this, you don’t have to do it. What I have in mind will pretty much be a cell phone, only in your head and will take some effort to add new people to. It won’t be mind reading either, just talking to a person willing to talk back to you. Not that big of a deal.” Unless it was, of course.

Logan seemed to like it.

“I’m in, if that, you know, committee thinks I can do it?”

The others nodded. Even Peter. She didn’t let herself glare at the man. Then, if he had a job, he might just step up and stop being a freeloader.

She wasn’t counting on it, but Alistair had kind of thought that they might all change their minds, as things went on, about their Portia gold digging plans.

So, grinning, she looked at the new fellow.

“Sorry, I didn’t get your name? I’m Hannah.” The man seemed to know that already, for some reason.

“Mick Donsky. I’m in charge of team field communications, so will be in charge of this, as well, if it works. How long do you think it will take for us to set up a trial run?”

Her food was mostly gone and she was pretty full, so she stood up then.

“I’m on my way to speak to one of the committee members now, and... if they agree to it, I should be able to have that set into motion in about a day? I’ll try for faster than that. Then... Well, we’ll need to have at least one of you here at all times. I’m planning to get a house. Out in the country?” That was for Kelsey, who was supposed to be looking for her. “Something large, so we can all stay there? Spare rooms, too, so keep that in mind, K.?”

Reese stood up as well, and gestured for the others to do the same thing. Portia got it first.

Interestingly enough, Peter was the last one to do it and seemed a little reluctant. Not that much, just as if he wasn’t certain he was being invited. With a glance at her, meaning he was picking up that she was keeping him out of things, at least at the edges. It wasn’t a great way to make friends, so she decided to stop that. She didn’t need for him to love her, and wasn’t gullible enough to think that she could change the man, but at the same time, if she didn’t want him sabotaging what she was doing, he had to at least think she wasn’t going to leave him by the road side like a stray dog.

“Peter? Do you know where David is? Diggy?”

Interestingly, there was a nod, then he turned, and waved at a table that had a bunch of The Trainees at it. Kara was next to him. Pete called out.

“David? We have a meeting, I think?”

Hannah nodded.

“That we do. It probably won’t take long. Less than an hour or two. David and Logan in first.” She waited on the boy, who wasn’t nearly as heavy set as he had been even a few weeks before. In fact, he was at least four inches taller than he had been, which seemed off to her. Kids grew fast, but that was pretty different, to her mind.

Still, he seemed happy enough, so when he got there, she explained the plan.

“We’re going to go and meet with an Alien. Nereas Kantas. Neary Kant, here. He’s from the Ryhh system, and looks like we do. That’s how they actually are, not a holographic projection or anything. His people are very sweet and gentle, compared to ours, so don’t yell, or show overt anger. If you need to leave to stop that from being seen at any point, do it. Walk out calmly, though. Even smiling needs to be done subtly, if you can? Lips only, like this.”

She pointed at her own mouth and gave a very light grin. 

“Reese here is his nephew, so look to him for cues and clues. If he, at any point, seems to be escorting you out of the room, just go with him. There are some little things that can be pretty massive seeming to people from Ryhh. When in doubt, slowly move back. If anyone else does that, we all do.” She looked at everyone, getting nods from most of them.

Not Reese, but he’d actually lived with the man for a while.

“Take your lead from Reese in this. He’s more of an expert on this topic than any other human being on the planet.”

Then, moving the sixteen-year-old first, she took the others in, two at a time. Ending up in a nice, and large, apartment. It wasn’t as well decorated as her place, but it had more floor space, being the entire top of the building, she thought. They also kind of owned the roof access, so could go outside that way, when they wanted.

It was where the aliens parked their space craft.

They still started outside the door to the place, and moved over carefully, with Reese simply letting them all in, using his key. Being that he lived there that made sense, but Hannah had nearly knocked anyway. Which might have been too jarring, really.

They all followed along, Reese leading them, with Hannah in the back, Diggy right next to her. He seemed a bit nervous, but also calm about the whole thing, at the same time. In the front room, across the building, there was a sunken sitting area, with a cute dark-haired man in it, speaking to someone in Ceanna. The voice that answered was familiar, being Heline Neckress.

Neary shifted to English, due to that.

“Ah, my new friends are here. I should attend to them.”

Hannah spoke then, not knowing if Heline could hear her.

“Would it be all right for me to speak to both of you for a moment? It doesn’t have to be in private or anything. We can speak Ceanna, to hide what I’m asking from the rest of these people? You get me, alien orgies and all that?”

Cutely, even if everyone else ignored her, Diggy, raised his right hand.

“I’m in on that one?”

She just nodded at him.

“Got it. I’ll put in a good word for you.”

Then she switched languages, which was rude, but she was actually speaking about some of the people with her, and if the aliens said no at any point, she wanted to be able to take the blame for it. Even better, never mention it at all, so no feelings could be hurt.

“Hello, Heline. We have several people with us. Reese can understand us?” She nearly said that he’d better have learned the alien language, since it was so easy to do, but the boy nodded instantly, before she could say it.

“Great. There are a few things. I learned to travel to the Never on my own, teleporting. I was hoping that you’d allow me to put in the power to give other people powers, so I can do it here, without using magic directly for it? The idea is so that I can do that without the travel, now that I can do that myself anyway.”

Neary didn’t move much, but he spoke smoothly. It was nearly like singing, to her ear. Soft and unfolding like a flower, more than any Earth language. Almost nothing about it was hard.

“So that you can give powers to my people as well? We probably can’t travel to the Never alternate, due to conflicting interference. It might kill us. This could get around that nicely. Will you still be utilizing our services, if you can do that?”

She nodded, even if Ceanna didn’t have that kind of body language.

“If you’re willing to continue on that way? In fact, we probably need to have a higher level of oversight, if we do that. I can already feel that it will be easier for me to overstep that way. So, what I propose is that I hold this power to give powers, but I literally need one of you with me, in order to make it work? I can set it up that way. Honestly, we might be able to do it so that you give honest authorization, so you won’t have to travel every time I want to do something?”

Heline went silent, for nearly twenty seconds.

“That sounds... Perfectly reasonable, to me. With conditions to prevent misuse, from the start. Acceptable. Nereus, what do you say on this topic?”

The man blinked a few times. Firmly, and it was a bit different than anything she’d noticed before.

“Alternate option? Hannah needs clearance, from at least one of us, but not physical presence? That way we won’t have to travel to Earth each time, since she can contact us easily enough. Agreed on that?”

There was a brief pause, and Heline actually sounded mildly pleased with that option.

“A very good point. Agreed.”

Neary smiled.

“Allowed then, Hannah, as presented. Is there anything else?”

“Yes. Powers for several people. We wish to trial run a very low level, but effective, telepathy system, which will allow communications over a distance. Much like a cell phone here, or the method we’re using to communicate right now? Only, inside of people’s heads. If allowed, we have people who have volunteered for it. It’s not a power, strictly speaking, but if it works, we’d like to be able to do that for anyone with the needed clearance. The Trainees and the volunteers for that program, first.”

Everyone else, other than Reese, seemed to be getting bored, but other than some light shifting, didn’t let it show. Trying not to scare the alien man away. She turned to them all and winked.

This time, there wasn’t even any real discussion, just agreement.

She went on then.

“I’d also like to give one of the people here a new power. One that will allow them to make cosmetic changes to themselves and others. Again, it’s not much of a power, but at the level I’m thinking, it should allow for basic shape changing. Like good makeup and very limited body mass alterations. Slow, instead of only small changes?”

Her goal, for the moment, was to keep it small, while still letting it be cool and fun.

The female voice from the air, seemed pleasant really.

“That could be useful. We have devices here that do that. It should be fine? I can work with this person when I come to visit?” The voice was strange. Reticent.

About asking.

“Most likely. They’ll need practice. Also, I can use them as my first test of the new ability to give abilities. That should be all for now. Unless you want to talk about a television show idea? I was thinking that we could get a crew of people from there in, or a robot or such, and let them come here, making recordings of things for people there to watch. Then reverse that? Maybe do something more official than that here, when you come, Heline?”

Instead of the tepid response that idea deserved, the woman actually made a soft trilling noise. It kind of indicated she was happy, instead of shouting about it.

“That would be wonderful! When is this to take place?”

Hannah switched back to English.

“I’m moving soon, to a larger space, off in the country. Away from the press of people. That will probably take about four weeks or so. Maybe longer, so don’t make plans yet. You two will both have rooms there, so, you know, this is more official than just visiting here, since you’ll have a place to live. That isn’t set up yet, of course. My friend Kelsey is looking for that, for us.”

That got a nod, and a happy grin from Portia. Logan seemed a bit sullen about it, and Peter was clearly annoyed. Possibly not liking Hannah that much. Maybe because his girlfriend was doing work for her, even. She wasn’t able to read his mind at the moment.

Neary used an Earth smile, which looked forced, and then got off the line, or whatever it could be referred to, with Heline.

“Now, we should start on those lessons? Who’s first?”

Hannah waved, gently.

“David and Logan. Ceanna first? Then, see if you can talk the others into doing that, while I run out for a few minutes? I’ll be right back.”

That got agreement from everyone there, and while she had to hurry to the Never and do some magic, it didn’t take her long at all. In fact, before Port learned how to speak alien, she was back, bringing up a menu that allowed her to indicate anyone inside of thirty feet of her, and by tapping on letters and numbers that only she could see, would allow her to permanently invest anyone with almost any power she could think of. A few were off limits, like the godlike ability to control all of reality, but most things would be fine that way. If she had clearance to use it.

It was vastly more powerful than she’d been thinking of at first, of course. It didn’t work on her at all, naturally. If she wanted to do that, gaining more for herself, she’d have to go into the Never for it. That would, she hoped, prevent her from truly ever going off the rails. For everyone else, she just needed Heline or Neary to sign off on it, first.

As they stood there, learning several foreign Earth languages, about six full years of college level math and science as well as some history, everyone but herself and Neary were plugged into the basic telepathic system she’d developed for them.

Logan was given a different power as well.

No one seemed annoyed with her, since, not being a monster, the menu feature for the telepathy and make up powers weren’t intrusive. You had to call them up, by thinking about them for a few seconds, in order to see anything odd. Then words would hover in front of you, which could be activated by pretending to tap them. Anyone using the new powers would look goofy, sure, but it would work, and no one not in the system had a chance at all of hacking it.

Not even another telepath could, in fact. It had been designed that way on purpose.
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Chapter sixteen
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The entire trip to see Neary had taken the crew less than forty minutes, over all. Which was efficient, if not a great visit for the man himself. He’d seemed pleased enough to be helping people though, and even if a bit primitive, they’d all probably gained a basic college education that day. Not with any sort of specialty, of course.

Which was fine. She wasn’t trying to make everyone into a doctors or lawyers, Hannah just didn’t want her crew to fall behind where they should be, simply because they were too busy to study. Not that it was going to get the kids out of doing their homework, of course.

When June walked into the conference room, where Hannah was staging everyone to get them home, if they were allowed that sort of luxury, the woman seemed friendly enough.

“How long before we have the first test for the new communications network, Hannah?”

That had already happened, but she pointed at Portia.

“Connect with Liberty, please?”

It took about a minute, since you didn't simply locate a person and tap a single word to set things up. Still, it would get faster, once everyone knew where all the menus in their heads led. After that though, it would be pretty fast. Thinking the name you wanted should, most of the time, bring it up in front of your eyes.

Then you tapped it into a live conversation.

Which Hannah couldn’t have forced her way into if she tried, so heard nothing. She barely even felt it was happening.

When it was clear that June was talking back, her eyes going a little wide, Hannah spoke out loud, to Al and Aliza, both of them being in the room with her at the moment.

“Can you two try to pick up what’s being sent and received?”

They both agreed, then Al stared at Liberty first, then over at Port, finally looking at Aliza, who shook her head and spoke.

“There’s nothing there. I... can’t even read your surface thoughts. Not while that’s active. Can you turn it off?” She was looking at Port who nodded and tapped the air, once.

Alistair nodded so hard he bobbed in place.

“Nice. Limited, but when that’s working, I couldn’t even tell where you were standing. Either of you. We need to test everyone on this, and the distances involved. That should be unlimited?”

Hannah waggled a hand in the air.

“Anywhere on the planet? You can’t talk to aliens using it, and you can with regular telepathy.”

She shrugged, as Aliza turned to face her.

“We can? I was not aware of that. Then, all the aliens I know live here, so it might be that?”

Which was probably true. Hannah talked to aliens all the time herself, but had only gone off world telepathically a few times. Then, it also wasn’t going to come up that often.

Liberty grinned, and looked directly at Port.

“You can go into the field, as well? You have powers like Luther or Diaspora?”

Hannah answered that one.

“In that range with similar abilities. Logan can, in a limited fashion, change shape and do that for other people. It’s going to be a bit slow for him. I meant it as more of a makeup ability, than for real disguise, but it could be used for that. We should go over that today.”

Everyone there looked at him for some reason. At first, she figured that it was going to be teasing for basically being a superpowered makeup artist, but Aliza cut that noise short, by jumping up and hugging the chubby man.

“That’s perfect! Can you help me with my look? I end up on camera, and well, I’m kind of plain.”

Logan nearly froze, then nodded.

“I... Didn’t know I had powers, how does that work?”

“It’s a bit like with the telepathy. Think about wanting to see the makeup menu?”

That, apparently, meant squinting, then he jumped.

“And it’s actually here. This is... Okay, this is a lot like a character creator on a video game. I can... Get anyone in the room? The range is... Thirty feet. Which makes sense. So, Hyper Gamma... Bring that up, and...” He muttered for a bit, looking at something in the air, then at the masked woman, and tapped the air, then, for some reason, went totally still, swallowed and continued on.

After a few minutes, he nodded in her direction.

“Ready for me to test this? It says it will take about five seconds, once I hit go.”

She smiled.

“Go!”

There was something happening, but Hannah couldn’t get all of it. Things moved on the dark-skinned woman, and she didn’t lighten or change that much, but little things altered. Her face smoothed and became slightly more golden, her eyes popped, becoming a nice, very intense, green with gold flecks in the middle, and her hair straightened. In all, she still looked like herself, but as if someone had spent ten thousand or so on her look.

Kara took a deep breath.

“You’re gorgeous! Wait, can you make me look older, do you think? That way I can get into clubs and bars.”

Logan did something, seeming distracted, then after a while, he nodded.

“Older, younger, I could even make you into a boy? Or the other way around, if you want? That’s advanced. It’s the whole package, too. It will take about three hours to do that, though. I can even make people skinny, or more muscular? Cool. Too bad this is only for other people.”

Hannah winked at him, which he looked up enough to see.

“Think your own name, when you’re looking at the main menu?”

That took less time, and he gasped.

“I... Well, I’m going to leave now, and go start my new life in Hollywood? It looks like I can lose a pound per minute? This is, insane. I need to try that. How does it work, does the fat spurt out or what?”

She knew the answer to that one having planned for it fairly carefully, figuring it would be one of the most popular options.

“It will turn into air. It will take longer to put it back on that way, and there are rules. You can make anyone look any way you want, but it’s all cosmetic, other than fat, skin and bone restructuring. So, you can’t change people to have powers or even top end athletic ability. They’ll have to figure that out some other way. Also, clearly, don’t make anyone unrecognizable without permission. That needs to come from Liberty here for that. The rest is up to you.”

“Nice. So, who wants to be a girl? Or a boy?” He looked around, figuring no one would be willing to try it. 

Seeing that, David sighed.

“I can change back? Even if I like it, being a guy is kind of cool, too.”

That was more open minded than she would have guessed the boy being, and she nearly said no, but stopped and nodded.

“Ask your mother first? I don’t want to take the full blame for you coming home all tarted up.”

The boy actually called, in front of everyone, borrowing Hannah’s phone.

“Hey, Mom. I’m still at The Society, helping out. One of the new guys just got a power that lets him change other people’s shapes and wants me to turn into a girl. Temporarily.” He looked around and shrugged. “I don’t know, a week? Everyone here seems to think it will help me learn not to be a misogynist, I think? That’s the feeling I’m getting. Hannah made me call first, so you won’t freak out when I need Tampax later?” He looked at Aliza for some reason. “That’s the right thing? I don’t know that stuff.”

The stunning woman cleared her throat.

“Yeah. Close enough. Um, can he get pregnant, if you do that?”

Logan looked at something for a bit and pulled and pushed at the air.

“No. I couldn’t set that up if I tried. This is all in looks and will eventually fade back to normal. That should take about two months? So, if anyone wants to stay looking a particular way, they need me around. Yay. I’m useful!”

David stopped then, and half choked.

“Seriously? I was joking, but... Why not? See you in a while then Mom. I’ll be the cute girl with the big eyes?” He laughed, but hung up and gave Hannah her phone back.

“I dug my own grave this time, didn’t I? Well, let’s do it? I want big breasts.” He glanced at Liberty, who was still in her eye mask, but was obviously cute underneath that. If a bit nerdy.

She also looked to be about nineteen, which she simply wasn’t.

“You know, so that I can feel myself up later? No pictures, since kiddy porn is a crime.”

Kara snorted.

“Perv. We’ll need some clothes for him. I mean her?” She was being a pain, the way she was speaking, but it wasn’t actually the wrong thought. June grinned.

“Leave her the same height and we can share? Maybe a little shorter, actually. I have some things that will work.”

The work on that took a while to come into being, but Logan was able to do several people at once. Including Kelsey, who needed thicker hair, and ended up still needing her glasses, but was suddenly a stunning blonde, instead of a short haired, slightly pug-nosed nerd girl. Her eyes were violet, and not in a subdued way, either.

Several others came in for some free work, even if it wasn’t permanent, which killed a lot of time. Kelsey, instead of staring in the mirror, stood up.

“I should get home? I need to do some work on the computer. House hunting? I can run that by in the morning, boss?”

That sounded right to her, if there was anything to see at that time.

“Right. Remember, it can be almost anywhere. So, big and with land we can use for training? Nice, too, but I don’t care about where it’s located so much.”

It took a half minute to get the woman to her house, and because Port and Logan had the only keys, Hannah got to practice unlocking a door using telekinesis. There was no deadbolt on it, just the lock in the handle. When it opened, Glasses turned to her, and took a deep breath.

“This was a day, wasn’t it? Um, what’s the real plan?”

She looked hot, at that moment, and Hannah had to admit she was horny enough to take a swing at her. Even before the change, so it wasn’t her being shallow, just too desperate to live. Rather than be the bad boss from a movie, she looked at the incredible eyes, magnified and distorted by the thick glass lenses.

“So far, what I’ve mentioned. There will be other stuff, but so far, so good. You might want to warn Peter that he needs to change? We have too many telepaths and psychics around for anything negative to work. At the same time, I’m pretty sure that your new jobs as cell phones is a paid position. How much it pays, I don’t know, but it’s working in New York, without having to pay rent there, so it’s probably worth doing. I’ll ask about that. Regardless you’re still working for me. Plus, currently you’re a nice solid nine and as long as you treat Logan right, that will probably stick.”

Which, of course, had been half of the reason she’d made his powers work that way.

The other part was so that he could be better looking, if he wanted to be.

One thing that her life had taught her over the last year was just how hard it was to be a guy. If you weren’t television ready, in makeup and with a steroid addiction, you probably weren’t going to be having a lot of luck with women. Even if you had all of that lined up, you had to be pretty close to perfect in almost every other way as well. A lot of men worked their entire lives to be considered worthy by the women around them. Most never making it at all. Not even getting close.

At first, when the concept was introduced to her, in some pretty harsh ways, she’d wanted to think that she, magical unicorn girl, super-princess, was better than that. That she didn’t treat anyone that way. Except, over time, she started to understand that what she thought of as ugly was, in fact, mainly just normal. What a male human being looked like without the outside help that women so easily managed. Makeup was part of it, but so were the clothes, the hair and a hundred other little tricks. Most of which, if a man tried to use them, he would have been thought of as being gay.

Making the whole effort worthless to him.

The closest men were actually allowed to approach to such techniques were in the realm of what used to be called metrosexual. Being well dressed, in a limited presentation of styles, with well-groomed body hair and clean nails. It sort of worked, but it wasn’t more than the tiniest bit of what women were allowed to do.

Sure, all of that took time, money and effort, but they were things that helped a lot. Hannah knew that she was, without makeup, kind of plain, for instance. With it, if it were skillfully applied, she could fake being a seven. More or less.

When she used to look at men though, and boys as well, she’d tended to see the flaws, things that women didn't have. Only, of course, they really did. They just hid them and were allowed to. So, once she’d understood what Logan had going on in life, being a good and loyal person, who worked himself as hard as he could to protect and provide for others, she’d decided, on some deep level, to even the playing field. 

It was, of course, still just makeup. The only thing that was actually permanent, was the set point for body fat. Meaning that if the man wanted to have a ten percent ratio, and forgot about it, the fat couldn’t come back until he ate enough to replace in naturally. The rest would reset, totally, in about sixty days or so. Even changes to bone structure would.

It was kind of a shame, that Kelsey needed to have those thick glasses. Not that they were a horror, being kind of adorable. It was simply that they needed to be fixed, and no one she knew could do anything like that, yet.

If Hannah wasn’t sick of the new people in the next few days, she decided to put in for that, as a power, for the woman. Probably for all senses. That way things could be fixed, without it being part of a regular healing ability. Kind of a specialty healer. If they were doing that kind of thing, they needed to add dentistry, as well.

There were, she understood suddenly, the need for a lot more abilities in the world than they had verified people to put them on. That part was important, since she wasn’t creating super-villains and unleashing them on the world, if it was at all possible. Doing that would be insane, which she honestly tried not to be, most of the time.

A few moments later, back at The Society building, Hannah half expected to find the place under attack, or everyone scrambling to rush out to stop more nukes. Instead, it was just the same group of people, still in the same room, having Logan work on them. She hadn’t been gone long, but she could tell that Diggy was a girl now, which was impressive. She still looked a lot like a boy, but there were tits and from the squirming going on, girl parts down below, as well. 

As for Logan, well, he looked smoother, and his eyes were a deep blue now, with way better hair, which was actually shorter than it had been, and an improved, but similar face to what he’d had before. In the twenty minutes she’d been gone, the man had gotten visibly smaller. Meaning they were all pretty much breathing recycled Logan fat at the moment.

It was clean, and pure, probably better than the air there was normally, so she didn't mention the idea. 

Stoney had come in, and was standing to the side, looking twenty years younger and seemed to be getting lighter herself. It wasn’t everyone in the building doing that, thankfully. The man needed to practice, but it didn’t have to be all at once.

When the last person was done, a guy who seemed to be from one of the other floors, who’s hare-lip vanished, as well as a few other things, Hannah clapped.

“That should do for now? We can schedule people for tomorrow, when Logan is on shift. Oh, June, a word?”

She felt nearly grown up, saying it that way. Even if it had to sound silly coming from her.

They left the room together, and when they stopped, down the hall a long way, Liberty turned and, for some reason, gave her a hug.

“This was all fantastic, Hannah! I didn’t want to gush at you in front of everyone earlier, but you pretty much saved a million people or more today. I’m very proud of you.”

She blushed, if only for a few seconds.

“Awe, thanks.” Then she stood a bit straighter, to her full five feet. “Anyway, what do superhuman cell phones get paid, if anything? The kids... Well, we should do something different for them. Walking around money and... I was going to say a college fund, but I’m already covering that, out of pocket. The older group probably has to be paid something like a real wage. They don’t have to live here in the city, since I can bring them around when they’re needed.”

In short, she was kind of suggesting they short change some people. It didn’t feel good, but it was needed, even if she couldn’t for the life of her, understand why that was.

June seemed to get it, but didn't bother explaining anything to her.

“What do you think? We’re on the government’s dime and well-funded, so we can afford full rates. For all of them, even the kids.”

She sighed, feeling something, but not able to speak about it coherently. Not until she held her right hand up, and dropped into a trance. Then, it still took her several minutes to follow the line back to the starting point.

“We need to make it seem like The Trainees are, not a joke, but not a valuable target. Too strong to take on casually, but not important enough to be fully valued. Some, we want them to have enough, without it painting a bullseye on their backs.”

“Hmm.” The sound was short, and tight, but not concerned. Not too much.

“All right. The kids can have... Call it fifty thousand and benefits?” She held up her own hand suddenly. Her short nails were painted, and that looked fresh. “I know, that sounds like a lot, but these are superhumans, even if young. After six months of the training they’re getting here, most of them would be accepted by any team in the world for a lot more. We aren’t the top payer that way, either.” She shook her head while smiling then. “I mean, we’re also asking a lot more than most places would. Training, sure, but right now we have a fourteen-year-old boy becoming a girl, just so that one of our new people can practice. Sure, you and I get that it isn’t dangerous, but he had to call his mother and ask. What if she thinks that means he wants to be a girl now? That could make problems for him. He did it anyway. There’s been a lot of that lately and no real complaints about it either. They’re worth the cost of their hire.”

The woman seemed ready to argue the point, but Hannah gave that one to her.

“The others?”

June gave her a searching look.

“They’re adults, so I expect them to work real shifts and be on call, as well as train almost daily. They get two days off a week from that?”

She knew that one.

“The weekends, to match school schedules better. Still, once they know what to do, people can do it on their own a few times a week. The important part is the practice, not the social gathering. That’s just me acting like I’m important, really.”

There was a nod then.

“Hold to that, as much as possible? The hard schedule, I mean. You don’t have to be bossy or anything. Except when you do, of course. Then, well, pull out the stops.” She wasn’t being mean, but shrugged. “The new telepaths get paid full starting wages, for none combat personnel. A quarter million, full dental and medical coverage, psychological counseling if needed and a pretty decent bonus program. Also, a per-diem if they have to travel. If they’re in combat regularly, or expected to be, that goes up by a hundred thousand. Though, if we have you working with us, we can cut that down a lot, so it will only be needed for overnight stays?”

Hannah thought that sounded like a good start to her, really.

“I don’t work here. Not that I won’t help, but it isn’t an actual job for me. Even if I have to check in regularly, for the time being. I get with Lichen for that?” He was their lawyer, but did more than just that and it had sounded a lot like he was in charge of that sort of thing.

June winked.

“Do that? Get him up to speed on the new telepaths, as well? He should still be here for the day. It isn’t even dinner time yet. I need to get something for David to wear. What color do you think will look good on him?”

She didn't know, really.

“Her, and we should either wait for the reveal or ask what that’s going to end up being. If she has the same coloration, something in dark blue would work? If she’s lighter, then, I say go with pink? That or powder blue.”

June walked away then.

“I’ll get a few things, then? After that, we need all the new people to come in and meet everyone who works here and add them to their contact list. Can you get with Tom on that?”

That was Lichen, she thought, so nodded.

Then closed her eyes, focusing hard enough she didn't know if June had left her standing there or not.

~Lichen? This is Hannah de Peyser. We have a telepathic network test set up, but the new people need to meet all of the employees here that they might need to contact. It can’t be broken into, so it’s worth doing. Those are real employees. Not just the kids in the new program. They all have the same power, though. ~

~Understood, de Peyser. You upgraded them? Did you do yourself at the same time, I thought you just found people and teleported.~

She felt calmer, working as she was.

~More than just that, but no, this is just something I learned, so I’m using you for practice. I’m on the top floor, by the conference room? Right now, one of the new hires is busily changing a boy into a girl. So we have most of The Trainees here still. I need to get them home soon, probably. We’re all standing by, after what happened earlier.~

~Heading that way, now. I’ll want introductions.~

She dropped the connection, and opened her eyes, to find that June had indeed left. Wandering back into the main room, where everyone was sitting around, watching what was going on, Hannah waved toward almost everyone.

“Lichen is coming up, to meet everyone and coordinate. Trainees, clearly, we’re under emergency conditions. No one is in school right now, so Molly, get with Diggy, and have her be ready to... Actually...” She looked around, then went and shut the main door to the room.

“No one tell?” They didn’t get what was going on, but she brought her new power set up, and set the new telepathy powers up for each of the kids there. Cheating, she added Stan in as well. She felt guilty for that, but did everyone then, since they were all working with the new trainee program.

Then she sighed.

“Bring up the telepathy menu? Everyone.”

Even Al and Aliza had it. True, it was a weaker version of what they had normally, but it was also hacker proof or at least resistant. She couldn’t do that for herself, of course. Stan spoke first. Directly into her brain.

It was incredibly sharp, holding only words, with no feelings or ideas.

~Is this working Hannah?~

~Yep. Perfectly, as far as I can tell. Still, the new four are the full-time people for this. You just have it because I had extra lying around.~

She tilted her head then.

“We need to get Kelsey back in here for the meeting, I think. Let’s see, Kara, you’re in charge of that. No fair having me do it. Also no just grabbing her, you have to coordinate everything. Go!” She pretended to check her watch, which didn’t exist, as if she were timing the event.

The girl started tapping at the air. It wasn’t instant at all, but she kept at it, her eyes moving and shifting rapidly. To Hannah it seemed like she was struggling a bit, but about five minutes later, Devya Pond, wearing her High Command uniform, which was a blue outfit that seemed a bit like combat fatigues, popped into place, holding Glasses by the hand. The woman had changed clothing, into a rather tight, fairly cute, red dress. She looked good, too.

Hannah clapped, then most of the room followed suit.

“Nice work. How did you do it? Give us the process.”

Kara nodded, glancing at Devya.

“I connected with Agent Seven first. We’ve met before and I remembered her personal name was Devya, so used that to make the menu connection. Then, after she realized I was the mighty Cake Girl, she agreed to help, but I had to get the location for her, and couldn’t do that normally. I tried for the address, which I got from Kelsey, but that didn’t work. Devya said she could work with Al or Aliza, so I connected to Al, since we’re practically best friends, and he fed Agent Seven what was needed for teleportation. The rest was easy, being I didn't need to do anything for it.”

There was a voice from the door, which was Tom Lichen, standing in front of Liberty. She looked a bit baffled as they came in.

“I didn't know that you introduced that to Kara, too?”

Hannah ducked, but smiled.

“Everyone in the room, actually. It’s a new power that I have. I still need permission for it to work, which, it have for the trainees and anyone volunteering for that program, so I was allowed to do this one for these people? Meaning I can probably do you too, June. I don’t know about you Mr. Lichen. Anyway, the adult crew here is Portia Darius, Kelsey Mitchel, Logan Monroe and Peter Padawalski. Raise your hands? One of them should be on duty here all the time. Liberty’s orders. Oh, um, regular starting rates for them?”

That got a nod, but Liberty clarified, for some reason.

“For the full-time people. The Trainees are getting a stipend, which will be fifty thousand a year, plus benefits. You’re not getting paid to train, but to work, when it’s needed, so I expect you to check in regularly, as per the normal rules. Hannah doesn’t work here, but I’m using my position as her grandmother to guilt her into taking people around all the time. Don’t abuse that? I’ll pass this to you Tom? What do you need to know?”

That was specifically how the new system worked, for names in writing and for some contracts to be signed, which meant walking off with all the new people. Without asking, Hannah tried to set Lichen up with the new system, but it didn’t work at all. It just flashed up an error message, which was what she’d expected. June, of course, just had it land home without notice.

Until Hannah waved for her to set that up for herself.

~Like this? It’s... not hard to use at all. Good. We even have a few people that can go into the field safely, if it’s needed. Which, really, it shouldn’t be. Not all the time.~

The words in her head, that only she was hearing, made sense.

~I’ll have to try and get Kelsey and Peter powers. Later? They were planning to use a love con to steal money from Portia, earlier, since they found out that she has a fifty million trust fund last night. Her mother hid that from her, being a horrible person. Oh, do you want to help take down a big time con woman? She’s creepy as fudge.~

June looked at her, stone faced, and gave a single nod. It was very regal, and rather protective seeming.

Then, of course, Portia was one of her people now. Luther was, after a fashion, as well. It seemed fast, but no more so than Hannah had reacted in a similar fashion the night before.

Her Grandmother looked around the room, then back at her, very casually.

~We should meet up and talk?~

~We should. Later, if nothing happens. Bring Lichen?~

After all, the man was good with the law and a bit of a shark. Also, she was fairly certain he wasn’t going to whine if a law or two had to be mildly bent. 

It was a good thing, sometimes. 
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She took Diggy and Kara home at the same time, since they lived on different floors of the same building. Instead of going down the stairs, which were kind of old and hazardous looking, at least to Hannah, the girl waved to the left, where there was a door that led to a rather humble seeming hallway. It wasn’t the poorest looking place she’d ever seen, but it was in the top ten. Still, she didn't let any of that show on her face, since it might embarrass the kids.

Hannah was just the kind of person who had grown up in a mansion, that was all. She’d also slept in a hole in the ground, with pine branches over it, several times. She could deal without being a bitch or stuck up about it. When they got to number six, Diggy pulled a key from a string that was around her neck. For it to have worked, the girl had to have tucked it into her bra, between her C-cups. She wasn’t vastly tall, so those looked pretty serious. Her figure was also pretty nice.

The interesting part was that she was a long haired red-head, with perfectly pale skin, instead of seeming Hispanic at all. Apparently, Logan wasn’t racist, and had just made her look incredibly hot, not caring about things like matching with her family.

She was lovely. As in, if she went out during the day, she was going to need a chaperone, or men, even adults, would probably be hitting on her. It would help a bit that she looked to be about fourteen. Maybe. When they went in, there was a familiar woman, who looked to be in her mid-forties, and the older brother, who was probably about Hannah’s age.

Diggy smiled. It was a pretty thing. When she spoke it sounded right, as well. Also like Diggy, if he’d become a girl.

“Hey. So, I’m a girl now. It’s not permanent, and no, Mark, I don’t want to blow all your friends. I have standards. They just hit me, as I was coming through the door.”

The older boy, who had thankfully shaved recently, removing the ridiculous mustache he’d been sporting, made a face.

“Daaaamn. I mean, clearly, you’re my brother, having a mouth like that, but... They actually made you good looking? Why? I mean, I get it, you’re a young lady now, and I can accept that, but... They should have made you look like you. So, you won’t be getting too many guys coming around?”

The guy acted like it was a joke, but Hannah cleared her throat.

“You’re still on for training tomorrow, so be ready for that. Kara?”

“I’m going to stay and teach her about how to do her hair and the power of the sports bra. Liberty sent some things with her for that. I have to admit, I’m a little jealous. You’re legitimately prettier than I am now, Diggy.”

It was meant to be mean, but was also kind of true. Not that Kara wasn’t cute, too.

Hannah waved.

“Even if you do nothing, it will wear off in about two months. It will hold until nearly then, of course. I think the plan is to turn him back when he learns how hard it is to be a girl? Kara, you’re going next, the other direction?”

She was teasing, but there was a nod.

“I might? We should both do it, at the same time. I mean, if you’re going to suggest it like that.”

Hannah chuckled. She could use that sort of thing as a way to hide who she was, if she went to visit Larina. She froze for a moment, then realized that a little thing like a nuclear weapon wouldn’t really harm her all that much. 

Still, she waved, and moved herself back to her place, settled on the sofa and felt bad when she reached out to her aunt, who had been in a city that had blown up. She’d been mainly playing, or felt like it, after finishing her job with the other weapons.

“That’s got to be legit, doesn’t it? Moving twelve of those things to safety?” That sounded correct to her.

It might not to a relative that she’d absolutely forgotten to check on, after that sort of thing.

~Clancy? This is Hannah de Peyser. Checking in on you. Are you alive?~

That was going to seem weird, of course. It was just that, with all the talk of the day, she wasn’t certain if anyone in The Unlimited could, or would be listening in on that kind of thing. Just in case, she wanted to disguise it as well as possible.

~Miss de Peyser? It’s awful here. We’re all alive, but we don’t have power or water. There’s talk of radioactive contamination, too. The death toll is... Massive. I was out trying to help all day, but I don’t know if it did any good. I don’t suppose I could stay with you tonight?~

She didn’t hesitate, since she wouldn’t if it had been one of her trainees.

~I can do the pick up now, if you want? Point to point? Or I can come and talk to the people there, if you need? You might end up on the sofa?~

~Thanks! If you could just bring me there? Give me ten minutes to clear it and grab my stuff. We were told to get out of the city if we could. The kids? The others are staying.~

She nodded.

~In ten. Starting, now.~

Rather than just using her clock, Hannah watched the events unfold. They were kind of lacking in drama. The team was actually out trying to help people, it seemed. The rest of the kids had been bussed or in two cases flown, out of Chicago, hours before. Clancy Baron however, was mainly estranged from her parents, and her mother had evacuated without her, so had to ask a near stranger to help her out.

One who, clearly, was kind of awesome, according to her.

The man she spoke to as well, who was in a green, vaguely Asian seeming costume. The man, an adult, spoke, but he also moved in and hugged Clancy, who looked to be about fourteen or so. Maybe a bit younger than that. He cupped her behind well enough and kissed her like they might need a room. Which was legal, for Larina, but not for Clancy. Even if she did it back and even moved toward his crotch with her hand.

Which, thankfully for Hannah’s sanity, got the fellow to chuckle and push her back, waving for her to go and be safe.

Sharpening her mind, flowing alongside of his, she heard his thoughts. Felt them. He was aroused and wanted the new girl, again. They’d done a lot that way already. At the same time, he legitimately knew he needed to go and help people, any way he could.

Hannah really wasn’t pleased with the thoughts, of course. Even if it wasn’t illegal in fact. In spirit it was, since he didn't know that Clancy Baron wasn’t what she seemed to be.

A girl one step removed from being a throwaway. One with no real family, and only a few adults to watch out for her. A thing that, she realized, meant something to the world. That Clancy had been given powers, and could call on her, in a time of need, with Hannah being the one to find her, in fact, meant that she wasn’t lost to the world at all.

Instead, she was a danger to The Unlimited. The man, Ken, was thinking about that as he walked away. He wasn’t certain that something happening to Blowhard would have Damsel after them, or if the woman could win in a battle against them, alone, if it came to it. They were a group of powerful people, after all, with some talents that weren’t going to be easily matched or beaten.

At the same time, there were rumors that Damsel had killed forty or so of the most dangerous super-villains, in the same day. No one knew if that was real or not, but it seemed as likely as anything.

It was interesting, since taking her time a bit, only by about a minute, meant that, for once, the move didn’t hurt much at all. There was a bit of strain, which was always there, even when she moved herself or went with other people, but it wasn’t the migraine she’d come to expect. That, of course, was probably due to the fact that Clancy Baron was almost exactly her size. Most of the time she had to move more weight than that by far, for even a normal sized person.

The girl had a green canvas pack, that looked to be from World War two, so won on style points, even if it was new. She was in a cute blue and white outfit, that hugged her lack of curves and showed off her tight body, complete with running shoes on her feet. Those matched in color. She also had a little white mask on, and a flyaway bob haircut. It looked good on her, of course. The woman was basically a better-looking version of her at the same age, though she’d had long hair back then.

Now it was down to her shoulders, but probably needed to be cut again soon.

“Clancy! Are you all right? Do you need something to eat? Or drink?”

There was a sullen nod, after a moment.

“Both, probably. It’s been a day. Not a good one. My mission there is done. I won’t be going back. They’re incredibly paranoid about everything. I’ve slipped a few times, saying things that a girl my age wouldn’t know. I played it off each time, but... yeah, I doubt that I would have made another week. That place, that group... They’re evil. I don’t mean in a small way, either. Worse, I know some of them. A few... Rather well.”

She set her bag down, as Hannah went to get some food, which ended up being crackers from a box and some sliced fruit, with a variety of cheeses. It wasn’t dinner, she decided, planning to simply order something for them. There was also a bottle of water and a glass, but she brought several of the things with her, in case dehydration was a real problem.

Her aunt, looking innocent or not, ate and drank for five minutes, before talking.

“They’re having people possessed by harvesting-demons. The other kids. There’s a lot of sexual abuse first. I was passed around like hot potato, for the last week. On the good side, I got a lot of sex. On the bad, it was seventy percent anal and the rest was oral. That alone would be enough for us to stop them, but there’s worse. I have pictures, recordings and eye witness testimony, of course. My own. Maybe a few of the older kids? I’m pretty sure that the suicides there weren’t that at all. They were murders and there are a lot more of them. Street kids, hookers and people like that.”

“How do we take them down? I mean, you can’t really have the police handle it, can you?”

There was a chuckle then. It wasn’t soft, but also wasn’t angry seeming.

“Stopping that kind of thing is the job of The High Command. We aren’t called that for no reason. When it comes to regulation of superhumans inside the U.S. we’re the last stop. It’s part of why we don’t get the high-profile work, most of the time. Not because we don’t have skilled people, but because our focus is so narrow. The Society can stop muggers and bank robberies. Help with school canned food drives or save cats stuck up trees. We’re only allowed to go after superpowered individuals. Mostly. Hitoshi counted for that, even if he didn't strictly have powers.”

Hannah caught the past tense, but didn’t comment on it. That might be a slip of the tongue, or a slip of the brain. It could even have been on purpose, letting her know that the man wasn’t going to be a problem again. The man was the worst terrorist the world had ever seen. So, even if it was mean of her, she kind of hoped that they’d killed him, then destroyed the body. Hard.

Also, that it was the right man. Not a clone or robot double.

She didn’t say that part out loud. It was too annoying to contemplate.

“Oh? Cool. You should ask to borrow Null for that? He’s one of The Trainees.” A thing that Larina seemed to know about, for some reason. Then, they’d met, since the woman had been there when Don got his powers. Then, she recalled, later, when they’d all worked together. That slipping her mind felt odd for a moment, but Hannah let it go.

Sometimes you forgot things, after all.

She grinned.

“That might work. I get with Mom for that? Also, can you do the point to point teleportation for us again? That works really well. Honestly, we should invite the whole class, so that they can see what we do over there. The Society is a good operation, but a little old fashioned. Also, we might have to recruit some of your new people to take over in Chicago? It’s the whole team over there. They’re going to be left with nothing, when we’re done. Who do you have for that?”

“After they’re trained? That will be at least six months for most of them. Null really would be good for that. Maybe Weld? Portal is possible. They’re who we have that are anywhere near old enough. Not trained to a high enough level, in everything. I mean, those three might be able to do the work, in a pinch, right now but it isn’t what I’d want to force into being, yet. We have other good talent, but I’m not sending kids into a city that was just nuked.”

That got her waved at.

“Agreed. Still, that’s not bad. I mean, none of them is Superion-X or anything, but who is?”

She smiled at the words, while her aunt, looking like a starving child, stuffed food into her mouth as fast as she could for a while longer.

“Anyway, I can get back home from here? I should probably change and actually go into work, first thing. Is it possible for me to get a ride?”

“Sure. Where to, first?”

That, naturally, was her house, which wasn’t that at all, but was, instead, her room at her group’s headquarters in Texas. It was a little sad, how many of the women in her family on that side seemed to be so married to their jobs like that. They were important, but it lacked a bit in work/life balance. June lived at The Society building, too. Several of the heroes did, in fact.

Then, Nate was doing that as well, for the Underdogs, so it might not just be a girl thing.

Hannah did manage to pull the destination from Larina’s thoughts, so hit the correct space, perfectly.

Her aunt grinned about it, getting at least part of what had to have just happened.

“This is handy, you know that? We should get together, soon. To plan out some things? I don’t know how in the loop you are about what we’re facing right now. But Tri-D, Black Soda and now this? They must all be connected.”

She didn't share anything, even if her aunt’s name had been on the list of people they could trust. She still needed to be checked out by a real telepath, before giving her any data like that.

“As soon as we take in Unlimited? I’m free, other than morning work outs and training with the crew. After that? We can work on that part, as soon as you’re ready? Don might not want to be woken up in the middle of the night for it, but I bet he won’t ask for anal to stand there and turn powers off either.” She shrugged. “Not that you shouldn’t do some fun stuff with him. He’s pretty incredible.”

The girl gestured down at herself, starting with her fairly flat breasts.

“Looking like this?”

“Nope. If you tried it, well with him it wouldn’t work and any of the boys that would work on are young enough that I’d have to strand you in Africa if I found out about it.” Not that she was the fun police. There were laws though and that would be Larina breaking them pretty hard.

The words got a nod, instead of a chuckle or laugh.

“That sounds less than fun. Good. There are some people who we can’t really punish, using traditional methods. That, moving them to isolated locations constantly for a while might be needed, in the future. Keep in touch and be ready to move inside twenty-four hours?”

“Coordinate with June on that? I’m also on standby with The Society, after today. We found twelve other nukes, around the world, in major cities. We handled them, but it was close. There were fifteen in all, but other people did the rest.”

“That’s more than I heard about. There were only three cities... Liberty has information on this?”

That got a nod.

“Oh, don’t talk on the phone, which you know already. Liberty can send messages to you, using telepathy. It’s very limited and exacting, but works and can’t be traced, so far. If you want a system like that for here, then have some of your people work with The Trainees? We can get anyone in that program hooked up that way. We need mentors, still, so that will work.” She grinned. “It’s part of the rules. It only works for people cleared by the alien powers committee. There’s a bit of a loophole and all that, so it isn’t just me looking for free labor. That’s just a cool and useful side effect.”

The woman seemed not to believe her for some reason.

“Okay... Well, I’ll see if any of that is real. Thanks for the help with this. I’ll be in touch, shortly?”

It was, clearly, a cue for a certain niece to be gone. She did that, waving before she left, almost exactly. Hopefully it would look cool.

When she was back home again, she noticed that Kate was coming, about twenty seconds before it happened, the dark brown haired, lovely, woman popping into place exactly where she was looking. Without even being in a trance and trying to be aware of changes. That, she had to assume, was a good sign. The idea was, if she used things often enough, they’d sort of become permanent. That was the plan, anyway.

“Kate! There you are. I’ve been pretty much running the last few days, so didn’t call, which is a bitch move on my part.”

“I noticed that. All the hard work? I was getting tired just watching you. Good job, earlier.”

She nodded.

“The stuff with Logan and his new power? I agree. I mean, super makeup may sound lame, but we’re going to be so hot. We need to get on his good side, of course. Maybe get him hooked up with Terry? He’s really good looking, after all.” That was actually true. The man was verging on too much that way, even.

Still, he was also a good guy and hot, both at the same time.

That might work for Terry.

Kate nodded.

“Sounds like a plan, even if I don’t know who that is. Logan? Everyone stopped working out at the gym with me? I didn't make them mad or anything, did I? Tyler said that you’d moved the time for that. Location, too.”

Hannah nodded, which had her friend thinking the wrong thing, of course. She looked worried, even.

“Only because I suddenly have thirty people there for it, at seven in the morning and haven’t had time to ask if that was cool with you. The plan is to get a place out in the country. My new Personal Assistant is looking for that. I’m giving this place up, soon. Probably before next month.”

There was a concerned look.

“Why? Isn’t this big enough?”

“That’s a factor too, but no, it’s really that my father is paying for this and I’m supposed to be an adult. So, I’m thinking a house in the country? I’m moving some of the new people in with me. That... Okay, so, one of them is Portia Darius. There’s a long story with that one.”

Her friend moved to sit, noticing the crackers and water there.

It seemed a bit sloppy, but was ignored.

Going over the whole story took a while, and as she spoke, Hannah tried to get the basic telepathy set for Kate, which worked, since, of course, she was Reese’s mentor. Which kind of meant she needed to be showing up in the morning to work with him, if she had the time.

“Anyway, think about the telepathy menu?”

“What? Oh... This is... Kind of cool, actually. It works like you just said?”

“Exactly. Don’t get too excited, since it’s pretty much just an uncrackable cell phone service, not like what the big kids have that way, but it can get around the monitoring. Perfectly, we think. Al and Aliza couldn’t get into it, not until they had it put into them, at least.”

Her friend, who was rather brilliant, stopped then.

“Wait, you can just give this out? How?”

“Well, I figured that, if I can teleport to the Never on my own, which I did with John, I could probably just make it so I could give out working powers here, and ran that by Neary and Heline. I have to clear everything with them first, or it won’t work, but they said that The Trainees and people in that program can have this one, and you’re a mentor, so that seems to work. I don’t know if it would work for Terry and Tyler, but you know, probably? They’re running the computer and VR hardware side for the team. I kind of want to check it with the girls.” She tried to seem serious then.

“I have Verthala, Candice, Lara, Doty and Rebekah Torrance coming in each day. Verthala even went on a date with Kevin, for his birthday, which wasn’t half as spoiled or self-concerned as I would have expected from her. Not that I know if it really happened, but it sounded real to me. They worked together this morning and seemed to be getting along, so there’s that?”

That news had Kate seeming impressed, for some reason.

“Why? I mean, I get Candice, since she’s still playing drunken Robin Hood, but the others?”

“I messed up, practicing telepathy the first day. Al had walked me through it, but I thought about the entitled people I knew growing up, who were really hard to wake up in the morning, and they were the ones who called me to find out what the heck was going on. I think I actually hit about extra twenty people, but so far this group keeps coming. Mainly because I’m just showing up and taking them each morning, but no one has said no, so...”

Her best friend sighed, seeming happier than she had in a while. Not that she was gloomy, but the world kind of was. A city was hit with a nuke and it wasn’t even the worst thing to have taken place in the last six months.

“Yes, to everyone using the gym. We’re doing that at seven in the morning now? Ouch, but I can make it. Tyler has been, so I can just bring him with me? Regular clothes, or... Special outfits?”

“Sweats and shorts? You can wear lingerie, I suppose, but...” That reminded her. “Oh, right, you remember Diggy, from the food bank?”

“Sure. Is he all right?”

Hannah nodded.

“She. Temporarily a girl. She’s hot, too. I mean, a real heartbreaker. Logan did the work on that, for practice. A light skinned red head. Not a joke. Kara and I are thinking about becoming guys for a week, you and Tyler should do that, too? It has to make sex interesting, if nothing else. I think that we’ll be fully functional that way? I know it actually, since I designed the power, but, if you come over to find a hot blonde guy here instead of me, well, or Al, then, you know, ask if it’s me before tossing them out the window?”

There was a laugh, then a nod.

“Oh, more catching up, Bill Payton wants to know if I can sweet talk you into doing a show? You’re playing well, and he was thinking of reprising the Wilderness Hannah bit? He’s even willing to do a fiction program, if you have any ideas that way?”

She thought for a moment and then started to nod.

“It isn’t fiction, but I’m sort of putting together something that might work already? With Aliens. Real ones, from Ryhh. Mainly to try and advertise for the food bank project? Neary and Heline are already in, and while it’s a long shot, I was thinking we could get interviews with other people from there, show some footage and do an exchange, since, we’re the cool hell world to them. Only, also the scary one? So far it seems like it’s a go?”

Checking the time, Katherine got her cell out and dialed a number, tapping it adroitly without having to look it up. After three rings it picked up, the man speaking loudly enough that Hannah could hear him, since the phone was being held between the two of them.

“Bill Payton here.”

“Bill, this is Kate Sinclair? I ran what you spoke to me about past Hannah and she made a counter offer. How would you like a show that’s not budget heavy, with real aliens, part of it being shot off world. For real. No special effects at all. We have an in with Ryhh. You know, where Superion-X comes from?”

There was a gasp.

“Tell me you can get Superion for this? Even a cameo or a walk on?”

Hannah spoke then, since she was right there.

“Hannah here. One of our contacts is his brother, so, we can legit ask? It might not work, but I want to push the food bank stuff. We can work it into the show? I don’t know how to do that yet, but we won’t ruin the rest of the program to do it or anything. I don’t know how long this will run or anything. I just have the basic idea and the ability to contact the government there. We can’t take anyone into space who doesn’t have the right mental conditioning. To make them nicer.”

“I heard about that. There’s a group up there now, isn’t there? No one suggested a real show, yet, even if there are some cell phone videos coming out, I bet, when they get back. This is... Wild. How certain are you that you can pull this off?”

That, while a bit doubting, was actually not a horrible question to ask. She actually thought about it for a moment.

“So far, it seems one hundred percent, but nothing ever really is, and there could be issues. The biggest one is that only a handful of people from Ryhh are willing to risk coming here. We have one coming in as a guest, and I bet we can get her to go on camera and answer questions for us. Neary will too, I think. Kyron... Might. There could be something in his contract with The Society that stops that from taking place.”

“That’s Superion? Kyron? We need to get him in on this. He’s lived here for years and has to have a better understanding of both us and his own people than anyone else. Plus, he’s famous. I’ll offer five million for an interview and if he’ll do a whole season, ten.”

That was a lot more than they’d been paid for Life of Kate. At least than Hannah had.

“Let me run that past him? Who else do we want for this? We can get Kate for it and maybe Terry and Lara?” Hannah chuckled. “If you want Lara, I bet we can get her and Neary to date for the run. Not that I’m promising that, but... Yeah, I think we could bring that up. They’re both single and they have good chemistry.”

She’d noticed that herself, which was a little sad, since Neary was pretty sweet. Still, she knew, deep in her heart, that those two would work better together than any combination with her involved in it.

Bill spoke, his voice thoughtful.

“Bring me Superion, that visitor, the brother and get him to date your pal Lara and I will suck any body part you want me to, daily, until the shoot is done.”

That was crude and Kate made a sour face, but Hannah shrugged. Bill was about sixty, single, a little dumpy and wrinkled and had the charm of a bulldog. Still, her week had not been going well as far as getting any real attention, so she might be willing to work with that.

“Deal. I’m feeling kinky, so read up online first. This will take... Less time than it seems like it should.” Mainly because she was planning to use powers for it, where she could.

“Love ya, doll. You too, Katherine. I’m at home, but call on my cell as soon as you have anything real? I love working with both of you. Real closers. Most of the time this shit takes years in development hell.”

That was just the truth.

“I’ll do that now.”

Then, in about the space of fifteen minutes, she did. Starting with Superion.

~Red Cape? It’s Hannah.~

~Is there an emergency? What location?~ There was a sense of him moving, getting into uniform. Also, that he was at home.

~Nope! This is a social, possible business, call. Neary and Heline and myself are planning a show, a documentary series, about both Earth and Ryhh. We want you to be in it, since, as was pointed out, not only are you famous, but no one else actually knows more about both worlds, in one person. Not firsthand. So, do you want to host that for us? If you do it, you can talk up Kate’s food banks, and maybe see if there’s some harmless tech from Ryhh that can help with food or something like that? It doesn’t have to be a big thing. The aliens sending a can of beans would actually be enough for us to talk about the program.~

There was a pause, in which Chris was speaking with Megan, his wife.

~Megan wants to know if she can be in it? That might not be safe...~

~It will be if I get her some powers... Defensive things? Shields and extra fast healing, maybe? The committee has to sign off on it, but... Well, half of the committee is your brother, so I like our chances on that one. Tell her we can do that? Actually, tell her that’s probably an incredible idea? I’ve been meaning to get her hooked up that way for a while, anyway. It’s past due.~

It really was, after all.
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It was interesting, since for what was the first time in her life, since being in school, Hannah sort of had a regular task to be at each day. On the television shows she’d been required to show up, certainly, but there had been a lot of give and take on exactly when, and what she was doing each day. With the training, even if they were doing different things on occasion, she was needed to get everyone there on time, and was responsible for them all, or nearly so.

That day, since Nate was insane and Carl was a bit like that himself, the sore, much abused people were doing speed work, not just a slow and steady grind like they had been. It was the third work out, and even Hannah, who had been exercising for nearly a year, was kind of feeling it after they stopped.

To that end, and not wanting everyone to quit, she called them to the center of the indoor gym at the end, grinning.

“I... Wait.” She didn't mention what she was doing, just trying to get the spoiled, formerly rotten heiresses hooked up to the telepathy system. As she did that, she focused on Al, not hitting the go button that floated in front of her. That was green and about the size of a dinner plate, so it seemed important.

Not even thinking at the sweating and sore man, he got the idea, and checked her friends out, inside their minds, and finally nodded.

~They’re who and what you think they are, but most of them are actually at least trying to be better people than that. Mainly over the Black Soda thing. It’s hard to get even private security right now and the police aren’t even a thing in most areas, in case you’re wondering why that is. All of them agree that you getting them in on this is actually just their pal making sure they don’t get raped or kidnapped too easily. Even Candice thinks that.~

There was a hint in his mental words of something that Hannah wouldn’t have expected from him. Pride. In the lazy seeming women, who still tended to come in a little drunk or on drugs, occasionally. Especially Candice, but Doty was clearly hung-over that day, as well.

So, tapping the air in front of her, she smiled.

“Okay, so everyone here is in the network now. Liam, can you get with the ladies, before they leave and teach them how to use that?” She glanced at each of them, the red-haired Rebekah actually standing with Reese and Greg, instead of the clutch of people more like her, for some reason.

From the body language, it wasn’t something big. She wasn’t Jonesing for a bite of Reese or anything. Hannah couldn’t get into a deep enough trance at the moment to read her, either, so she just let it go, or started to. Aliza, who’d been added to the exercises that day, because she counted as part of the team, clearly, spoke to her then.

~She’s trying to set them up to be her private bodyguards, if it’s needed later. She worked out that they both have powers. Also, that they’re too young for her. So, you know, she’s flirting with them, so that they’ll like her if the need come up later. Just so you know, Reese worked that out in about two minutes, and told Greg. They aren’t letting their hormones rule them in this, but do seem willing to help out one of the team, at the same time. Plus, she’s mainly just being nice to them, not offering things she can’t legally do, so... Yeah.~

That made some sense, actually.

The words came in a rush, but she’d been standing there kind of blankly for a bit, so she grinned.

“Sorry, anyway, tomorrow is a rest day, but you all still have to show up. We’ll be going over weapons skills, and making sure everyone has what they need to get everything done. If you have any problems, issues or things you want to bring up, that will be the time to talk about it. Civilian clothing for that, but things you don’t mind trashing, in case it comes up.”

She waited for the others to either demand a full, real, break, or to tell her she was codling everyone too much. Instead, the people doing training, starting with Jaime, simply nodded and if they muttered a bit, it seemed to be about changing up what they were doing for a day. No one was upset with her, it seemed.

Then, because she was mean, she looked at everyone standing there.

“Liam, can you get the day cleared? I want you to hang with Doty. Security. Doty, go about your life, but make sure he’s doing a good job?” She held her breath, and the hung-over woman did make a face at her. It looked disgusted and annoyed.

Grumbling, she narrowed her eyes.

“I’m too important to have just one guard! He can’t even teleport or fly or anything. Plus, what if I want to get lucky? I have a life, you know. He’ll just be in the way.” She meant it, and Hannah tensed, because she was the one that had screwed up, not asking first.

Interestingly, Candice, who wasn’t any better than Doty, as far as being spoiled, but who had shown up sober that day, grimaced and then nodded.

“Are you serious? He has healing powers and energy armor. He can even cure your hangover, which is probably the real point. But, that armor is no joke in a fight. He can probably take down armed gunmen, alone, just due to that. As for only one guard not being enough, well, that’s just correct. We’re all too important for that.”

Doty was still acting entitled, but wasn’t going to back down.

At least Hannah thought that was the case. She’d crossed her arms and started to get ready to cry about something, as Liam looked away, seeming a bit rejected. Which was the real problem there. The kid got enough of that at home, and now Hannah had set him up for more abuse. Even changing it now was going to look like they were just finding a spot for him, when he was useless.

Still, there had to be a changeup.

“You know, Dot, you’re right. Liam, can you get her healed up, then...”

She was at a loss as to what to say after that.

Rebekah smiled though.

“Can I get a security detail? I want to go shopping anyway. I mean, I’ll take... Liam, Reese, Gregory and Don?” She grinned, and it was winning and cute enough that all of the guys there noticed her doing it.

Hannah shook her head.

“Don is needed for a different project. A retrieval and control. Working with The High Command. Kevin, can you take the fourth slot there? I’m going to need to talk to some of you later. All you old people.” She meant the older kids, but Terry and Verthala nodded. Her dark tan friend had her hair pulled back and was looking at the ground for some reason.

Given she wasn’t high at all, that seemed off. They’d all more or less worked that day, too, so it wasn’t that. Hannah had no doubt that Ver would have been very vocal about things if she’d intended to quit, so it probably wasn’t that at all.

Carl glanced over at Molly.

“Portal, can you arrange travel for everyone? Not just the ones on mission, but get everyone home, today? Also, pickups from now on?” He looked at Hannah and waved a hand, negligently. “You’re still up for that too, but having more than one way to get things done is important.”

She could see that. Molly was expressive about it, her curly hair damp and looking about the same as always, figure wise. She was slightly plump, without it being a problem for her. The girl also hadn’t ordered Logan to do her up like some of the others had done already.

The man had some skills, after all.

Diggy was cute enough that most of the guys there had checked her out, if a bit casually. Given they’d seen the change in person and knew that she wasn’t really trans or anything, that meant the work was pretty fine.

Mol looked a little constipated.

“I can’t really go anyplace that I haven’t been before? That, I could get Hannah to take me there and then do it? Making the portals isn’t that hard for me, if I have that piece of things already.”

She seemed almost ashamed, but Alistair waved at her.

“I can pass that information to you, for each person? You can keep in touch yourself, which is pretty sweet, too. So, you’ll only need me for that initial part of things.”

That got the girl to light up. Enough that Cynthia raised her eyebrows, but didn't respond otherwise.

Which was a point. Not that Molly was going to steal her boyfriend, though that could be in the works too, for all Hannah knew, but that her little sister had a power, too. One that should be useful for moving people around, if used right. It was clunky, and a bit slow, but if she wasn’t in a fight, there was no reason it couldn’t work.

“Good. Get Cynthia up to speed on that as well? I want both of you to memorize locations in at least ten spots around the country, too, other than what’s needed for the team. Also, everyone needs to be checking in, every six hours, at least when you’re awake. Use the new network for that. Liam, get with everyone who needs it for that? Also, Doty?” She fought glaring, even if she was ready for a fight, if it came up.

The woman got that and seemed a bit sullen.

“What?” The cadence was perfect, for being an entitled heiress. Hannah had used it herself, for several years. Most of a decade, if off and on. Then, no one was like that all the time.

“What do you think?” She was bland, and not certain she had anything of note to say to the woman at the moment.

Interestingly, there was a sigh.

“I should stop being a...” She looked around, and saw the kids, even if none of them were all that young, really. “Witch? Also, I need to not be drinking and doing drugs. That’s a horrible example. I’m just kind of addicted. I didn’t think I was, but I tried not to drink last night and didn’t make it.”

The admission seemed to cost the woman, but she uncrossed her arms, as everyone stared at her.

Lara cleared her throat and moved forward.

“I know a guy who can fix that for you? Well, a few, but I mean, Neary can actually make it so you won’t be addicted or even want to do drugs at all. It’s alien tech, but a million times faster than rehab and it works, like, almost instantly. I could try and get in touch with him for you?”

Doty looked down, but for some reason Candice growled. At Lara.

“Bitch. Setting her up for that, but not even mentioning me? I’m a hopeless lush as well. The nerve.” Then she smiled. It was a bit brittle and not that friendly, but Lara just gave her a bit of attitude and then did it back.

“I bet we can get both of you done? No stealing him. I saw him first.”

Hannah nearly put in that she’d done that, herself, but there was a plan in place, so she waved to the girls.

“That works. I’ll get with Neary and beg for him to bother doing all of this? That will take a minute. Actually... Reese, can you help me with that part? Molly, work out how to get everyone here at seven, tomorrow and stand by in case of emergency. You’re doing Friday, Cynthia, so get ready for that?”

She clapped, not having a job for everyone to do that day. Then, no one seemed to think she was supposed to, so that worked. Even if it felt like she wasn’t doing her job very well.

People moved then, with Liam, looking like an average young teen, waving at the adult women, including Terry and Lara, to teach them that they had super-powers now, if the same one that everyone else there did. That part seemed to be getting some minor excitement, as Molly started to make portals, which people walked through, without the girl having to go anyplace at all.

It did take longer than what Hannah had been doing, but not that much. Plus, you could run an infinite amount of people through each one, the second they were manifest. So, while basically teleportation, Molly was way more powerful in a certain fashion than Hannah could ever be. Which was kind of neat, really.

The training of the socialites took Liam about ten minutes, and if he was pissed at Doty for embarrassing him, the kid didn’t let it show at all. Instead, at the end, he walked over to her and held his hand out, as if to shake. Doty gave him a look that seemed to say there was something stuck to the bottom of her shoe, but she did it back, if begrudgingly. Then, over the course of fifteen seconds or so, stood there, touching Liam’s hand, and not letting go.

Even if it was just the drugs being removed from her system, and the hangover fading, she shuddered a bit. Then, at the end swallowed and managed a real seeming smile for the kid.

“Okay, so, don’t underestimate Liam? Got it. That was... Good. I feel, perfect. Sorry about earlier? I’d blame being hungover, but I was the one who did the drinking, right? Anyway, thanks.”

That got a nod, but Liam didn’t actually say anything, just moving back, toward Molly, who had decided that everyone was going home first, then would get an hour to clean up so they could meet with Rebekah at her house, which was, currently, in the Hamptons.

For that guard detail.

Reese set up a meet with Neary, using the new system, since the man was still on planet. That worked, which was nice to know. Hannah let herself be taken home though, Portal doing the work that day, and walked through with Al, since he was still staying with her. A thing that, of course, would need to stop soon. Not because she was a bitch and planning to kick him out, just due to the fact that, if he was staying there much longer, she was probably going to mess up and sleep with him.

Not that he wasn’t a better person than she was, but if she turned on the charm, long enough and hard enough, it might work, and her sister was sort of dating him, which could lead to problems she didn't want to have at all. She thought about it, about what to do with him, as far as living arrangements, while she quickly showered, dressed and did her makeup.

“I need to make an appointment with Logan.” After all, his work would last for months.

Interestingly, Molly had a portal for her, in her living room, ready to go exactly as soon as she was ready. Alistair was showered and dressed as well and walked through, into the Kant family apartment, across town.

There was no Molly standing there, meaning she’d set the whole thing up from a remote location. That, Hannah had to figure, was probably a sign that Portal wasn’t just going to be a minor player in things. The next test would be in checking how well she was able to keep doing that sort of thing, and hold the disks of energy stable in the air. You couldn’t let that kind of thing go rogue, of course. Not on accident.

Then, if she learned to do it on purpose and could control the locations from a distance, she might well be able to blow things up like nuclear bombs going off. It wasn’t a great power for daily use, but it was a real one.

Hannah wasn’t going to tell her about the idea, planning to run it past the Moore, first. It was a different thought, but if she could make tiny portals, and they weren’t as strong if they went wild, that might be more useful to her than a full-scale mega explosion.

For a moment, Hannah felt nearly jealous. She didn’t have explosion powers at all. Not yet. So far, she hadn’t even tried setting things on fire with her mind, so it could be that it was just a skill she needed to learn. There should be ways of doing it, she supposed. Teleporting a solid object into another hard material, for instance. She could do that one already and had. With human bodies, into the dirt, but they had blown up pretty nicely.

Meaning she had no room for feeling inferior, just a reason to practice more.

Neary was standing there, smiling gently, turned away from Al, who had met the man, but wasn’t close to him. Alistair looked away a bit, and did that back. Mimicking the behavior perfectly.

Hannah just spoke.

“Hi, Neary. We should have people coming in through portals today. Oh, you need to meet Molly. She’s the one doing this for us. In case you need to travel quickly? Reese explained the situation?”

That got an excited, wide-eyed look from the slightly curly haired man.

“He did. Do you need aid, Alistair?”

The words weren’t pointed, but they were there to get people off of drugs. Which Al didn’t do, as far as Hannah had ever heard or seen. Which, if it had been a thing, the guy would have told her about. After all, she wasn’t the fun police, but also wasn’t going to freak out if a kid wanted to have a drink or smoke some pot. She’d done it as a kid, herself. A lot more than she should have, come to think of it.

There was an odd expression from the kid.

“It looks like I won’t be able to attend higher learning here, being needed for other work. I was hoping I could get in on your new education program for that? Is that possible?”

Neary started nodding, which was a human thing, though it showed incredible pleasure when he did it.

“Yes! I encoded more information, last night, instead of sleeping. It should be the equivalent of four full years of higher schooling here? We can do that now, while we wait for the others to arrive?”

Alistair smiled, then let it become more subdued, so that he wouldn’t scare the alien away.

“That would be great. What do I need to do for this?” 

That, Hannah knew from her own experiences would be nothing, except moving closer to Neary and standing there for a while. There was so much information being passed that, instead of taking a few seconds, Al was there, having data downloaded, without pain or obvious work being done, for nearly seven minutes. In that time, a second and third portal opened up, with Lara, Candice, Verthala and Doty all walking through first, then Molly coming alone on the last one.

Neary didn’t acknowledge anyone was there, working at invisible controls first.

“Done. There we go. One full education, for this portion of Earth. It’s a bit heavy on the sciences, and I made some corrections in places, where you have it wrong here. The other information, the incorrect items, are there as well? So that you can add the new information to the correct locations in your system.”

Alistair seemed to be thinking, and after a moment, stood back.

“This is incredible. Mol, you should get in on this. Six minutes and I have an entire college course load in my head. It’s kind of clear that we aren’t going to be able to really go to school soon. Not with the...”

~Not with the war. Don’t mention that out loud here.~

Hannah heard the mental voice, as did the others, except, it seemed Neary.

Still, the alien man rather efficiently did what was needed for Doty and Candice first, their need being greater, or just a thing that could be done at one time, and then he did up Molly, or started to, stopping for a moment, to stare at her, then making some obvious changes to what he was doing.

“I need to recalibrate? I have the needed pattern here. There we are.”

It did take about six minutes for her as well. She seemed impressed, when it was over.

“Okay, so, you gave me a whole education? So, are we dating now, or is this just a thing where I show up and blow you whenever you want?”

Hannah thought it was funny, and even Neary grinned, but Lara seemed annoyed.

“Sorry, but keep your hands off my boyfriend, girl.” It was playful, but inside what Hannah had been thinking about for the new show.

“Right. Neary, you and Lara are a couple now. Not married by our rules, but you’re seeing each other, at least through the end of the first season of the new program we have coming out? Both of you take notes, since we’ll need interviews with you about dating a weird alien. Especially be ready for the sex stuff? That will sell, and people are going to be curious that way.”

She was. Hannah had never even seen an alien naked. They could be really different under their clothing.

Instead of insisting on a show that way, she waved to Molly.

“So, no dating for you here, but this is Nereus Kantas. Neary Kant, here. Molly is your Earth side transportation person, Neary. Not just you, but any alien visitors that you give the green light to.” She was being heavy handed again, but Mol nodded, as if Hannah were actually in charge of her or something. Which wasn’t true at all.

Still, it was a good idea. That way, they’d be able to track where the aliens went, if they came to do things. At least if they let the Ryhhians know about it first. The next minutes were different, since Hannah didn't have to take anyone around, Molly being more than up to the task. Lara stayed, but Al waved and left with the curly haired girl, which did allow Neary to relax a lot. It was probably the press of bodies making him uneasy. A thing she hadn’t noticed until Molly had gone away with Alistair.

Megan, who had clearly been there, in the other room, listening, came in then. She was made up, and pretty, with a strong soccer mom vibe to her whole look. Then, she kind of was one of those, so she was pulling it off.

He first words were to Lara.

“You’re dating Neary, now?” She seemed skeptical about the idea. As if it weren’t a good one.

Lara didn’t rise to the bait.

“It seems so? At least for the show. Which means I’m going to be in a new show? What’s it about?”

That, it seemed, was a lot that Hannah hadn’t put together herself at all. Neary had been busy, doing more than education programs, the night before, chatting with the council on Ryhh, with his brother.

After the first few sentences, Hannah held up her right hand, which got everyone to stop and Neary to go wide eyed, clearly fearing attack.

“Wait... I need to bring someone else in on this.”

She dialed, quickly, with Bill Payton speaking before the second ring.

“Bill here.”

“Hannah de Peyser. We have Superion in with us on the project. His wife, too. I want five million for each of them, for the season. Neary Kant is heading this up on the Ryhhian side of things and has been pulling out the stops. This is... A lot bigger than I was talking about last night. The access that we’re potentially being provided is... amazing. We need to make sure they get that going the other way. They didn't ask for that, but we’d be fools not to make it worth their while. Neary and Lara are dating, at least for the show, so we have that one as well. Oh, Superion and Megan are going to co-host this? Meg is his wife. A human from Earth. Also, kind of hot, so no worries that way. She can act, too.” If not then Neary could probably program her to do it, if it came to that.

“Seriously? I didn’t even know that Superion had a wife. An Earth gal, too? Nice. That alone could sell this whole thing. Can we get a meeting, say Monday? I’ll have contracts drawn up. You’re in this as well, talent side?”

She shrugged then.

“If I’m needed? The truth is, I probably won’t be for this one. I can do background things with Terry and Kate, if it comes up. I mean, we actually hang with Megan, so we won’t have to fake that part of things.” Which was mainly about working out, several days a week. Only that had been changed to the mornings suddenly, without inviting her at all. She was Reese’s mother, which might make that part uncomfortable for the kid.

At the same time, if she was part of the crew, she could get in on telepathy powers. Then, if she was ever in trouble, she could call for help. That and some good shielding, and maybe a way to run away quickly should help protect her pretty well. The woman wasn’t much of a fighter. She was in fact, kind of docile and soft.

Which was probably what Chris liked about her. The woman was nearly as close to being one of his own people as an Earth woman could be.

Bill made a sound that seemed placating, which seemed aimed at her.

“We can get you a production credit? A little piece of the action, net? Nothing much, but you’re doing the work and it’s your baby, so it seems fitting.”

She snorted.

“Gross, not net. Also, remember what you promised if I pulled this off? I expect you to pay off on that, as well.”

The man laughed then, as if she wasn’t serious.

“Sure thing, sure thing. I won’t even me-too you, later. So, Monday, call it... Ten in the morning? My office here?”

Hannah had been there, but she had practice at ten and didn't know if anyone else was working. For that matter she didn't know if Neary was even going to be on the planet.

So, there were details to work out, which took making some other calls, and then resetting for one in the afternoon. Still on Monday though. Bill was good with the idea.

“Can you write up the basics on this, so we can run it past some directors? We’ll want someone good, for this, even if it’s shaping up to be more of a documentary.”

“I can do that. Probably not to industry standards, but it will have the needed information?”

“Good enough. Call if anything changes? Otherwise, I’ll see you all then.”

All of them included Kate, who was being promoted from background lackey with Hannah and Terry, to second presenter, with Chris and Megan being counted as one for that, even if it wouldn’t really work that way. If they could get Katherine Sinclair for that at all.

They hadn’t gotten in touch with her for that part of things yet, since, when Hannah tried, dropping into a trance, it was clear the woman was out on a job. Fighting crime. Saving lives in a bridge collapse, in a rural area, where there was no other help coming.

Wisp had it though, and while the bridge wasn’t safe any longer to drive on, the two cars that had almost fallen into the river some seventy feet below hadn’t, and the occupants were all safe. One of them had a broken arm, which Wisp couldn’t heal, of course.

Focusing, Hannah thought at her best friend.

~Use the new system and get with Linear for the arm?~

Then she shut up, since it wasn’t her place to do superhero work like that.

Instead, she helped Lara get back to her place, teleporting there with her and back, not bothering Mol with the task, since it wasn’t a good idea for her to get lazy, just because someone else was doing the heavy lifting that day. She came back, planning to pass out hugs, but as soon as she was there, Neary stopped her.

“Wait? Contact Kyron.” He spoke in Ceanna, which flowed out.

“Nereus?”

“Kyron, can you attend us at your home, as soon as practical? There’s a... Well, a minor emergency, I believe? I don’t know if it’s pressing at all, but this will probably have the council involved.”

“Coming directly.”

The man was, too. There was no sonic boom, thankfully, but for a man who couldn’t teleport, Superion could cover some serious distance, fast. He walked into the room, thirty seconds later, dressed in a button up white shirt, black slacks and a tie, with wire rimmed glasses on his face. Things he didn't need at all.

“Are you all doing well?”

The conversation had been in his language, and clearly, Megan spoke that too, now. A thing that had probably happened about ten minutes after Hannah had learned it, when her brain hadn’t exploded. It was good to know, really.

Neary explained.

“It’s... We had some people in, Alistair Marks, who aided in the new education program as a subject. Then Candice and Doty... I have the names in English, Hannah?”

She nodded.

“Right.” They had last names too, but that probably wasn’t important to whatever was happening. Hannah wasn’t getting it at all, herself.

Luckily, Neary went on before the suspense killed her.

“There was also a young female, Molly. Alistair suggested she get an education as well, since the current conflict here will make it too difficult for them to attend their regular schooling for the time being. A sensible response. She agreed. Only, the program I have didn’t work. I had to reformat and use a different template for her. A standard one.”

Hannah didn’t understand.

Chris, however, did.

“No... There are only three of us authorized to come here, yet. Even if someone wanted to not go through the council, they’d be coming here...”

That had the thinner, less muscular man, nodding.

“Still, it’s right there. She’s one of our people. More, she’s openly using forbidden technology, that has been banned by the system council. I read her and... She doesn’t know, Kyron. Somehow, one of our people is here, and doesn’t know she isn’t an Earth Human, at all.”
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter nineteen
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~Hey, Hannah?~

The voice wasn’t familiar to her at all, not being Al or even Aliza. It was very clear, however, and the words seemed polite, instead of demanding, so she tried to act the same way in return.

~Hello! This is Hannah. How may I help you today?~

She was pretending to be answer the phone, since it was, even if in her head, more like that than reading a mind.

~This is Kelsey? I collected a bunch of listings last night, that I think might work for you, and was about to get showings for four of them? Is Saturday good for that? We can do all of them on the same day, as long as we can find them? Oh, also, can I get a ride to The Society in a bit? A jump? Logan took the first shift, but Portia has work today at the Starbucks. I just quit at McDonald’s, myself. If they aren’t loyal to me, which they proved during the Tri-D shutdowns, there’s no reason for me to give them two weeks’ notice, is there?~

Hannah wondered what betrayal the fast-food franchise had foisted upon her new assistant, but figured that making what she was now, doing other things, it probably wasn’t worth her time, unless they were pretty sweet to her. Port was probably in the same boat, but too nice to tell the evil empire to fudge off into the night.

~Saturday works. As for the jump, I can do that. Really... I need to get with some people about a time schedule, when do you need to be there?~

~At five? I can go earlier, I guess?~

That was good, since Hannah had no clue what the plan for the evening was. Not her going on a date, most likely. Even if it was Wednesday and she was supposed to have one set up for seven that night. Brian hadn’t called to cancel yet, but, if he did, Hannah was pretty much planning to break up with him. A thing that wouldn’t hurt either of them too much, she had to assume. The man, while nice to her, and good in bed, clearly wasn’t that into her as a person.

Part of her wanted to blame her looks, or even her size, being skinny and short, but the truth was that Brian Warburton was just a bit of a fanatic. He fought crime, wearing fetish gear and pretending to be a bat. It was the central portion of his being. More than anyone else she’d ever met that did that kind of thing. Most of The Society had powers and wanted to be of service to the world, while making a decent living.

The Requiem was far more focused on saving the world from dark magic, but even they went on picnics and occasionally had dinner parties.

Brian only tolerated his real life as a means of covering what he was doing the rest of the time.

It was a shame, too, since he honestly wasn’t a bad guy. She could have even excused him not making most of their dates, if he was actually present for the ones he did show up for, most of the time. None of this passed to Kelsey, thankfully.

~Let me check on some things? Tell Logan that I’m his ride home, too? We need to get you a room there, for the night shift, so that whoever is doing that can just sleep, unless they’re needed. I don’t know if that will be allowed. Check with June on that part?~

There was a section of time where nothing had happened, making Hannah think that the call, or whatever they decided to call it, was over. Until two minutes later, when she jumped, the crystal-clear voice in her head again.

~That works for her. The room is already being set up. Next to Fast Kid? I don’t know why that is.~

She didn't either, unless it was just where an empty room was. Except, of course, that Greg lived there and had the same link to the telepathic system as the four adults did.

~The junior person in your work group? Remember, he isn’t really being paid to do your work, so if you want him to fill in, you have to make it worth his time.~ 

How that would happen, well, Hannah doubted there was a good way of doing that at all.

~Got it. He’s fourteen? Pushing fifteen, I think. I have that... Yes, his b-day is on the twelfth of next month. That isn’t the next one... Um, Kata is next, in three days. Are we getting him a present?~

Hannah barely knew the man, but nodded.

~Yes. It will be from The Trainees, as a group, so find out what he wants or can use? Don’t go too big with it, since I don’t think any of us actually knows him yet. Jam of the month or something? Only, one that works for him, personally.~

There was another pause.

~I’m going to get out of your head now, unless you need me for something? I can check in every hour, if you want?~

It showed work ethic, if nothing else.

~No need for that. I can get in touch with you if it’s needed, and as long as stuff is getting done, you’re doing your job. Also, you’re on salary, so be ready to work odd hours.~

There was a giddy sounding laugh then.

~We were up last night, talking about that. I, um, spoke with the guys? Logan wasn’t really planning to take any money from Port, but Peter was. I think he might still be planning to get with her, and use her instead of me, even if, well, if he does his job, he’ll be making bank, so why, right? Also, I look hot right now. Even better than Portia, and he flat out said that he’ll drop me if I tell her what his plan is. He might anyway.~

No emotion was carried on the thoughts and the words sounded calm and blank. That was how the system worked, on purpose. Hannah had to figure that it was a more emotional issue than it seemed like, given that factor.

~Then fuck him? Not literally. Just break up with him and find someone better. Logan is looking pretty good. Once his depression breaks, I bet he remembers to shower daily and everything.~

~God no. I’m still having nightmares about the group thing we did the other day, because he was there. Not that... I mean, he’s doing a lot better, if it holds, but I’ve known him for way too long and... Yeah, I’m sort of set that way, even if he’s suddenly hot. Which, I guess, means I’m not a very good person. A worse friend. The man literally worked forty hours in a row when the rest of us were laid off, to make sure we could cover rent, once.~

Hannah sort of thought that might be the case, but riding her about how she felt, when a breakup was logically in the offing wasn’t a good idea. Not her business, either.

~We’ll talk later? Let me see what the plans are?~

Then, since she was free again, she got in touch with Larina, and Richard, at the same time. It was a trick that really did get easier, with practice.

~Hello! This is Hannah, speaking in your head. I have Null standing by and can come in as soon as you’re ready, if that’s needed? Or we can do it whenever you want, of course. Or not, if the government is going to look the other way and allow murder and rape to happen.~

There was a wash of emotion, from both of the other parties, all at one time. Excitement and dread, mainly, combined. It was similar from each of them, without being in lock step. Rich felt a certain horror that a respected team of heroes wasn’t that at all. Larina was bloodier about the whole thing, having more personal experience. It felt like more of a personal stake, as well. Why that was, Hannah couldn’t pick up at the moment. It was there, but not being consciously considered at the moment.

It was her aunt who replied.

~We can go at five?~

Hannah could do that, but let her head tilt to the side a bit.

~Would five-ten work for you? I have some people to transfer around. I can do it from there and use it as my warm up? It’s the new telepathic team for The Society.~

Rich, Agent Two, made a sound then.

~Oh, right! I’m going to be mentoring someone? We have Agent Seven arranged for that as well, and Maverick? We can also help with training and logistics, if there aren’t enough kids in need of tutelage. ~

Hannah grinned. It would work, after all, to get them hooked into the new system.

~We meet in the mornings, at seven. I’ll have Molly come and pick you up? Not Devya, of course. So, be ready for her to contact you, mentally. Maverick, too. It’s a light day for us tomorrow, physically, but most of the time it’s going to be exercise, not weapons training and working on life balance. Everyone is just sore, since it’s the first week.~

Not everyone, of course, but most of them were having to deal with some limping that way.

Larina thought at her then.

~We can do that, if you work from here. A warm up even makes sense, given everything. You can bring in Null?~

That made the most sense to her, of course.

~I can. We can also have Merge or Portal move people around. They’ll need to work with a telepath to go new places, so far, but that works really well. Get in touch with Alistair Marks or Aliza, um, Hyper Gamma? Get with one of them if you need people moved in an emergency. Really, Portal is pretty much the master of large-scale troop movements right now. Merge can manage something a bit like that, too. They aren’t as fast as Agent Seven is, of course.”

Larina made a mental noise.

~Merge?~

Hannah stopped for a moment, then cleared her throat.

~Oh... Did I not mention that part? Okay, well, your sister, Marina, a different version of my mom, from another reality, came back in time and married my dad, pretending to be a different woman. Karen. She’s sweet. You’ll like her. Anyway, she has a daughter, so, basically my full sister, Cynthia. You remember her from when you got your wind powers?~

~Right! I didn't know we were related. Not even that she was your sister in any way. She can do mass teleportation? I know that she was blending two different places, but I thought that didn't stick, as far as moving people around?~

That had been her thought as well, but Neary had been the one to design the power and while he had orders to keep the teleportation down, it was like that, without being a threat to his people.

~She and Al worked out how to get around that. It’s actually kind of a useful power, sort of like portaling, without the danger of a massive explosion?~

That seemed to be noted, from the feeling of it, but then they both had to run and check on something, which felt like an emergency situation. She let them go, since a voice in their head who had less of a clue what was needed than they did wouldn’t be a net benefit to them that day. Instead, she finally bit the bullet and called Brian, using the phone.

Cheating, she dropped into a trance first, to find out if he was busy, or, she realized, thinking of her at all. Which, it turned out he was. She had to dive deep into his mind as he worked through his plan, which was to get her to go to dinner with him, so he could break up with her in a public place. Not that he really thought she was going to make a scene.

He just couldn’t stand the idea of sleeping with her, even one more time again. Not because she was ugly, either, which was her go-to reaction to the implied rejection. It wasn’t being too busy, bad in bed or anything like that. She was just too experienced for him, and he kind of thought of her as tainted goods, since she’d had a lot more partners than he’d had. Not that he was going to say that to her. 

He knew for a fact that she didn't have any diseases. He also trusted that she was honest with him about who she was sleeping with, which was another issue for him. Brian was well aware that she occasionally did things with Veronica and that Veronica was almost constantly having relations with other men, women and possibly less savory individuals than that.

She snorted and tried to feel bemused, rather than hurt.

“Jerk.” The harsh aspect of it was that she really had been with a lot of people. Men and women.

In the past, but that clearly wasn’t going to be a thing she could fix for the man. Also, it was kind of a shame that, each time they’d had sex, he’d had to bury disgust about her that way. Everything else had been fine, it seemed, but her body count, as he was thinking of it, was a lot higher than he’d assumed at first.

The Private Investigator he’d hired had found that out about her, it seemed.

That, him having done that, having her investigated, was a good thing, in her book. Not that she wanted to be spied on, simply that she didn’t have to feel bad about invading his brain that day, doing the same thing. Not that it really was. Still, she took a deep breath and relaxed, then let go of the whole thing. It wasn’t great, but she’d been about to leave him anyway. She’d just been wrong about why he was so distant.

She got her phone out and called him, and decided to be nice about it. Sometimes things didn't work, so you let them go. That was all. He wasn’t a bad person for how he felt, and she wasn’t going to regret having lived her life on her own terms. The two things couldn’t meet up, and forcing them to couldn’t work. Not for long.

“Brian Warburton.” It was clear to her that he knew who was on the line, even if it was a new phone on her end. She’d called once before on it, she thought.

Then, it was clear he wasn’t using regular tech, on his end.

“Hey Brian! It’s Hannah! I have a... Thing tonight. It’s probably going to be in the papers, tomorrow? Anyway, two things. First, I’m breaking up with you. I’m psychic enough to get that my past has been an issue and... I get it. No harm, no foul, agreed? Besides, we were doing this for the tabloids, so it will work just as well for you to be seen with a new woman for a while.”

There was no sound for a long moment. When there was, he sounded relieved.

“Sorry about that. I was, and have been, thinking that. It’s... I know it’s an issue on my end, not your problem, but I thought I could get past it and I can’t. It’s not fair of me.”

She agreed, but also wasn’t apologizing for having been herself. She’d never claimed otherwise, after all.

“No problem. You have my number, if you need anything for, work or anything like that?”

“I do. Can I actually call on you? I mean, the bitter ex, feeling abused and put down by the evil billionaire playboy... I’ll be shocked if you ever talk to me again.”

She chuckled.

“You can call. I do wish it would have been different, but, well, it wasn’t. It can’t be, either.”

“So, you had two things? That’s only one.”

“Oh, right! I got sidetracked there. Anyway, I’m making a push to grow the food bank program soon, and will be getting a lot more publicity going for it, since there’s a new television program in the works. About aliens. Real ones. It’s going to be big. Anyway, I’m opening the door for your companies to join in on that, as a sponsor. You don’t have to say yes, but it should get to a five to one return on advertising, so it’s worth thinking about. Plus, at the very least, we have the highest return of dollars donated to goods actually going to real people of any non-profit in the United States. Possibly the world. We even beat the Salvation Army.”

That part was actually true. Mainly because, while they paid some employees and they got living wages, the people at the top weren’t taking anything from it at all.

“That could work. Let me run it past the board? Hannah?”

“Yes?”

“I’m sorry this didn’t work out, too. I wish... But I don’t think I can change in time. You’re a good person.”

“You are, too. Thanks.”

She hung up then, getting a bit teary. Like it had been a real breakup, not a booty call that had decided he was too good for her, because he hadn’t bothered to get laid as much. Most men didn’t have that kind of option, but the ripped, handsome billionaire actually did. Plus, she hadn’t checked, but figured he wasn’t exactly on the second real romantic relationship of his life with her or anything, either.

Rubbing at her eyes, she sighed and then didn’t bother to actually cry. After all, it hadn’t been that serious of a relationship. Which was why she’d been keeping an eye open for something else. That it all kept falling through on her wasn’t fun, but she had a bit of time to work things out, she thought.

Being immortal and all that.

As long as the world didn’t end, of course. If that happened, then her dating prospects were going to dry right up. So, she really needed to work out a way to help avoid that. She understood that the ultimate end point, the rescue that was needed, would be someone else doing it, of course. A real hero, or the chosen one. Something like that. Not the bossy and tiny support team woman.

She simply sat for a long time, not really knowing what to do. Not until a voice spoke to her. Again, unfamiliar, but this time they announced themselves, first thing.

~It’s Port. Time to eat your mid-day snack. At least four hundred calories. I’ll be checking in later to make sure you actually did it, so...~

~Hey! Good plan. I have a thing at five so dinner will be late. I can have some crackers or something. With cheese? Peanut butter on bread? I don’t have mad cooking skills.~

There was a sound then. In her head. Like an alarm, nearly. She didn’t get the idea.

~That’s weird. I’m hearing something? An alert?~

~Me, too. You’re at work still? The coffee shop?~

~Yeah. Otherwise, I’d be there, cooking for you and all that. It’s my job, after all. Let’s...~

There was a louder sound then. It was a lot like the emergency broadcast system tone, which was probably the most annoying thing to have ever been in her head, after her own self-doubt.

~All hands. All hands. This is an emergency check-in drill. Contact Tom Lichen, as soon as possible. People haven’t been checking in on time. Confirm you haven’t been kidnapped.~

That sounded like June, and it was hard to tell if she was bemused or upset.

Hannah reached out to the man, which meant dropping into a deeper state, since he was probably busy, suddenly, even if she couldn’t tell that was the case. There was no answer, so she found him, in his office, in The Society building, and teleported there, just in case someone was actually in trouble.

The man was busy tapping at his pad, entering tick marks on boxes.

“Hannah... Check. It looks like we have everyone, except... Wait... And there’s Liam. Better. You’re the only one who is doing this as a courtesy and you actually bothered to come in, so we can call that a win for the good guys. Do you need help with anything?” The man was decent looking, and always in a nice suit, without it being more than professional seeming.

He also didn’t seem to be asking if she needed a date, as a consolation prize for her crappy life. Not that everything was that bad. Just her romantic life.

“I’m good. There was an emergency announced, so I came in in case we needed to retrieve anyone, that’s all.”

For some reason he stopped what he was doing and looked up at her, then nodded.

“Can we make that part of the plan? Not that it happens that often, but if someone misses a check in, we could call you for that? You can check them at a distance, right? I won’t lie, when that happens it’s almost always someone just getting sidetracked. Over the years we’ve had six cases where it was something else. Getting aid to people faster is a good thing.”

She nearly stuck her tongue out, since those calls would be coming in the middle of the night, given her world, but then she bobbed in place a bit.

“We can do that. Really, I probably need to get with all the groups and set that up right now. High Command, Underdogs, Requiem, probably the FBI...”

The man, not taking the joke on purpose, or actually thinking she was being a good person, started to tap again. Then moved to his desk top computer.

“Here we go. The Guardian Central, Unlimited and Broken Arrow, as well? There are smaller groups, if you want to include them?”

She winced, not at the amount of work, either. The man noticed it happening and seemed bothered by it.

“You... don’t like small operations?”

“Not that. I can do all of it. Even for single people, if you have the names and they’re working with us, even tangentially. The good guy’s side, for that? I don’t really care if they have cool connections or not. No, it’s... Look, can I swear you to secrecy? For, at least four hours? I mean, total embargo on this? You need to know where I’m going to be and Null, too, later.”

There was a strange look, then a lift of the head.

“All right. As long as it isn’t going to harm the government or The Society.”

That was fair, to her way of thinking.

“Unlimited has been doing some pretty horrible things. There have been deaths, a lot of them, using powers to cover it up. Street kids and homeless people. Prostitutes and other innocent folks. They’ve also been having sex with underage kids. Enough that the agent on the inside with them figured it was enough to take them down just for that. I’m going to collect them for arrest, in a few hours.”

The man didn’t slam his fist down on the table, or yell, but his breath caught and his jaw clenched.

“Fucking hell. Another one? This is the third group in the last fifteen years that we’ve had problems with. Does the High Command know about this? Don’t go in on a rogue operation for something like this. You need full backing. Unlimited is a soft team in a lot of ways, but they can actually bring the fight, when it’s needed. I don’t know if you can take them all on your own.”

Then the man swallowed and looked away, seeming hard.

“Then, if you have Null working with you and go carefully, you might. They have some power players but no one with super speed or true invulnerability. That trick you used, teleporting people into the ground will take them all. Is that the plan? We can get help for you. Either from the team or the special unit, out of the DHS. I... could put them on the list for you to help, if it’s needed?”

She nodded, since that was probably a good enough idea. At least if she was helping the FBI, too.

“I’m good. This time. The High Command called me in for this, so I’m going there for it. I can’t give, well, I don’t know more than that. Don’t tip them off or anything? Unlimited? For one thing, it won’t really work. Also, I hear they really need to be stopped. In case they’re friends of yours?”

She’d already screwed up of course, telling him anything before it was done. She wasn’t an operative or anything, but common sense said you didn’t tell anyone the big plans before they happened. It was a thing to work on, in the future.

There was a cool look then.

“I won’t. I’ve met them all, of course. The job here requires it. If we have an issue with anyone?” He waved at the list on the screen.

“Get them checked first. You, as well. With Al or Aliza? Tell them to go deep. They’ll know what it means. Then, if the people on the list work, have the new kids on the top floor make a link with the people you need to contact and do it that way? Honestly, if you check out, have the real telepaths check everyone here? Then get with the other groups and see if you can get them cleared as well. It’s brutal, but don’t tell them first? For the moment...”

~Al?~

There was a pause.

~Got it, let me...~

After she stood there staring at Lichen, the lawyer, and leader, of The Society, at least in part, sat up as Alistair spoke to both of them.

~Cleared. Honestly, while a bit stiff in social situations, he’s one of the better people I’ve ever read like this. Like Linear? Do you want to read him in?~

She nodded. Then spoke out loud.

“I want him read in, and then for both of you to work out a plan as to how to clear everyone else on his list, if we can. Then we’ll contact them. June can do that part? Telling him what he needs to know? I could too, but I don’t even work here. Oh, also, Tom, this is all your idea, after the part where I had you cleared for no apparent reason? My grandmother already thinks I’m a bossy pain in the rear. I don’t want to add even more garbage to that pile, you know?”

That got a laugh, at least.

“I think I can do that. I’m working this project with Marks, Banes, Darius, Mitchel, Groaning and... Evans?”

Hannah nodded.

“Greg as well. Fast Kid? It’s not strictly his job, but he lives here and I want eyes on the new people, at least part of the time. They’re cleared, but that doesn’t mean all of them are being good people.”

She nearly left it there, but the man frowned at her, as if demanding more.

“Ah... Okay, Portia Darius, well, you get the name? Her father is Carl Darius, but her mother is a con woman, who was ripping him off for years, not much of anything to her daughter, but sucking in every penny she could, pretending she was. To the tune of thirty million dollars. Everything except Port’s trust fund, which is fifty million as it stands. The mom wasn’t allowed to touch it, which was a brilliant move. Her roommates found out about that, and tried to get her into a four-way relationship, after the fact. In fairness, Logan Evans was just in it for the company and sex and wasn’t planning to take her money at all, but the other two were planning a con that way. Kelsey Mitchel is working for me now, and seems to have dropped her part that way, since she’s suddenly making more than enough for her. Peter Padawalski is still apparently planning to take her for all he can and is being a bit of a creep about it.”

Lichen sneered, suddenly.

“Alistair, can we get a read on that situation? Is it a plan or back of the envelope day dreaming? We don’t want to burn an asset for minor matters that aren’t ever going to be real.”

~This is shaping up to be a real plan. Even better, he’s working Portia hard already. Telling her that he’s been in love with her for a long time and now that Kelsey is better looking, he can let her go, since she won’t be lost without him. I... It shouldn’t be working, but the love bombing is having an effect. This isn’t a good situation, really.~

That didn't sound like it. She was worried for her new friends, especially Portia, since one of their own going vile on them could have some negative impacts, she had to think. That wasn’t what Al meant, of course. It was something rather different, in fact.

~Hannah, think. If he’s left bitter, because we stop him from doing this, or even if we let him get away with it, he might just throw in with the enemy. At least if they find out about this. We have to handle this correctly, or it could end up being a very negative situation for a lot of people.~

“Ah. Okay. Then I really want eyes on him. Kelsey, and Logan as well. Not that they don’t seem better than that to me, but they’ve known Pete for a long time. He might be able to use them in ways that we won’t understand. Old friendships and all that?”

She was nearly done for the moment, but it turned out that Lichen had a lot more for her to do on that matter, and a few others, keeping her until it was time for her to go to The High Command building, in fact.

Meaning she had to hit the ground running, on that side of things.
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Chapter twenty
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“Initiating first warm-up teleport.”

Hannah was being goofy and playful, in a situation that she shouldn’t have been. Except that, as she said the words, and focused on moving a standing Kelsey to her new job, feeling it click into place, she sounded deathly serious. High pitched, because she was short, but as if she honestly meant what she was saying.

~I’m here!~

“Transport confirmed. Initiating second movement now.”

That was moving Logan from the rather nice set up that The Society had for their top floor people, to the embarrassingly shabby hole in the wall that probably should have never been shared by two people, much less four.

~Okay, this is cool. So, Hannah, um, do you want to go out sometime?~

She didn't even blink, being distracted by a possible life and death struggle, or twelve of them, that were about to come into play shortly. The system being used was different that day, since they were using one of the holding chambers, but at the same time, there was a tribunal of judges in a secured booth, near the back of the room. Between them and the cage were twenty-seven people, ready to fight to the death, if it became needed.

She knew that, because it was in the orders that Agent One had given them all. Larina was at the front of the room, standing next to Agent Two, Null, and Hannah, even if she didn’t honestly need to be in the front of the room for what she was doing. That, for some reason, was just where everyone else there wanted her to stand. She nearly got cute with her response, but didn’t.

“Understood, Operator Evans. Confirmed. Second teleportation warm up confirmed successful. Ready for first target.”

That Logan wasn’t an operator, or hadn’t been until that moment, seemed to escape everyone. The guy didn't ask again or confirm that she’d meant it. She did. She would have said yes, even if the man had looked the same way he had the day before. The trick would be to take him seriously, not play games and not treat him like a rebound guy.

Also, apparently, to make certain he was okay with her past, before she invested any real time in him. At least as far as dating was concerned. Still, he was hot now, and even if he didn’t want her as more than a friend or person to have sex with, any woman seeming to desire him would increase his value with most of the others.

Larina, seeming fit and about forty, using what was probably her own face that day, held out a printed sheet of paper. It was one sheet, and had a name and a picture.

“First target, Fundament. Null, you’re acting first, as soon as he’s in place. He can warp the reality of nature, but not instantly control it. Functional superhuman strength. Average speed, but he’s a skilled fighter. Nothing we can’t handle. Give us a warning when he’s about to come into the cell, Hannah?”

The woman had called her Damsel twice that day, and almost everyone else was still doing that, which probably meant they figured she was the woman’s special friend. Then, as far as she understood, most of them didn’t even realize that Rich was her adult son. Or that the woman in front of them was more powerful than Liberty. Rich had to be in the same basic range, which also seemed to have gone right past almost everyone. He didn't show off his powers at all, so it was easy to see that happening.

Hannah already had a location on the man, but pressed herself, organizing his information, leveraging it carefully into the cell, but acting as quickly as she could, without hurting herself. Just for the practice.

“Center of the cell, cell two, in three, two.... Now!” She pointed, as if that had anything to do with the man popping into place. Almost at the same time she finished pointing, Null pushed something in the air, that no one else could see.

His voice was a bit excited, but clear.

“Target depowered.” It wasn’t yelled, which helped him seem more professional.

Instead of rushing the front glass, the costumed man simply looked out of it, and held up his hands, as if doing something. Which didn’t happen. They waited him out, which took nearly half a minute. Then he dropped his hands.

“May I ask what this is in regards to?”

Larina grinned. Then melted, becoming shorter, a little cuter, and with a nice bob for a haircut. The color went a little lighter, too, but the eyes stayed the same.

The man, sounding grave, but not too concerned, chuckled.

“What can you prove? I’m innocent, and lies will not sway the court system.”

Hannah wasn’t ready for what happened next. Not at all. It was a complete trial, with uncensored child abuse, of her aunt, as she looked at the moment, and several other kids. Even the boys on the hidden cameras were being raped. A few of them in a fashion that Hannah would have figured everyone in the world would count as real that way. They were held down by several people with powers, and forced to do what they were commanded. If they wanted to live. One of them fought anyway, and six adult men and women destroyed him.

It was pretty much the worst thing she could imagine. Then the next videos showed the man using the blood and entrails of several people in some kind of magical ritual. What that was for was impossible to tell, but to her it didn’t really matter. It was clear that several demons were being summoned. It was right there in front of them.

The man in the cage waved his hands again.

“Again, so? This is the time of the Deep Fake and Photoshop. Someone, a talented person or agency, simply faked the data. That isn’t proof. You know that you made this up, Blowhard. A trap to legitimize your gang of thugs here.”

The video, audio and photos really could have been faked. So could the witnesses and victims brought in. The proceedings went fast, but they still took hours. Then, in the end, after a very short deliberation, the trial adjourned, and the judges returned, mere minutes later.

One of them stood, in the glass booth.

“Larry Eugene Holly, we the assembled tribunal, find you guilty on all counts. Given the nature of your crimes, and personal power, we cannot allow you the right of a retrial or appeal. You are sentenced to death, by any means needed to accomplish that goal. That will be carried out without delay.”

The man who spoke was fit, but also hooded, to hide who was sitting there. The voice wasn’t familiar at all.

Hannah hadn’t been told what to do, but readied a movement, to a specific field, in Texas. This time however, she aimed the final point several thousand feet under the Earth. It should, she thought, be invisible on the surface. Even if it was heard, it should just be a single bang, with that much weight and pressure around it.

She glanced at Richard, who was watching her for some reason.

“Standing by.”

The man in the cage, dressed in bright colors, and a mask, didn’t rant, or even seem defeated.

“I am one with this world! Do you think some poisoned gas or a few bullets will truly take my life?”

One of the men in the back of the room, one of the High Command spoke then. She couldn’t see who it was, but it wasn’t one of the judges.

“With your powers stripped from you? Yeah. I really think that pretty much anything we do will work.”

At almost the same moment, Larina spoke, her voice firm.

“Release the gas, ten percent.” That had a pure white fog enter the cell.

Whatever it was, however it killed people, it wasn’t a fun or easy death. The man screamed, clutched his throat and seemed to suffer for a very long time. Minutes. After seeing the videos, she really didn’t mind all that much. Finally, a woman called out.

“Flat line. Brain activity zero. I’m calling death at, nine-seventeen.”

The cage, with its thick glass and heavy steel walls, was vacuumed out somehow and clear, or at least clear air was put in place. Then a second picture was provided. With a name.

The short girl, looking serious, in oversized clothing, spoke then.

“Lerado.”

This time there was no trial, since the first one had all the evidence needed. They just killed him, after Hannah brought him in and the sentence was called out by the Judge. One of them. The next ten people went down nearly the same way, with only the last one, a man with a tidy beard and a green, slightly Asian seeming costume, Ken, being left. He looked through the thick glass, saw Clancy Barron standing there in a High Command uniform and started laughing.

“Ah! I knew that something wasn’t right with you, Clancy. You liked taking it up the behind just a bit too much. Your people might kill me, but that won’t make you less of a little slut. You need to work on that.”

He seemed ready to go on.

Hannah, even if it was the wrong thing to do, spoke. No one was slut shaming one of her people for doing their fucking job. Especially not a child rapist.

“Irrelevant. You stand accused of crimes. The supposed mental state of your victims in no way plays into that, nor can it mitigate your prior actions. Sir?” She turned to look at the central judge, who stood, as if she was part of the proceeding.

She should have stayed silent, of course.

It was death again. This time, Larina stayed silent, instead of calling out for the gas. Hannah saw the girl crying, if gently. She didn’t turn around, so no one else understood what was happening. That it seemed at least that the man’s words had actually impacted her aunt. Still, she didn’t speak, simply growing again, becoming larger. Her face pretty, but in a slightly heavier way.

She seemed about thirty, but had dark hair and a slightly Japanese cast to her eyes, while still being a white woman. It was a nice look, really.

Ken gasped.

“You dare! You might kill me, but to bring the vison of my dead wife out to taunt me first? That’s low.”

Larina, her voice shaking, spoke then. Projecting well.

“It isn’t a vision and I’m not dead, Ken. When I saw your name on the list, I’d thought that it couldn’t be correct. That you, of all people, who have saved so many, for so long, would never do what Unlimited was taking part in. Why? Even if it hurt when I had to fake my death, you could have started over. You should have! I even tried to warn you to leave last week, and you stayed. Why? What hold did they have over you, to turn you into this... Monster that you’ve become?”

Instead of answering, the man gasped again.

“Is it really you, Beth? How? You went down in a plane crash. No one survived...”

She blinked, very slowly.

“I’m immortal and can choose my form. I always could. Now, tell us. Tell me, why?”

There was a look from the man, who wasn’t hiding his face at all, that seemed wry, then.

“Why? Because we’re special. We’re better than the sheep and cattle of the world and we can do whatever we wanted. True, there was a small chance that someone would find us out, and possibly even stop us. We were careful of that. Apparently not enough. It doesn’t matter. The plan was completed years ago. I’ll be back. Nothing you do can stop that. So, take this life. I have others waiting for me.”

The man put his hands behind his back, and stood there, waiting for them to do their worst. When the smoke came, the man simply stood there, not breathing. Five minutes turned to ten. Then ten to twenty. They kept the smoke flowing in, the concentration rising.

Her aunt went hard.

“Even without his powers, he’s a master of his own body on a level that few can understand. We need to do this the hard way. Vacuum the room out. I’ll go in and do it myself.”

Half the room said no, at the same time. Hannah was one of them.

“You were close once. We can’t make you do that.” She nodded, ever so slightly. “I have this.”

The man watched her then, for some reason, as if expecting her to go into the cage and fight him, unarmed. Which, even if he wasn’t a superhero for a living, she wouldn’t have been winning. Instead, she simply focused as tightly as she could, the rest of the room vanishing to her consideration and put the man’s brain, detached at the stem, deep underground, about two hundred miles away from their location. The body fell instantly, after that.

The woman from the back called out again.

“Flat line. Brain activity negative. Death called at eleven-fifty-six.”

A hand was placed on her shoulder, which got her to turn slightly thinking it would be Rich, given the position and size. Instead, it was a man that she’d never met before. Not even in passing. He was rough seeming, thick with muscle and the whites of his eyes were bloodshot. He looked young, like a late teen with a thick, long beard on for a play.

“You’re cousin Hannah? I’m Lewis. I was told we should meet, soon?” The guy seemed pissed about that, for some reason.

She nodded, then swallowed.

“We could do lunch, in a few days? It’s nice to meet you, but... I’m...” The truth was that she needed to have him be confirmed as being on their side, if possible. If it wasn’t, then she needed to try something else. “Sorry. I don’t kill people every day. I won’t claim it never happens, but still...”

“Yes. This was a dark work today. It had to be done. We all saw the evidence. We can meet here, for lunch at... When is good for you?”

She counted the days up in her head, then, touching the pads of her fingers together.

“Friday at noon? If that works for you? Please don’t take this as my normal way. I’m a bit out of it right now.”

Richard turned and saw who she was talking to, and grinned. A bit sadly.

“I hate these things. They don’t happen that often, but putting down those who we were told, who we told others, could be trusted is always hard. At least this time we had actual evidence. I’ve been at trials where there was nothing that could be done other than kill someone, when it was very far from confirmed that they were guilty. There are some crimes, and some people, that we can’t allow to have a second chance at doing the wrong thing.”

That was harsh sounding. Maybe true, but not the way she’d been told America worked. Then, finding out that there were special rules for the elite wasn’t a shock to her. That they were harder than what most people had to endure kind of was.

Rather than find a soapbox to climb up on, she just nodded.

“I know. Anyway, nice to meet you, Lewis. I look forward to our lunch on Friday? I’ll meet you here.” Then, after giving Rich a small hug and a half one for the brand new relative, collected up Don and took him by the hand, removing both of them, even if there might be paperwork to be done.

He was taken to his house, or rather his parent’s place, in upstate New York. It wasn’t rural, but the whole area was green and the air humid and scented with freshly mowed grass. It was dark out, and the world sang with insects and shone in places with a combination of house lights and fireflies. It was lovely, except for the things starting to bite her on the neck.

She slapped at herself.

“See you in the morning. Good work in there. Oh, I wanted to talk to you. Can you set up a VR course for the ladies who are working with us? That and a real gun and weapons section as well? They don’t have to be good, but not shooting their own feet off would be a plus in life.”

The guy shrugged, a bit loosely.

“Sure? I mean, I’ve never done that before, but I can try it.”

Hannah could see that. She’s never taught a class on anything, herself.

“Get with Carl on it? Vidya, too. She’s your mentor, so you need to get her advice on things like that. Also, you know, don’t date her. At least until you leave the program.”

That got a choking laugh that seemed almost painful.

“I hadn’t really figured that we’d become a couple. For one thing, she’s sort of dating Stan, and I really don’t want him to get hurt. He’s too good of a person to do that to. Not that I could.”

The words were different sounding to her. Probably because, even if she’d never personally broken anyone up, that she knew about, in her list of men and women that she’d hooked up with, at least a few of them had to have been involved with someone else. She’d never cared enough to think about protecting the other person in those cases.

She’d just trusted the person she’d just met and thought was cute enough to have sex with. At the time it had seemed, well, even then it had been a bit lazy to her. A thing that she knew was wrong, but hadn’t worried about too much. As if it wasn’t her problem.

Then Don was there, in front of her, filled with hormones, not having had a lot of opportunity to be with anyone, and he was willing to pass up a chance, because he cared about a third person he barely knew. She felt bad, suddenly, about her past and even how she was in the moment.

Then she smiled.

“Well, that’s a good point. Still, there are lots of women and you’re awesome. Also, don’t forget that you know Logan. I’m getting with him for a temporary looks update soon myself, if he’ll help me out. It’s a perk of being his friend, I bet. Also, he asked me out earlier. I said yes, but I was working, so I don’t know if he got that part.”

The guy in front of her sighed.

“There’s something off with the new people. Not bad, really, but... I’m not sure I like Peter. Something just kind of bugs me about him. It’s probably his looks. He’s better looking than I am, and I hate that.” It was a joke, but there was a bit of bitterness underneath, she thought.

She didn’t explain the whole situation, but did smile.

“Get closer to that group. Be subtle, if you can? I want reports on them, if it’s anything criminal. I have presuppositions about them, but won’t tell you why that is. Can you manage that too? Maybe get them into your new class, with the others? I don’t want to taint the well, if I’m wrong.”

Not that she was. Hannah knew that, but she didn’t want to get Don mixed up in the situation either. She nearly said that, only to have the man roll his eyes.

“I will, but I get the idea. I go and look at them, get to know them and then find out that I’m just an asshole, not liking a dude because he gets more woman than I do?”

She waved the idea away. After all, it wasn’t her real point.

“Maybe? By that same token, you might have to investigate people in the future. I can’t give a class on that, and don’t know who could, but that doesn’t get you out of having to be ready to do it.”

There was a silly look on his face. For all he was talking himself down, he was actually kind of cute. Certainly, good enough to date. Which got her to think for a second.

“Oh, hey, what about Molly? She’s cute, single and cool.” She was willing to talk her up, but there was an instant nod.

“I was thinking that I might ask her out. I just haven’t been ready for that much rejection yet. It will make things awkward if I ask her to do something and she says no, won’t it? We work together each day.”

Hannah made a face then.

“Well, there are some tricks. First, get with Logan for that makeover. Girls do it all the time and it works, and this isn’t the nineteen-fifties, so don’t be afraid to try something new. Then, ask her if she’d like to get a coffee sometime. That way, if she says she can’t, well, you have your answer, but it wasn’t you asking her to bed and being shot down, just a teammate not liking coffee. If a girl says yes to that, they’re at least considering you as dating material, trust me.”

He'd still have to seal the deal, of course, but that was life. Everyone had to do that, one way or the other. Being good looking while you tried certainly made it easier. Still, she’d all but told him how to get Molly interested. The rest was up to him.

That she was, apparently, an alien, probably wasn’t going to impact things. Not that both Chris and Neary hadn’t been half panicked, earlier in the day. After all, there wasn’t supposed to be anyone else from Ryhh there on Earth. A person living there, clearly being young, meant that her family was there as well. At some point they’d modified her, too. It could be something else, but Chris didn’t think it was likely.

At that point, after thinking all of that, the two men reported the girl, her vitals and genetic profile, and then... Decided to do nothing. Not just those two, their entire council had. After all, they were all from Ryhh. If someone had come from there to live on the hell planet, there had to be a good reason, even if it wasn’t officially logged anywhere.

Which was probably true. They were, as a people, better than Hannah’s own were. That was pretty clear. At the same time, she was kind of curious and trying to get Don worked into that situation might provide clues. It was also pretty safe. Unless it wasn’t.

If that was the case, well, Hannah was going to be to blame. Thankfully, she doubted that was going to be the fact of the matter. It still bugged her to think that Chris and Neary had both found a mystery and just... Left it. They’d made up a possible story, a partial one at that, and didn’t even try to find out if they were right or not. That was a cultural, possibly a biological, difference between them and Hannah.

Molly didn’t seem like that to her. There had been talk about her having been modified, according to the readings.

Don smiled a little.

“Those are all the rules? That seems too simple.”

She shrugged.

“Well, there are some other things. For instance, while you want to get women into bed, never just ask for sex, unless your married. Even then, go gently with it. You know, get her out to dinner, have a reason for her to come in when you get to your place, move things along, but act like you’re not going for the whole thing, just the next step. It isn’t hard or anything, but seeming interested and not desperate is a big tool you can use. It’s different for women, at least with men. If you ever become a girl, you can pretty much just text them and say sex?” That actually had worked for her for years.

That would fade a bit as she got older, only, she realized, that wasn’t true. She wasn’t going to age at all. Not that the talk of the moment was about her. No, it was about subtly getting someone inside with Molly. Only, without it being a trick. If it was nothing, or something harmless, then Don could do a lot worse than the girl. There was a mystery, and only a single Hannah to find out what was going on that way.

Which also wasn’t true.

She could get with a lot of people that would help her, without even endangering anyone, if it was all innocent. The issue there was that it really probably wasn’t going to be anything big. Some scientist who wanted to experiment with portal technology, so had moved to Earth, where only six people cared about that at all. If you were doing that and careful, no one would ever even notice.

If that was the truth, and even the aliens thought it likely, then bringing real resources into it, when they needed to be fighting a war was going to be a bad idea. Her curiosity wasn’t that important. Not in the big picture. That meant looking into things herself, or using an innocent guy to do it for her. For once though, if things worked out, he was going to benefit from it, too.

Which didn’t mean it wasn’t creepy. Still, she didn’t tell him, since... She thought for a moment and realized that part of her simply wasn’t a good person. That was at the heart of it.

Then, life had given her very little choice that way. In order to survive she’d had to kill off a part of herself. To the extent that she wasn’t even worried about having killed a man that night. Then, according to him, he was coming back. A thing that she needed to look into as well.

It had sounded like the musing of a deranged man, but there had been some rumors about people that she knew were dead having been seen in public, later. In her mild existential crisis a few days back, she’d sort of figured that that information was false and meant to mess with her. The two things might not be connected of course. A lot of things sounded similar, that had nothing to do with each other.

She patted Don on the arm, wondering if he wanted to sleep with her.

Then she didn't let herself think about that at all. He was her responsibility, not a dating prospect.

Saying goodbye, and getting back home, she ended up at midnight, sitting on her sofa, in the dark. She wanted to go to bed, but at the same time, wasn’t certain she could sleep. She was exhausted, but also just kind of numb.

A thing that, after a while she started to dwell on. Not the feeling, but why it was taking place. It wasn’t even over evil Brian not wanting her because she’d slept with a few men and women. She did the math on that, in her head, trying to work out just how many. It wasn’t like she’d ever really counted them up before.

Three a week seemed like a real average. Sometimes it had been only one, or two, but in other weeks she’d gone out five times and been with, if she was going to be honest, up to eight people. Both, her having someone for multiple weeks, and her kind of being a bit adventurous were rare. So, three a week sound fair as a guess.

Even she celebrated holidays with the family and all that, so it was really something like fifty weeks a year, since she was about eighteen. The sex had started before that, but it had been fewer than ten people in all. She knew that, because it had been important to her at the time.

So, really, for seven years.

She didn’t need a calculator to do the math, but did it several times and then got her cell phone out and did it again. It was right there, on the screen, staring at her.

“I’m pretty sure that’s wrong.”

Hannah tried to rationalize things. To point out when it hadn’t been as many people as all that each week. Then she decided to not count the woman, since, well, there had been no penetration with a penis in those events. Not most of them. Even at that it was still in the high three figure range. Worse, she knew that she was lying to herself and the first number had been far closer to correct.

“Damn. No wonder Brian couldn’t handle it. I’m not sure I can.” She sounded pleasant about it, at least. Because, even if daunting, that had simply been her path for a long time.

Hannah wasn’t even ashamed of it. It was, probably, a sign that she was badly screwed up in the head, but there had been ample reason for it to happen that way. Not that she didn't need to see a councilor or something like that. She still had issues.

Even after a year of trying to not be a victim.

Then, she wasn’t one of those any longer. Even if her past had some sketchy moments, that wasn’t anything new. She just wondered, and not for the first time, if she was actually doing all of it, sleeping around, even forcing herself to be frantically busy, because she couldn’t trust that anyone in the world would really be there for her, when it counted.

Only, she knew the answer there. A lot of people would be. It wasn’t actually that. It was a fear that the people she trusted would betray her. That had happened far too many times when she was young. It was, she had to fear, a thing that she might well never be able to move past.

Which, if she couldn’t do that, probably meant she was going to be alone for the rest of her very long life.
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Chapter twenty-one
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The morning exercises were very different that day. Mainly because, as odd as it seemed to Hannah, Liberty, dressed in tight spandex and holding a water bottle showed up, ready to talk to everyone who was there. On the good side, she understood it was a rest day, and that they were supposed to be making sure everyone was having, if not a good time, a useful one.

Hannah was doing that as well, but focusing on the kids by age. Meaning that Liam was first, followed by Kara and Diggy. On that last one, she ended up standing next to the pale girl, who was looking good, even dressed in June’s clothing. The woman herself jogged over about then, after patting Molly on the arm, rather warmly.

“I want in on this one. How are things going Diggy? This change must be... Extreme for you? Is it too stressful, mentally?”

There was a bit of playful eye rolling from the thin redhead.

“It’s so strange. I mean, people see me when I walk down the street. Not just men, but women do, too. They stop and talk to me, when I go places and everyone is nice. Sure, they also want my number, and I know the men only want to have sex, which, yeah, that’s creepy as...” She stopped and looked at Liberty, then seemed to change her wording, on the fly. “I mean, I’m fourteen. I still look that age and adults, both men and women just come up to me and start talking. Trying to get me to do things with them. Inviting me out, even if it’s subtle. No one has just walked up and asked for sex or anything like that, but, like I said, I know how guys are.”

Hannah nodded at the words. She recalled being that age herself. Then, she’d also been terrified of people about that time, or within a few years of it. Meritha had made sure of that. Which wasn’t what Diggy had to worry about at the moment.

The girl looked at Hannah then, angling her head down, since she was, like it or not, taller by half a foot.

“On the other part, the biological component, there are clearly hormonal level changes going on. I have sexual interest, but, and this is weird to me, guys actually look cute now. They really didn’t before. I mean, like with Jaime or Nate? I knew they were better looking than I was a few days ago, but now I really want to screw them both. I’m not gay, so that’s a wake up, isn’t it? I thought, you know, that I’d be me, just with fake breasts and a bit of girl time in the shower.” She grinned. “At the same time, my sense of smell is better. At least twice as good, and while I want sex, I don’t need it, like I did as a boy.”

June, looking cute, but not as much as Diggy at the moment, went slightly wide eyed.

“You sound different as well.”

That part was for a different reason, of course.

Hannah let her head bob as she went over it.

“Neary’s new learning program? She basically has the first two years of college in her head. We need to get you the rest of it, if you have time when Neary is around next. The real question is, how are you holding up, mentally? Emotionally?”

There was a cute tilt of the head, to show she was thinking.

“It’s a lot less stressful being a girl. People do things for me and if I say something I’m given the benefit of the doubt a lot more often. Lies that no one would buy normally are just taken as being true and not even checked on. So it’s easier that way. Not just a little. Part of that will be how good-looking Logan made me for this, of course. I can’t separate the halo effect from the girl benefits at the moment. Not well. I’m not met with hostility nearly as much, either.” There was a funny look then, where the girl made a silly face, blowing her cheeks up and grinning. “On the other hand, I keep suddenly feeling like I’m being targeted by people. The attention is too much. My mom is suddenly treating me like she has to watch me constantly, when I go out. She doesn’t even know she’s doing it. That bugs me, but I’m also more nervous about things. In all, I wouldn’t want to live like this all the time.”

There was some gentle staring from June.

“Oh?”

Dig nodded.

“It was harder, as a boy. About three times, really. That’s a cumulative effect. Only, at least looking like this, even strangers aren’t holding me accountable for my actions. It’s not even subtle, really. I didn't get it before, but that’s the real sexism of our culture, isn’t it? Not that women are actually kept down or that things are harder for them. They don’t have to work twice as hard for half as much. It’s that things are made so easy that they’re never going to be forced to get ready for anything difficult.”

Liberty glared at the girl for the first time, but Hannah got the idea.

“It’s probably less than that. You’re coming into this as a perfect ten, and that’s going to skew things a lot for you. If you looked like me, well, a lot of that stuff will really still happen. I’m so used to it that I bet it would be a shock if it suddenly went away. You should try this for a week and then do it again, as both an average looking girl, and unattractive one, and run through it on the guy side, as well.”

She wasn’t ordering that done, but after a moment, June started to nod.

“Agreed. That’s a pretty different set of experiences. Are you up to writing that up, do you think? I want a full report on it. If you’re in college now, or have that level of training, I expect it to be good, not a paragraph per week. Collect data, incidents that happen and so forth? We can also get you some better clothing for that. You look like a teen girl from the eighties, as far as that goes, for the moment.”

It was kind of an interesting idea, Hannah had to admit. Still, she didn't expect Diggy to want to do the work. School hadn’t really been her thing.

“That...” She nodded then, and smiled. “It’s also harder to simply go into confrontation, even knowing that I probably won’t be hit or yelled at for doing almost anything. That might be biological? Anyway, yes, I’ll try that out, if Logan is willing to help out with it? There’s no real reason for him to do that kind of thing.”

Which was someone else to chat with about things. His new powers weren’t that good in a fight, but a lot of people wanted to make appointments with him. Even her old socialite friends were hedging over toward the man, drifting his way, while pretending not to. Part of that was down to the fact that he’d made himself look incredible, of course. Square jawed, six-four and if not vastly muscled, he’d dropped his body fat to a level that practically screamed of fitness. Currently he had just a hint of stubble, too.

Glancing across the room at the man, Diggy nodded.

“Oh, yeah, that... I mean, WTF, right? I actually want to have his babies. That’s an actual feeling, I mean. As a guy, I didn’t have that at all. Kids are annoying and loud. Now I look over at him and my entire thought process is shifting into something alien.”

The words got Hannah to grin.

“I’ll admit he’s kind of having that impact on me, too. He asked me out last night, but I hadn’t really seen the whole picture like this. We might want to get him to tone that down, if we don’t want half the women in The Society fighting for him.”

There was a darker look from her grandmother then, which Hannah didn’t understand until she turned the look on Logan.

“He used powers to sway you, against your will?”

She frowned then, and really considered the idea, then grinned.

“You know... No. He asked, at a distance, and even at the time I knew that I’d be saying yes, even if he looked like his old self. I like hot guys, but that doesn’t mean I’m that shallow or anything. He’s actual dating material, or is if he isn’t being put on the bottom of the deck constantly.”

It was probably too hard to explain to anyone who didn’t live in her head, but Liberty relaxed a lot, very suddenly.

“Oh. Okay then. That’s fine. As long as he isn’t forcing people to do anything. I agree, we need to get him to pull it back a notch.” She tilted her head. “Or not? This could be one of those situations where we actually don’t have a right to tell him what to do with his powers. He did fine on his real job yesterday and helped people with their looks at the same time. A lot of that was subtle, too.”

Hannah slapped Diggy on the shoulder, which was more of a one-handed hug. Girls and women really were treated differently, that way at least. Then, instead of walking over to Logan first thing, she kept running through people, in order of age. Meaning she had Reese next.

When she got to him, waving him away from the clutch of people, a group that had Don, Molly and Kevin in it, as well as Rebekah and of all people Verthala, he actually jogged over to her.

“So, Reese. How are you doing? Give me everything.” She made a gesture, indicating he needed to follow her out of earshot of the other people there. He did it, seeming a bit strained, for some reason.

Finally, he stopped, at the far edge of the track, most of the others hanging out in the middle. He was in jeans and a t-shirt that day, which were old, and faded, but also clean and well cared for.

Glancing around, he spoke in a low tone.

“We’ve been being hit with time travelers, I think. Over the last few days. I can’t really track them or anything, but I can feel them moving. Like bubbles in a stream of water. I can’t tell much about them, but these are, mainly, people going backward in time. I probably should have reported it sooner, but that’s literally all I have on it. That it’s movement and I think it might be people. I can’t prove that at all. It could be my imagination. I don’t really know how to use my powers that well, so far. I can slow things down and speed them up, by about ten times, which is sort of cool, I guess?”

“Very cool. Also, I can confirm that there are people doing that.” She paused, then looked away. “One of them at least is you, from the future. Maybe an alternate one? Just so you aren’t shocked if you show up later? If that happens, have Alistair or Aliza check him out, first thing. It would be too easy to fake that and throw us all off. We’re in the time of paranoia now.”

The words were, clearly, considered. Then, there was a glance at the rest of the room.

“I’d go after some of the others first, if I was going to do that kind of thing. As a shape shifter or someone like that? Probably...” He glanced at the room, and tilted his head a bit. “You know, out of this crowd, I’d go for one of the women. Kara or Molly? Maybe Cynthia. Hit them with a line that hinted at us being together in the future? That they had to keep that secret, and all that, since the younger me couldn’t know about it, yet?”

Which, to be honest, sounded familiar to her. She didn't nod, since Reese was so smart he’d work that part out, if he hadn’t already. Then, it might be what he’d have said if it was real, too. Rather, he might avoid saying it and let her think it, anyway.

“I’ll put out feelers on that.” She didn’t look around, but barely let her mouth move, facing away from everyone else. “Have you managed to work into the new group yet? The Operators?”

He grinned.

“Is that what we’re calling them? That’s not bad, actually. So far, I have Kelsey convinced that I want to have sex with her, and she’s trying to act like I might make a good little brother, while eating the attention up. At least I think so. She’s clearly not taking me seriously, but not trying to get rid of me, either. I set up a date with her and Portia later, in VR. To work on shooting games?”

That was better than she would have managed, if it had been her at sixteen. Probably, at least.

“Good. Offer to help them move and act a little desperate. They’ll marginalize you but won’t suspect anything other than that you want to get some. If it comes to that... Well, don’t actually do it, even if Kelsey is looking pretty hot right now. You’re a bit young for her and if she starts to honestly feel guilty, she might drive you out of her orbit.”

It was a serious enough point, she figured.

Reese snorted.

“So, I need to friendzone myself?”

“Exactly. Also see if you can strike up a friendship with Logan. He’s... I think he’s actually all right. He’s with the others a lot, so far, so that will be an in. Actually, see if you can get his help, moving closer to Kelsey? He might not do that, but...”

The words seemed to be sensible to the kid in front of her. Until he shook his head, rather firmly.

“That... Probably not? The friendship part will be hard enough. No one wants a little kid actually hanging around all the time. We’re annoying.”

Not that Reese Kant was one of those or hard to put up with, but she understood that other people might see him differently than that. At least until they knew him.

“Use your best discretion on it. Keep me informed if anything changes or you find anything out.”

Then, patting his arm again, she winked.

“So, how are you feeling? Are we working you too hard? We’ve been keeping everyone busy, more or less.”

There was a lazy seeming movement of the shoulders then.

“I’m good? I keep having nightmares about Devya and Kate holding me down and cutting my skin off, but other than that, I’m not doing bad. That part... I mean, I know that they aren’t her, Sendra even if they look the same. If it was, then, even in a dream, I’d just kill her. With those two, I keep holding back, asking why, instead. It’s hard. I know that either of them would jump in front of a bullet for me. Literally. At the same time, my brain keeps flashing back to other things and... It’s confusing.”

Tightening up, not knowing what to do about that sort of thing, she nodded.

“Have you talked to Neary about that?”

There was a furrowed brow.

“No? I... To see if he can remove that kind of thing? I can’t see that it’s really helping me in any way, so... I’ll do that. Next time he’s around. He left for Ryhh last night, since we have that group of visitors over there right now. There are no real problems, but it’s kind of a large thing there, and even if it’s different, he’s gone from an obscure computer programmer to being sort of famous in the last four months or so. You didn't hear it from me, but I think he’s sort of liking it.”

That could be important to know. Also a good thing, if it didn’t go to the man’s head.

She patted the guy again, if only on the shoulder, wondering if that was too familiar. Then she moved from one person to another, ending up with Verthala, having hit Candice first.

“Hey girl! What’s up?”

Ver looked a bit bored, until she turned to look at Hannah and smiled, almost shyly.

“This stuff we’re doing is weird. I get it, since we have to protect ourselves now, and I’m probably getting into shape. Like, my legs are killing me? So, um... I sort of went out with Kevin the other day?”

That was supposed to have happened at least.

“Yeah? How did that go?”

She actually bit her lip, then leaned in.

“He’s incredible. I thought, you know, not so great looking, but what the hell, right? He kind of has a bad boy on the right side of the line thing going on and that’s not horrible. He was really nice, and, you know, eighteen, so we did some stuff? Then he actually called me back the next day. Not too eager or anything, just right. Checking in and making plans for Friday. Then, after that, he changed his look. So, he’s burning up now! This could be something big. He’s young... I feel gross about that part.”

Which was a thing Hannah understood. Still, she’d spoken to Kevin and had to agree, his new look was working for him. Better than what Logan had going on, because he actually looked like himself, only minus about fifty pounds of fat. Making him tight and lean, suddenly.

His skin was smoother, too, and the hair had a better cut, but nothing else about him was that different. It worked for him, since, apparently, he’d always been that way, and only needed a little bit of a tweak. Still, he was an eight at most, not a perfect ten.

“That’s fun then. Still, remember, I like him better than I do you, at least when it comes to this training stuff, so if you hurt him, I’ll...” She paused, since saying she would kill was a bit too on the nose. If certain things were ever found out about Hannah, that could actually be taken as a real threat by the woman.

She was the kind to go over the top with things and produce a lot of drama in life.

“Well, let’s just say, if you do that, I’ll get Logan to turn you into a four.” That would only last a few months, so she could actually pull that one off.

There was a gasp as if the threat were real.

“You wouldn’t!”

“Probably not, but don’t test me on it?”

Hands waved in a colorful fashion, the well painted nails too long for most of what the woman was doing suddenly.

“Fine, fine... Still, I’m keeping this quiet for now? I don’t want to scare him off. He doesn’t have a lot of money or anything. Everything else, but that might not work, for a long-term thing?”

It seemed fast to be thinking of that, but she got it. Ver was almost exactly the same age that Hannah was and while her personal history of casual sex wasn’t in the same league, the woman had been with a few guys in her time. If she waited too long, then things would get harder for her. Unless she kept a Logan in her pocket. That wasn’t really needed at the moment, since she was great looking, but time would pass for her.

Hannah shrugged.

“Well, you know, nail that down and don’t be too worried if he has a few side chicks? If you want the best guys, you have to be willing to share. At least a little.” That wasn’t a rule anywhere, but the other woman rolled her eyes.

“I know. I didn’t get that before, really. That, you know, we aren’t special?” She looked around the room there. “I mean, okay, we, you and I, are, but as women we aren’t? I could walk over to, say, that Peter guy over there and offer to fuck him and it would work, but so could you, or the curly haired girl with the portals. Even Kara could probably pull that off, even being illegal, if she tried hard enough for a long enough time. We’re all pretty cool, but the truth is that men don’t think we’re as magical as we all pretend to ourselves. They just want a place to stick it without too much hassle.”

Wincing, fearing that the woman was at least partially right, she took a deep breath.

“Dark. Where is that coming from?”

She looked behind her, at Logan, for some reason, then at the rest of the people there.

“Him. His ability. It’s neat and fun, but just fixing some faces changes everything. Even at that, I’ve seen women that I know, who are probably threes, going around telling everyone that they know they’re incredible, because good looking men keep trying to hook up with them online. So, I looked some stuff up and... I don’t like it, but it’s the truth, isn’t it? We’re not special. Not just for being us. For being women.”

It wasn’t the way that Hannah had thought about it, but she’d never been that much in denial of how she really looked. Maybe a bit, but only that. So it wasn’t as huge of a crushing blow to her ego as it might have been. As it seemed it was to her friend.

Who was actually acting humble, as weird as that was.

“Maybe? I mean, I can see the basic idea there. Only, you’re not just a few holes and a pretty face. You never were. No one is, probably. Currently, you’re doing this, as well. You even have a superpower, if you want to be useful? I could get you in with a team if you want, on communications, so it won’t even be that dangerous. Then, well, doing that could change a lot for you, if you wanted to do it.” That there was a hard pass coming was almost certain, but instead of pretending work was beneath her, Verthala swallowed and closed her eyes.

“I could do that? I mean, how would that work? I just sit in an office and talk to people, passing messages and stuff?” She sounded a little vapid and clueless, but it was a good enough plan, really.

“Maybe? If you don’t need to be paid, you could work for a smaller organization, too. Get with the others here and see if you want to start a network that way. Maybe see if Molly wants in, on the transportation side of things? Or Cynthia?”

Her sister was starting to feel like she was being held back, just a little. Which was just true, of course.

“If you want to do that or something like it, you need to get up on weapons fast, and probably unarmed fighting as well. We’ve been working that a bit, but you’ve been phoning in a lot of it. That’s probably fine, if you just have to protect yourself from muggers, of course. Even just being in an office working with super types you need to be at a higher level. It may never come up, of course, but if it does, you have to be ready.”

Those words had a tongue stuck out at her, like a petulant child was in front of her. Followed by a smile that seemed almost... Normal. Like a real person.

“Okay. Should I take extra lessons?”

“Yeah. Get with Carl and Don on that? Daily practice? I’ll see if I can find a team that will be a good fit for you... Um...”

She looked around and held up her hands, walking toward the center of the big track.

“Kate? June? Carl and Don? Also, Ver, Candice, Doty, Lara and Rebekah? Terry, you and Molly, too?”

Most of the people didn’t come over at a run. June and Katherine did, as did Rebekah and the boys. The rest of them sauntered. It was about what Hannah would have suspected. When they got there, she looked at each of them, smiling.

“Verthala is putting together a communications network, for another team? Maybe all of them, eventually. Who that will be for first hasn’t been picked yet, so I was thinking that we’d get June to help with that? Maybe Lichen? I know that you’re really busy right now, Liberty.”

The woman went very still, then flashed into a brilliant smile, instead of yelling at her. She looked at Ver and nodded, rapidly.

“That’s a wonderful idea! We could coordinate with about fourteen different teams, if you don’t mind doing some travel at times? Most of them aren’t that busy, so it won’t be full time, and you can probably work from home? Not all the time, but we don’t really have emergency connections with all of them and we should, if possible.”

Rebekah looked interested in the idea.

“That could work? I’m rich for a living, off of my parent’s money, so don’t really need to work. I have a clothing line, but that runs itself, so, I’m in?”

There was more or less muttering from the others, though Molly looked a bit concerned.

“I’m doing telepathy now? I can, but...”

Hannah snorted.

“Nope. You’re going to be co-lead with whoever is in charge of this, so that we can move people around fast enough. On top of your other duties, so get with Cynthia, so you don’t burn out or end up working seven days a week. You both might need to, for a while, so be ready for that. Verthala also decided that you’re all learning to use weapons and fight, for real. Carl, she asked if I could sweet talk you and Don into helping them with that? Don can take the lead, for the daily practice, but he might be too soft and nice to them, so she wanted you for it, too.”

That hadn’t been spoken about but Verthala was a decent actress and knew enough to always back up her friends, even if she didn’t get the why or how of things at the moment.

“If that... I know that you both are really busy, but we’ve all been... Well, we didn’t have a reason to really try before, did we? Now we do. Or might.”

Interestingly, Doty snorted into a full-on geek laugh and let her eyes close.

“At least I’m sober now. Even harder training though, I kind of thought what we’re doing was sort of intense already, to be honest.”

The tall man, seeming ready for the whole thing to backfire on him, personally, smiled. It looked nearly real, to Hannah. It wasn’t even a sneer, at all.

“This is, for beginners. We won’t throw you into advanced training, right off. You get to adapt to it, slowly, over time. Still, skills, like knife, gun and stick work can be learned a lot faster than your body will adapt to this kind of exercise. We’ll hit that each day, using a combination of VR and real work. Terry, you can get them set up with systems? How long will that take?”

The other short girl, who still had a full inch on Hannah, if not two, waved a bit. Thinking with her hands.

“If we use systems out of the box? We have ten of them at the shop right now, that aren’t marked for anyone, or weren’t when I left yesterday. If I can get transportation, I can do that in, call it an hour and a half for each? As long as you all have internet?”

They did, and Molly lifted her chin, smiling.

“I’ll help you move that all around?”

Carl glared at the girl, suddenly

“You’ll do that and act as her assistant? We should all learn this stuff, if we don’t know how, yet.”

Molly smiled at the man and sighed.

“Sure, I can lift and carry things at least, and plug things in? That’s about all I have as far as knowledge on the tech side of things, personally.”

June smiled then, sweetly.

“For my part, I’ll see how we’re setting this up. This is wonderful. I knew that you’d all step up, but I honestly didn't think it was going to be this soon. Hannah, may I have a word with you?”

She grinned, and nodded, readying her defense on the matter, which was basically claiming that it had really been Verthala’s idea, the whole time. That wasn’t the truth, but she got that her personality had tended toward giving orders for the last few days. Even before that. She didn’t love that kind of thing, but it was kind of working, so far.

When June spoke, her words were very different than Hannah expected.

The woman leaned in and whispered.

“We need you for a search and rescue operation, in Montana. This is coming from the National Parks Service? I have the coordinates that you’ll need to get to the local office, where they have the name and pictures that you’ll require. If you’ll do that?”

There was a nod. She wasn’t happy that she was leaving before her VR practice, but it sounded important.

“Where?”

The data was passed then, from Aliza, who didn’t have the location she needed to travel to, but had a connection to the man in charge, which she passed over. Then Hannah found him, and teleported across the country to the correct fellow.

He was a bit different than she would have imagined, and not, at the same time. The fellow was standing outside, near a wooden picnic table, with maps on it, as dozens of people were walking around. One of them moved up to her, at a quick walk, and handed her a bottle of water.

“Stay hydrated? Are you on the search crew going out?”

She walked and spoke at the same time, getting the attention of the man in charge. He was about fifty and looked Japanese. Fit, too. Cute in his brown hat and dorky ranger outfit.

“I was asked to find and retrieve the lost person? I need their name.”

The man seemed baffled, but didn’t really hesitate to share what she needed.

“Dylan Baily. Caucasian male, twenty-one years old. We have a picture.” That was scrambled for, but she shut her eyes, having enough already. Finding the man wasn’t hard, but the location meant nothing. He was, shock, hidden in some rocks, in an open area. Also, shivering, even if it was already starting to become pleasant for the day. It had probably gotten cold, overnight.

He was, cleverly enough, wrapped in a bright red poncho. There were people in view, she thought, if he could be gotten to stand up. Instead of trying that, she focused on him and slowly pulled him from his position, teleporting him to a spot on the ground.

There was a gasp, from the people around them, when the pop came. The guy had short brown hair, and dark eyes, with tan skin. That seemed to be from being outdoors a lot, she decided. Noh, the Ranger in charge, called out.

“I need medical over here! We found him!” There was some carrying on then.

Hannah nodded to the man, then left. After all, her job was, for that moment, done.
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Chapter twenty-two
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“So, that was a mistake.”

On occasion, about three times a day, Hannah really hated being herself. Not for the obvious reasons, such as having too much money or even her wealth, size and gender making her a target on a level that most people probably thought sounded fake. No, it was, at least in this case, her own voice that set her off.

It had come out sounding high pitched, and just a bit like a cartoon character in the moment, when she was trying to produce a true, nearly sinister grumble. Not that there was anyone listening to her. At the same time, at about eleven-thirty, she managed to find two minutes to run to the restroom. She had managed to shower earlier and even eaten some toast with peanut butter on it.

That magical spread wasn’t a thing that she’d grown up with, in particular. She’d had it, but mainly in the last six months of her life or so. It was on her diet program, since it was calorie dense. Not pleasant, since it had tried to stick in her throat, but she’d gotten it down, which was what counted. Between being asked to travel all over the United States and once into Europe, on various tasks.

Not all of them were for things that she considered worthy of her time, either. Twice she’d been asked to take people to meetings. True, important individuals, who had real deadlines, but also people who could have telecommuted. Only, of course, she knew that one was out of the picture on a lot of levels. Taking a man into the heart of Moscow, to a place that wasn’t even a government building at all, just a large house, for a clandestine meeting between spooks seemed kind of off to her, however.

She also located people. After the second one she stopped asking why she was doing it, even. Which meant half of the men, and almost all of the people she’d seen were male, had given her strange looks when she asked if they wanted the target in a cage, a cleared area, or inside the ground. One of them took her up on the last option, even.

The old man who had done that provided a specific, but safe, landing zone, and did want the head left for identification. The person hadn’t been superhuman as far as she could tell, so he was going to have to be identified using DNA.

It didn’t sound like a lot, but between getting the lost hiker and the last movement, which was taking a box from what seemed like one warehouse, to a base that felt like it was underground to her, Hannah had done seventeen different missions. Probably while breaking about thirty-four different laws. A few of them major.

Instead of getting to go back home then, she was called, by Portia, into the dining room at The Society. She felt a bit annoyed, overworked and kind of bitchy, but didn’t let any of that show on her face when she saw the set up. There, clearly to eat, were June, Carl, Stan and Vidya. There were six places, however, and Port walked pushing a silver cart, that was loaded down with prepared plates of food.

“Here we go!” The pink haired woman smiled, and rather professionally handed out what everyone was having. Including Hannah’s even if she hadn’t been there to order anything. Then, it wasn’t what she would have picked, so it seemed like Portia was doing her job.

What landed in front of her looked...

Fine, actually. Like too much food, and it was a load of pasta with a cream sauce, a small salad and bread that had the butter soaked into it, but she got the idea. It wasn’t the diet plate. Well, it was for her. The portions were large, but a good bit smaller than what anyone else had. Stan actually had a medium sized serving platter, heaped with what seemed like roast beef, and just a tiny bit of greenery and bread, for instance. That was way more food.

The others had a combination of things, but again, physically more than she did.

Including Port, who, a bit nervously, settled into the chair next to Carl. No one prayed, thankfully, since that kind of thing always felt awkward if you didn't know it was coming. Plus, like it was too much for lunch. God was only interested in hearing from you right before dinner, obviously. Mainly on holidays.

Instead of going directly into work related things, June smiled at Port.

“This is lovely. Thank you, Portia.”

Carl smiled. It was kind seeming. Not just for him, either. Just... Nice.

“I agree, this smells delicious. Thanks.”

The rest of them said something similar, so Hannah did it as well, even if to her it felt a bit pointed. Then, Carl had assigned a job done, and she really did need to eat more than she had been for a long while. Possibly, more than ever. Her workload and amount of exercise had gone up, after all. So she tucked in, not speaking as everyone else started to eat, themselves. Faster than she was managing it. Probably because everyone else there needed to eat a whole lot more than she did each day, just to survive. Stan was so large, being over eight feet tall, and so muscular that he probably burned off more energy just breathing than Hannah required for a full out sprint over the same amount of time.

Even if she was youthful seeming, June spoke first, after taking in half her very well filled plate of food. When she spoke, her gaze was on Portia, for some reason.

“I heard that your friend Logan asked Hannah out?”

The pink haired girl looked at the open door of the room, turning half around, and then smiled, just a bit.

“Yeah. He mentioned that to me. I guess she shot him down pretty hard?”

Hannah made a face then and shook her head.

“Um, no? I was a bit weird sounding, sure, but if you ask me out when I’m in a trance, that’s what you get. I said understood and confirmed. Does that sound like a rejection? I couldn’t do a lot more, since I was... On mission, at the time.”

Her plan was to not say more than that, but June, apparently, didn’t really care about keeping the High Command’s secrets that day. Not from her own people, at least. So, after taking a bite, she nodded.

“I was briefed on that earlier. Hannah and Don helped take down Unlimited. They were... Well, it was the usual things. Child abuse, murder, dark magic. It’s not a thing anyone loves, but we lose part or all of various teams that way, about once every ten or twenty years. If they’re committing other crimes, theft or rape... Well, then we tend to handle things other ways. Break the group up and only remove the worst offenders.” She glanced at Port and took a deep breath. “That... By remove I mean kill. You’ll need to know that. Being in this world, even in a support capacity, isn’t always as clear and clean as we want the public to think it is. That’s why this latest event won’t be in the papers. Online, either.”

There was a slightly somber look from Port, who didn’t seem scared by the revelation. The rest of the people seemed more or less the same that way. Relaxed, and as if it might be a nearly normal conversation piece.

Changing the topic, June grinned. Each of them got in on it.

“The new program is going well, isn’t it? I was on with the President earlier, using the new system you developed, Hannah. He loves it, and is wondering if we can expand it? I mentioned that right now, in order to get in on it, whoever he wanted to be included will have to get past a deep background check and help out with The Trainees. He wasn’t that keen on that part. Either of them, to be honest. Still, those are the rules and this is a bit too serious a matter for the President to come in and bungle things.”

She grinned.

“He didn’t love hearing that part, either. We had a bit of an argument, after that. Then he agreed that we’re doing it your way, Hannah. Not my way, notice? That was him trying to steal power from me, as if I was claiming to be in charge of this part of things. On the good side, he knows two of the new girls we have in for this, if only loosely. Lara and Rebekah? So, we can have them work out of the White House in emergency situations without bothering him too much.”

That seemed about right, so she nodded as a large bite of cream sauce covered noodles made it to her mouth. The bite wasn’t too much, really, but enough that she wasn’t speaking for a while. Carl looked at her anyway, and had a thoughtful expression on his face. It was so different that, even chewing, she smiled back.

When he spoke, it wasn’t that great to hear, as a new topic element.

“H. You know Brian Warburton, right? He’s in tight with the current President, I think. A big contributor. So is Alex. You could give one of them this power, and let them do the work, right? Brian would be better, not being a former criminal or anything. The optics are better on that one.”

There was a nodding from her then, with no attempt at speaking for a while, until the bite was finished. June was looking at her as if it might be a viable option. Which, of course, it could be. She’d rarely cut ex’s off totally, unless they wanted it that way. Then, most of them were one-night stands and knew it, so never bothered to call again, unless they were going for an emergency hookup.

“Brian and I broke up. Last night. It wasn’t that serious, at least. It just... yeah.” She didn't really want to go into the whole thing, of course. “Which doesn’t mean we can’t get him into the program if we have a need for it. He’s kind of busy, most days.”

Carl winced, which she figured was about him having brought up a potentially sore subject. Portia did too, but seemed more concerned about it than anything else.

June, for her part, didn’t seem to care at all. Vidya just ate, as did Stan.

It was her grandmother who spoke then, after a long, nearly uncomfortable, silence.

“Warburton... He’s Chiropter?”

Those words had Portia suddenly choking on her bread, and gasping a bit.

“What? You were dating Chiropter? I thought he was gay? Is that why he broke up with you?”

Not really wanting to go into the whole thing, she sighed. After all, it was kind of clear that, after the first flirtations, the situation with Port had changed pretty hard and fast. She’d been on the way to the bedroom at least, if not something more intense and long lasting than that, only to have had her legs kicked out from under her by the girl’s roommates, that very night. They hadn’t even discussed the idea that there had been a decision for all of them to date. 

All of the others. Not her.

No one had screamed openly that Logan had asked her out. Even if... It was kind of off that the man had thought her saying confirmed was her telling him no. It didn’t mean that at all. Low self-esteem might be part of the reasoning there of course. Really, it could even be the opposite. The man had gone from a sturdy and slightly grungy two or three, to a top line ten in looks, inside a day. He could also get women, or even men, hooked up to look like his ideal woman, or man, at the same time.

The guy might have just figured out that dating wasn’t going to be needed for him any longer. He didn’t have to fight to lock a woman down, he could just go to any person he liked, who was willing and bring their prospects up to any level they wanted. That might not get him a long-term romance instantly, but the fact that it had to be redone every few months and only he could do it...

Well, the truth was that about half the human race would be willing to do almost anything he wanted in bed, once they found out about it.

It was part of why Hannah had arranged things the way she had for him. Not that he was supposed to suddenly not pay attention to her like that. That would be rude. Understandable though, from a certain perspective. After a moment she got the idea. She’d spoken, to the room. Which normal telepathy would pick up, but the new ability set didn’t.

So, he’d asked her out, then heard utter silence from her on his end. She didn’t mention that to the room, since it was kind of bad on her part.

Shaking herself slightly, realizing she’d just been spoken too, Hannah rolled her eyes a bit.

“No. He’s straight, it’s just...” She didn't want to say the words, but did it anyway. The weak lied. The strong didn't have to. She did it, a lot, herself still, but the truth was that lying for petty reasons, like protecting her reputation with people who probably already either knew or could figure it all out, was stupid.

Still, it sounded really bad.

“Um. Well, it’s that I used to be a hard-core party girl. So, you know, I’ve been with a lot of people. Brian had my background looked into and his person worked that part out. I wasn’t subtle, so it wouldn’t be that hard.”

Portia, for one of the first times since Hannah had known her, flashed into a real seeming anger.

“He dropped you because you’ve had sex with other people? That’s...”

Hunching over, feeling smaller than she actually was, she stopped that conversation. It was a normal one that girlfriends had after a breakup. They reassured each other that they weren’t sluts and that being with a few men, or even women, just meant that they were fun. Interesting. That they lived life to the fullest. Only, she was nearly positive that Brian hadn’t been put off by her having been with ten or so guys. Even if the math he’d been given was different than her own.

“Ah... No. Look, I worked this out last night and... Um, it was a lot of people. There was a long time where I pretty much didn’t say no to anyone and was out actively finding people. It was broken behavior, but...” She grimaced, not wanting everyone there to think less of her. She said the words anyway, for the first time, out loud. “I think... It might have been more than a thousand different people. I didn’t work the math out until after I got off the phone with him, but it isn’t just one or two.”

No one spoke for a long while.

When they did, it was Stan, who seemed a bit pissed.

“And still you got me hooked up with someone else when we first met?”

She smiled at him and nodded, then.

“I did! I’m still pretty sure that having sex with you would physically damage me. That was just a size thing, or we’d probably be dating right now.” She meant it, but Vidya, the man’s girlfriend, snorted.

She didn’t seem upset at all by the statement.

“Plus, you’d known her for what, four hours, when she got you hooked up with me? That isn’t the same as rejection.”

Hannah, her fork on the side of her plate, pointed up at the giant man.

“Exactly. Plus, I mean, you apparently dodged a bullet there, right? I’d known it was a lot, but... Well, in the last year it’s been like...” She counted, and it only took one hand. “Three, no, four people. There was a threesome in there. Which, I mean, that’s not so bad. It feels like I’m alone constantly to me, since, you know, clearly my trust issues aren’t letting me have a real relationship. On the good side, I can’t be blackmailed that way, either.” If someone tried, she’d just put her numbers up online and go on with her life.

Either way she doubted that anyone, man or woman, would want her, knowing what she’d done that way. Even if they weren’t into slut shaming, that was way too much. It had, even to her own mind, crossed from shaming into the idea that she might actually be unclean, somehow.

A thing that wasn’t physically true, at least. She’d never gotten a sexual disease of any sort, for instance. Also, she’d healed everything, using magic, so if anything had hidden in her body, waiting to get her later, it had already been defeated. So she was clean, biologically.

She waited for the others there to judge her then.

Oddly, June simply grinned.

“I’ve had more men and woman than that.”

That the slightly prim seeming woman might have ever been with a lady got Hannah to blink, but she did smile back.

“Oh, sure, but you’re what, ten thousand years old? One person every ten years on average isn’t that many at all.”

Working on her plate again, the blonde woman winked.

“Rude, asking a woman’s age. Still... I’m not really certain, to be honest. I know that I was the first blonde person. Anyone with blue eyes or blonde hair is related to me, directly. At hundreds of removes for most of them, so I’m not actually any more related to most of you than you are to each other, but that’s where it came from.”

Carl, who did have light eyes, but not blue, starred at her a bit.

“Seriously? That means you’d have to be close to... What... like Hannah said, ten thousand years old or so? That’s not just a minute, is it?”

Everyone was looking at June then.

“Not so much. That was... I only vaguely recall it, to be honest. I know I was there and alive for a long time, but even the big traumas have faded from my mind. I can reliably recall a few hundred years back or so, but that’s all. The rest is... Well, do you remember being two clearly?”

Stan gave a nod, as did Vidya, but the rest didn’t. Hannah certainly couldn’t for her part. The first thing she recalled was going on a plane ride, when she must have been about four or so.

The giant man spoke.

“I have a few things from back then, but it’s hazy and doesn’t make a lot of sense. Giants everywhere, talking to me. I understood it, but when I spoke back, they didn’t seem to get what I was putting out.”

Liberty, who was in her work costume, nodded.

“Most of my life is like that. Plus, when I tell people about it, they tend to get worked up. Still, I’ve been with some people in my time. The truth is, I don’t bring it up and if someone else does, I just say that I have a past, like anyone else. You could try that, Hannah?”

Vidya nodded.

“That should work, really. Even this guy, Brian, wouldn’t have known about that really, if he hadn’t had you investigated. Most people won’t really do that. He’s a billionaire, right? Plus, a lot of men, or even women, won’t really care that much. Not if you’re doing the rest of a relationship right.”

Which, she knew, wasn’t in the cards anytime soon.

“I was thinking I’d see about going in for therapy. Does The Society have someone for that? I mean, I know too many things and am too weird now, to trust any of my old shrinks. They’d probably have me committed on the first day.”

Oddly, Stan was the one who nodded.

“Kapinski. He’s a good guy. Smart and he won’t rat you out on little things. I mean, if you’re going on a super-powered killing spree, sure, but not things like sex, drugs or taking an extra slice of pie at dinner.”

Instead of everyone going silent, June did something, which Hannah realized was probably using the new telepathy system. Then spoke almost instantly.

“You have an appointment with him on the fourth floor, at one. It’s... Twelve-twenty, now.”

That was fast, and she felt almost betrayed by the speed of it, not feeling ready at all. Then, not wanting to be a wimp, she nodded.

“I’ll do that. I just go down and start yelling until he comes out?”

Carl rolled his eyes, but gave her a sympathetic look.

“Or, you know, use your abilities to find him? You might even just read the signs, depending on how they have that set up down there.”

There was a bit of mumbling, since Vidya spoke, her mouth full. Covered with a hand, since she wasn’t a full heathen, but it wasn’t exactly polite, either.

“There are signs and arrows on the floor. It’s very efficient.”

Her accent, which was Indian, if slightly different than that, having been raised by a crazy doctor and some animal men, was adorable, in the moment. Then, Vidya was, as well.

She didn't speak again, letting everyone else cover what they thought was important, feeling subdued and a bit shamed, even if not one of the people there had even made a face on hearing about how many bodies had been in her bed, or the back seat of a car. Also, bathrooms at various clubs had come up twenty or thirty times, of course.

Once on the top of the Empire State building. In a crowd. That had just been a handjob, since they’d needed to be discrete. Honestly, she hadn’t really counted things like that in her encounters with people. If that kind of thing was included...

She had to make herself not think about it. It was her past, and was fine. She was a good person. Just friendly, and willing to not be a prude. Over time that had added up, but that just meant she wasn’t mean, when it came to sex. She had an infinite amount of the stuff after all and being stingy with it caused problems in the world.

Hannah tried to tell herself that, as she helped clean up the plates, loading them and the glassware on the silver cart. Then she took it to the kitchen, Portia guiding her, and helped wash it all, loading the dishwasher. She had one at home, even if it was smaller than the one there by about three times.

After a while, having worked in silence, Port smiled at her.

“So, you weren’t rejecting Logan? He’s a good guy. A great one, really. I’m not into dudes, or I would have at least been sucking him off regularly, for the last year. Maybe more than that. We’re close. Don’t tell Kelsey, but we, Logan and I, he’s probably my best friend.”

Hannah didn't know what the girl was really saying to her, after the discussion in the other room. So, instead of letting it blow up into girl drama, which she could see happening super easily given her emotions of the moment, she smiled.

“Is that you telling me that I should at least hook up with him, since you can’t, or you warning me off, because you want someone better to be with him?” She winced, since her tone was a bit sharp and a little combative.

Also ignored.

Portia shrugged.

“Honestly? We, you know that we’re going out, right? All of us. That, it started the night we met. I should have told you, since, you know, we have some chemistry going on. The thing there is... They’re my friends and I can’t really blame them for wanting to get in on millions of dollars, can I? We were all so poor for so long. None of us come from even the middle class. Only, I guess I kind of did, only I didn’t at the same time. My mom would go on vacations and stuff a lot, but I’d kind of thought she just didn’t want to be around me. Like I was the problem? I didn't get that she was probably traveling with her latest boy toy or living in four-star resorts.” She stopped then. “Is that the highest for that kind of thing? See, I don’t even know that, which tells you something about how I was raised.” She kind of tensed then, and shrugged.

Then kept talking as she tapped the smooth silver counter over the dishwasher. That was already getting warm enough that they could feel it happening.

“So, you know, Peter and Kelsey tried to get me into bed, saying we should date. I added Logan to it, and... I couldn’t do much with him, you know? I jerked him off, for about half a minute. Kelsey had to do the rest for me. That... Even looking like he does now, I don’t think I can really do more than that. I should, but it just feels wrong.” She looked at the door of the room. “I was abused when I was a kid. Like, raped? A lot. My mother let her boyfriends do that, sometimes, to spice up their love life. It wasn’t even her trying to keep a man, she wasn’t going to have them around for that long. None of them could stand her for more than a few months.”

That wasn’t good news, of course. She didn’t say anything, including offering to have the woman killed. Doing it herself would make the most sense, given she could make her vanish, without a trace.

Port swallowed.

“So, I don’t really want to be in anything with a man. If I was going to do that, it would be with Logan. And, well, I like Kelsey and even Peter, but... I don’t want to be in a relationship with them. Either of them. Not as more than friends.” She closed her eyes. “I just don’t know what to do. I’ll give them money, if they want it, but... I don’t think I can do the rest of this.”

Tears were flowing, so Hannah moved in and hugged her.

“Oh? Well... Good!”

That had the girl opening her eyes, suddenly. Seeming shocked.

“It’s good? How?”

Hannah figured she was about to make things worse, but did it anyway. Not trying to control the situation or anything. Just being a friend. Hopefully the real kind.

“Well, you already locked down what was going on with Kelsey and Pete. She already told me about it, including the initial plan to use you for money. To her credit, she was out of that inside a day. Less than that. Logan wasn’t ever going to do that, he just wanted to get with both of you, so took his shot. Um, I actually read their minds, so knew about all of this really early on? In my defense, I have trust issues and wasn’t actually trying to pry at first, just get you all invited to the work out in time. I pick up what people are thinking when I use telepathy, so it’s different than what you can do now. Not better. I designed the new power that way on purpose. It should help to keep you all sane.” At least if they started out that way.

The girl straightened, then held Hannah by the arm. Not hard. Just like they were close.

“Okay. I mean, a bit of an invasion of privacy, but I can see how it might work that way. You, ah, didn’t mention Peter?”

Hannah nodded.

“That’s right. Tell me, newly rich girl, why didn't I mention him? You know the reason, already. You probably knew it before I did.” Which, if so, meant that Hannah had underestimated her new friend, by a lot.

After a moment, she nodded.

“He’s a user. Not drugs, though that’s in there, too. We didn’t have money for a lot that way, but he’d leave and come back high on occasion. Things would go missing and... I think that he might have been turning tricks sometimes. With men, to get drugs? He never even pretended to share with the rest of us, but it’s been a thing for a long time. He also never had money. I mean, I worked constantly and so did Logan, but Kelsey spent most of what she had on him, getting him nice things, to keep him happy. I figured when they wanted me to be with them, suddenly like that, it meant that they were trying to get me to take care of them. It was mainly Pete, wasn’t it?”

Hannah didn’t nod or move for a moment.

Finally, she sighed.

“That’s my take on things. Only, when the others backed out, when he was making a quarter million a year suddenly, he didn’t. He’s still planning to use you, or even steal from you outright.”

Leaving the question, what were they going to do about it.
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Chapter twenty-three


[image: image]


Kapinski, on the fourth floor, had a medium sized office, that had a lot of knickknacks in it, as well as pictures on the walls. One of them was of him, standing next to Liberty, from so far back that the man was young, and the girl next to him looked... exactly the same. They weren’t holding hands, just standing with a few other people, most of whom wore suits.

The man himself had wonderfully bushy eyebrows, a thick, full head of hair like a gray lion’s mane and a thin body that was a bit hunched over seeming. If he was under seventy, Hannah would have been surprised. His eyes were lively though and he smiled at her, as if they might have been old friends.

She was already sitting, and the man had a yellow legal pad in his lap, as well as a pen.

“So, Hannah... You’ve come here for a reason. Why not tell me why that is?”

She hissed a bit, smiling as she did it, sitting almost directly across from the man. She’d been in enough therapy to understand that being brutally honest about herself would speed things up a lot. So would taking responsibility and simply fixing things that were an issue.

If she could. Sometimes life didn’t work that way, and you just had to accept it and move forward anyway.

“Let me work backward on this? It’s... Well, a long story. First, yesterday, one of my casual booty calls, I have two, broke up with me. My body count... I did the math yesterday and have been with, really if we count everything, it’s going to be about fifteen hundred different people, if we count doing anything sexual with them. Nearly a thousand or more for regular sex. Only three or four in the last year, but before that, I was pretty much down to fuck, suck or jerk anyone who stood still long enough and was even halfway cute. Brian found out, and couldn’t handle it. Which... I understand that. I wasn’t taking it serious anyway, and he’s always working, so even outside of that, it wasn’t going to last.”

The man nodded.

“I have that down... Now. Please go on?”

She grinned.

“Right, so, my past is back to bite me, and I have to own that and do. But the real issue isn’t just that I like sex. Which, I mean, I do, don’t get me wrong. It’s that I haven’t been forming real relationships, outside of a few friendships, because I’m too afraid to trust anyone. Almost anyone. I... I have superpowers? That, I guess I was born with them, and it’s a family thing, but I hadn’t known that, so I’d thought that I’d learned how to do something anyone could, before my father mentioned that the other day. That came as a bit of a shock. There’s...”

She looked at the man and shrugged her shoulders.

“There’s some stuff in this that I should be telling you, but I actually can’t, because it’s classified. By me, not the government, but I’m not wrong on that and it isn’t about making me look better. Not this time.”

A note was made then.

“I understand. It can come up, working here. Cover what you can?”

She was silent for a moment, but smiled a little, and sat up straighter, not wanting to lie but also not certain what she could say just then. She nearly had Al read him, then did. The reply came back after she spoke again for a while.

~He’s clear. At least for the stuff going on now. He’s been involved in a lot of insider trading, using secrets that people there gave him, over the decades.~

A thing Hannah didn’t care about at all. Most wealthy people did that. Only the poor or those who were too annoying were ever arrested for it.

“Sorry, so, I’ve been doing, not superhero things, really, only... That’s a lie. I keep telling myself that I’m just doing support functions, but I’ve been killing people for the government. I’ve done it today. Legal things, but I keep claiming, to myself and everyone else that I’m not doing that kind of thing. I even gave up my special code name. Only, I’m not actually just getting coffee and answering the phones, am I?”

The man didn’t answer her, which made sense. He couldn’t possibly know enough yet to make a judgement and might be one of the types that didn’t do that at all. Who helped by being there to listen, and allow the client to realize where they’ve been fucking up their own lives.

She smiled, but not too much.

“It, that part, started about a year ago. I was pulled from a limo, half drunk, with three super types trying to kidnap me. I thought that was the plan. I’ve been kidnapped five times in my life. Not... They weren’t just Mom trying to get custody or anything. At the time I tried to fight. I’m not big, but thankfully I did enough and was saved by Wisp. Um...”

Swallowing, she closed her eyes.

“I didn’t know it back then, but my best friend in the whole world, Kate, is actually Wisp. She pretended to be a man for that part of her life? Anyway, she, well, he, Wisp, got me some training with other people and I’ve tried not to be a victim, since then. Which... I’ve been stupid about it, more than once. Pushing into things that could have gotten me killed, so that I wouldn’t be seen as weak. To myself, mainly.”

The old fellow nodded, slowly. He looked like he should have had a pipe, even if nothing like that was visible in the moment.

“You mentioned kidnappings?”

“Yeah. A lot of them. I didn’t know why. It was a variety of things, starting with the head maid at my dad’s place, Maritha. My childhood home. She and her family took me, when I was sixteen. I knew better than to go with people, but she’d practically been my mother for years at the point. She called me outside, to show me something, and her son-in-law and a few friends of his jumped out of a car and shoved me in the trunk. Just right there, at my own home. Then, well, the men threatened to rape me. I was beaten into unconsciousness and...”

It wasn’t a thing she loved to recall, of course.

“I... I’ve never talked about this, but one of the men... I’m pretty sure that I was raped. I know it. More than once. He kept hitting me and... I did what he wanted. I’ve blocked it out, mainly. It wasn’t part of the trial. I was too afraid to tell anyone about it. No one found out. They probably suspected, but I didn’t say anything about it. He’s still alive and in prison.”

That part hit her then. Hard. The memories came flooding back. The blood in her mouth, the powerful blows. The choking she felt as he drove into her throat and then, later, the burning as he fucked her over and over again. Only the one man had done it. She thought.

It had been dark in that little room.

“Finally, some mercenaries found me and got me back. I think that they were going to kill me. That. It was horrible, but what keeps coming back at me is that Maritha was part of it. She’s going up for parole soon. She might even be out, since the Black Soda thing. A lot of prisoners were released, since too many guards died in that event.”

For all she knew, the men were free as well. She hadn’t checked. She needed to. After all, if they were out, they might think it was time to come for her and finish things. Blaming her for their crimes. If so... Well, she shook a bit, in honest fear over the idea.

They were just men. Not even tough or good fighters, unless they’d had to become that while inside. Even if they were, she was better. She could kill them, before they hurt anyone else, and no one would ever know. A thing that, thinking about it then, she didn’t let show on her face. It was her plan though. If any of them were coming for her, or anyone else, if they hadn’t fixed themselves, then she was going to make them vanish.

Even if it was illegal.

“Sorry. So, I found this out about eleven months ago, but part of the other kidnappings were done to control my brother, Nate. A criminal had captured him and told him he had to kill for him and do other things, or I’d be raped and killed. So, whenever he seemed like he was going to just leave or kill the man, I was taken, to show it could be done. It isn’t my story, but Nate, he was made to do a lot of things, to save me. He’s never mentioned most of it, but I know a really good telepath, and he told me, since he might have some issues, going forward. He was raped, a lot, having to do things to show he was a good slave. He had to kill people and I think, eat them. He was forced to rape them, too, and do other things. Torture and that kind of stuff. To keep me alive. Then, when I was twenty, the man, Zero Six of the Kahn collective, had me buried in a piano crate and was going to let me die, using my younger sister, step-mom and dad as leverage instead.”

There was more scribbling and then a nod.

“There, caught up. Go on? If there’s more.”

“Oh, yeah, there really is. So, buried in a box... I was a few hours away from death when the police found me. They worked like madmen to get to me in time. I was five feet underground. A telepath had noticed me and called them, to save me. I didn’t know who that was, until about a year ago. The woman who did part of my initial training told me who it was on our first meeting. A boy who had been ten when he saved my life. Al.” She grinned.

After all, her drama filled excuse for a life had come right around to sting her on the soft parts on that one.

“His family was having some financial difficulties, and my family is... Well, not hurting that way. So I worked out a plan, that would let them make some extra money for their bakery. It’s honest and they’re really doing the work, so it wasn’t a handout. Anyway, superpowered telepath and me being who I am, I Started a training program for kids, right? So he’s in that. He’s staying with me for the summer. Before you ask, yes, he’s hot, yes, he’s legal and no, we haven’t done anything. He’s dating my sister, Cynthia. They’re the same age.”

When the man glanced up, she looked away.

“So, to the hard part? About two weeks ago, his parents were kidnapped. There was a training thing out in the woods, and he was on it, but a voice told him about it and he checked to make certain it was true. He had to mess with people’s minds, or they’d be killed. That was legit. We got them back. Only, he was supposed to target Liberty, to mess with her, but did that by mainly warping what I was seeing and hearing. I kind of lost the plot for a few weeks and I’m still struggling that way. He said that he picked me, because he needed someone to buy time, who would forgive him for it, later. I still haven’t totally. I will, eventually, of course. He wasn’t... I mean, would I have done any different, if it was me? No. I would have kept my family and their workers alive, too. Even if it meant screwing with a friend like that.”

The old man put the pad down, and help up a finger.

“One moment...” He wrote and tapped, and covered things, for several minutes, then looked up.

“This one is actually very difficult, Hannah. You’ve been betrayed, dozens of times, and by people who should have had your trust, by all logic or reason. This has impacted you and I think, as you seem to have been letting me know, that it does explain your previous promiscuity. Now you’re left with a lack of trust in people in romantic situations, even though that’s one area where you didn't speak of major issues. You have no problem meeting people, or being intimate, it’s the longer-term portions that are a problem? You’ve lost relationships because you told people you planned to go and find another sex partner that night, perhaps?”

She closed her eyes, tightly.

“Yes. A few times, even. I just said, hey, I’m going clubbing, and won’t be home if I meet someone. That didn't work too well, most of the time.” A few, but those relationships hadn’t been what she’d thought they were from the start.

“There weren’t many of them, since, I didn’t really let things develop to that stage, most of the time.”

The man tapped the pad.

“So, what I’m seeing here is that you’re incredibly angry, to the point of an uncontrollable rage, on a nearly constant level. You can’t trust anyone, including your friends, so have been pushing them away from you. Oh, not on the little things, like training or helping them when the chips are down, but you’re guarded and tend to be controlling, in an attempt to not be hurt again. At the same time, you want people to know that you’re strong and can’t be hurt too easily, while feeling like a fraud, who’s barely able to keep things together most days?”

The man wasn’t totally wrong, though it took her a second to get that there was that much anger inside of her. She didn’t let that out very much. Not most of the time. Which got her to blow out a huge breath, rather loudly.

“I don’t go around raging, but... yeah? I can see that. It’s that I’m so small, really. My entire life, I’ve had to be a certain way. Manipulative. Bratty, demanding, but not in a way that would make anyone come for me physically. Little children could kick my butt in a straight up fight, so I couldn’t slap or punch people when I got mad. I had to plan, and do things from behind the scenes. I tried not to be that way, even before last year, when I tried for my big change, but it...”

She blanked and couldn’t think of even one thing to say.

Kapinski smiled.

“I won’t lie to you, we could give you a self-help worksheet and regular talk therapy, but the truth is that you’re very close to already doing everything right. You had problems in your past, and you’ve already started to fix them, with what sounds like consistent action. You’re helping other people and trying to trust them. When you were betrayed by a close confidant, your telepathic friend, Al, you’ve worked at a very high level to forgive him, as he’d projected would happen. In short, you have problems, but as much as all but a few people I’ve ever met, you’re dealing with them. Not perfectly, perhaps, but even at that, I can’t tell you how to do it better.”

She nearly snapped that him saying that wasn’t going to fix her issues, but she got the idea first. He wasn’t there to repair her broken life, she was.

“So, I need to keep going on and like, try to meet a nice guy, or gal and have a relationship and not let it fail because of my own insecurities? That sounds easy and fun.”

The man laughed. Long and loud.

“That’s almost exactly the truth. Then, after doing everything you can to make things work out, if it doesn’t, you have to do it all again. Keep trying to be a good person and put the work in, every day. That’s all anyone can do, and you seem to be making that happen. I’ve heard about the other things you’ve been doing, from other people here.” He winked at her. “And no, I can’t tell you who said what, but even the few people who were jealous or angry at you spoke of it in a positive light. That’s rare. So, we’ll meet about once a week and we can play checkers? You can talk to me, if you want, and I recommend it, since otherwise I’ll be sitting here for an extra hour each week, just collecting my paycheck while playing solitaire on my computer, but at this time, I’m not actually seeing you as having issues that you aren’t already dealing with.”

She’d killed people, but understood what he meant. She needed to keep going and not give up on herself, just because there had been some harsh things in her past or minor mistakes. Like having that much sex. Which was still a thing that she didn’t really regret.

Hannah just didn’t want everyone to judge her over it. Part of that was going to be a bit hard of a sell, really. Not for hookups, but if she wanted a man, or woman, to take her seriously in a relationship, she was going to have to nail that part of things for a long time. The natural thought had to be that, if you’d spent years doing anyone, that in the future, you’d slip back into that way more easily than a person who hadn’t done that would have.

Even if she thought she could be monogamous, with the right person, her track record in life didn’t actually have that as a part of it. True, she’d never been a cheater, going behind other people’s backs or anything dark like that, but telling them that she planned to sleep around and giving them the details wasn’t exactly what most people seemed to want.

It wasn’t even what she wanted, anymore.

With the rest of her life, the fear, the anger... She wasn’t going to be able to simply fix it. She’d always gotten that part of things. She could act strong, and not let herself fail due to weakness, but nothing she did would really make those parts of herself go away. Hannah could, though, make a point of acting like she trusted people, even if she didn’t, totally. She could try to keep her people close, even if it was difficult for her.

Plus, she could just reach out to others and be there for them, like other people had done for her, in the past. It wasn’t going to be perfect, but not trying would be less so.

“I think I understand. I’ll... Can we do this every few weeks? Unless you want to come and run in the mornings with The Trainees? Actually, even if you just walk and talk to people, that... I’ll pick you up at seven? If you do that, I can tag you in to the new communications program. It’s more like a fancy, encrypted cell phone, instead of real mind reading, so it doesn’t have a lot of the ethical issues involved. Still, it’s a power and June wants to expand the program a bit.”

The old man looked at her, then chuckled.

“No, thank you. I can come in to speak to the people in the program at need, but my real power has always been in not having one. I don’t want to change that dynamic now. Plus, I spend the morning with my wife, most days. There are only so many days in a life, after all. How we choose to observe them, and with whom, matters a lot.”

The man stood, meaning she had too as well. There was no handshake or touching on the way out, not even a hand on the back or shoulder. The entire session had only taken an hour and, it seemed, that the man had declared her, if not mentally healthy and well, then doing at least well enough. It was both nice to know and not that helpful of him, both at the same time.

Still, she was able to smile as she walked to the top floor, taking the stairs.

She didn’t have any place to go for the moment, so settled into the conference room, at one of the computers off to the side, and hadn’t even brought anything up, when there was a voice in her head.

~Hannah, this is Logan. Are you there?~

~Hey! I’m here. At The Society building? Do you need to come in for your shift?~

After a moment, there was a reply. It sounded a bit strained.

~I’m on from six to six tonight. A long shift, but I cleared it with Liberty. I can, maybe, sleep through part of it, so I was thinking that I’d get a room there, so I can be on hand all the time. I need to be in here, to... I... Can I talk to you? I asked you out and that, sorry. I shouldn’t have. I mean, I want to, but you’re already making plans to let me live with you, and... Well, I need to talk first.~

She spoke back, but not out loud. It wasn’t telepathy, either, being clearer than that.

~You did get the part where I confirmed at the time, right? I mean, I was in a trance and you couldn’t hear me speaking, since I didn’t think that back at you, which was a problem, but I didn’t go silent like it had to seem like. I confirmed at the time, in front of everyone. So, it’s three-twenty and you don’t work till six. I’m not busy for the moment... So, we can get a coffee or go to my place?~ 

Either would work for her.

~Your place? This is kind of important.~

She figured that it would be about the thing she already understood there. That Peter was still planning to get large amounts of cash from Portia, and was being creepy about it. She didn’t check though, since Logan was making plans already.

~Let me go in first, then, you’ll want to stand up, so I can transfer you to me? Call it... Two minutes?~

Teleportation had been hard for her before and wasn’t simple, even after months of practice. Still, it was so quick that it was really worth it to her. She could get things done almost as soon as she thought about them now. Meaning, ten seconds later, maybe twelve, she was standing on the pale carpet of her place, alone. Al wasn’t there, or at least hadn’t answered when she called out. 

Then, after about forty seconds, she slipped Logan into place, the now incredible looking man smiling at her. Looking like a movie star in full makeup, without wearing anything at all. He was tall, toned and tanned, with, she assumed washboard abs under his old t-shirt. That was a bit frayed at the edges as were his jeans and sneakers. He was definitely going to need a wardrobe update soon.

“Hey!” The man smiled at her as he spoke. “That’s incredibly cool, you know that right? Anyway, I should sit? This is... Okay. You know that Peter is trying to con Portia? She told me that you hinted at that.”

“Yeah. I picked that much up from him and some other people mentioned it was real.”

There was a nod from the guy then.

“He pretty much told me that I had to help him do it, or he was going to have Kelsey claim that I raped her. I didn’t, but like he said, no one is going to believe that. Only, I know something that... Honestly, I didn’t really think anything of it, until today, when Port told me more about her mom and what a piece of shit she really is.”

Hannah nodded, feeling like the man might be burying the lead a bit too much. Then, she had all day, so waited, trying to seem patient. Trying to actually be that way.

“Okay?”

“Okay. So, about a year ago, Pete mentioned to me in passing that he actually knows Portia’s mother. That, you know they used to sleep together, for a while? Which, Port’s a lesbian, so no big deal, really. They weren’t dating but I’d found out and he asked me not to mention it, so things wouldn’t get awkward. I could see that, so I kept my lips shut. They, Port and him, they’re friends. Only, the other day, I heard him talking to someone on the phone. The place isn’t big so you overhear stuff. I think it might have been her. He got super cagey and tried to hide his phone from me. Like I was going to find out he’s been cheating or something. Only, I remember that her name was Angela, and that’s who he was talking to. It might not be the same person, but... So, I thought of you.”

Hannah didn’t get the last part, but smiled at the guy.

“Because I can check him out and see if that’s the case? I’ll admit I haven’t tried to dig that far into his mind myself. Not yet. We can also try to get Al, or Aliza in on this. Let me do it first? I don’t want to be lazy, not doing my own work like that, if I can.”

She patted the sofa, next to herself.

“No cuddling until after I do the work? Also, I want a fix for my face, if we can do that? I probably can’t risk being taller right now, or having bigger breasts, but the looks can change. My behind and hips, too?”

That, it seemed, was possible, and while she knew it was going on, it didn’t really disrupt her too much as she tried to flow alongside Pete. Who wasn’t thinking about Portia’s mother at all. She tried to worm her way into the man’s mind, but half an hour later, she had to admit that she wasn’t getting anything useful. There was a lot of thinking going on, but it was just a jumble of things, with her bashing around, not finding what she wanted at all. At times she just lost him totally, an utter silence washing over him that defeated her efforts completely.

So, instead of being a wimp she tried to find the woman. Angela. That was more informative, because she, unlike Pete, wasn’t using his new telepathic skills part of the time, blocking her. The guy wasn’t even contacting the older woman, at the moment. He had, of course. Which, meant that Angela Morrison understood that part of the equation had changed.

She wasn’t packing to run away or anything sensible, she was thinking about how she was going to get at the money her daughter had in her trust fund. Using Peter, Portia’s half-brother.

She blinked and looked over at Logan, who grinned at her.

“You still look like you, since you were hot before. This is like you have makeup on? We can do more, but this is almost perfect. Liberty mentioned to me that I needed to step my own look back a bit, for press reasons. That’s why I down-graded to this.”

H waved at his own face, as she nodded.

“Quick, to the bathroom!” There was also a mirror, a long one for dressing, in her bedroom, but she didn’t want to take him there only to not put out. They had the time, as long as she didn’t have to run off in the next moments. Which, of course, she was going to have to be doing.

She didn’t speak, until she looked into the mirror, under the strong, slightly golden, lights. She really did still look like herself. As if she’d had professionally applied makeup put on, done perfectly. It made her look like an eight, she thought. Not a perfect ten, but good enough that no one would run from her screaming into the night. Plus, it wasn’t going to run or get tear streaked or need to be fixed every twenty minutes.

“Nice work. From now on, unless needed for special projects, you should do things like this for people. Leave them looking hot, but so their I.D. still works? The only exception right now is Diggy. Did she get with you about her plan?”

That got the man to light up.

“She did! It’s a great idea, too. A contrasting comparison of significant differences in attractiveness, in a single individual. That’s the name of the paper so far. I can already tell that part of it is going to be kind of a big deal. Yesterday, pushing the limits, I had women actually walking up to me and hinting that they might want to go out. Just, out of the blue. Even on the street once. Doing this today, I’m still getting some nice looks and I think women are flirting with me? Last week, I went two days without anyone, man or woman, making eye contact with me, other than Port and Peter. Even Kelsey just ignored me, unless she wanted me to do something for her. Like, not even saying hi or anything?”

“Damn. This report could be big then, if that holds. Say, different topic, but you were all in bed the other night, right? When we first met?”

Logan blushed.

“Yeah? We all did stuff. I mean, I didn't do anything with Peter but the girls and all that. Port... She tried, but I guess I was too gross, and she couldn’t make herself for long. She blew Peter though, and they had sex. I don’t think she liked it much, but it didn’t seem like a big thing to her, either.” It was clear he was a little hurt by that idea.

It also was a bit different than what Portia had told her about.

She nodded.

“So, gross? Because I was just reading Angela’s mind. Portia’s mom? And Peter is her son as well. Worse, she knows about that and always has.”

“Ah.” Then, turning around and kneeling, not even being that involved, Logan threw up in her toilet. It wasn’t attractive, but she understood where he was coming from, pretty solidly.
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Chapter twenty-four
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The very first thing that Hannah did, after getting Logan to work early, was to contact Aliza. Not Alistair, though they were going to need him as well. The reason for that was simple, to Hannah. The woman was harder than Alistair Marks was in a lot of ways. Also, less ethical. Which sounded bad, but it was still true and frankly, worked for more situations in the world that they had to live in.

It was a bit strange, since they ended up sitting in her bedroom, which was actually there in the building, not across town. Not everyone lived there at all, only about ten percent of the heroes, but for some reason, Hyper Gamma was one of them.

The place was nice, if small.

She blinked, and stopped thinking that at all, not because it might be insulting, just because it wasn’t true. It was a twenty-by-twenty room, with an adjoining shower and a walk-in closet. Her own bedroom was larger than that, but her dad paid a million plus each year for it. Aliza was getting her space as part of her job. So it was a thing that she’d earned. If they were going to compare life situations that way, Hannah wasn’t certain at all that she’d be the one coming out on top.

They both sat on the other woman’s bed, which left Hannah feeling a lot like she should lean in for a kiss. That wasn’t why she’d come that day, even if the idea wasn’t an unpleasant one. Even before getting Logan to do her up the day before, she’d been solidly attractive. Not cover girl material, but definitely nice enough to want to spend time with.

Plus, she was sweet and when a crowd of angry bigots had tried to beat up Hannah, she’d knocked several of them out. So she was impressive in a lot of ways, not just telepathically. After half a minute, the girl smiled.

“Okay, you want me to do something for you? Otherwise, you wouldn’t be trying to butter me up so much.”

That got a smile to form on her lips.

“That wasn’t buttering you up, just me realizing that you’re sort of incredible. Regardless, yes, I need a better telepath than me to check someone out. I can get you on target? Though, you can probably do it yourself? It’s Portia’s Mom. Angela.”

The dark-skinned girl, who honestly looked incredible at the moment, closed her eyes.

“I’ll try the hard way first. Let me... Port... Think about your mother for a moment? What does she look like? Where is she?” After a moment, there was a palpable sense of shifting to the air, then a pop that Hannah felt but couldn’t hear. It wasn’t like air moving at all. “And... I’m in. What do you want to know?”

“About her son, Peter, first.” She held her breath, wondering if she’d just gotten that part wrong.

After all, telepathy was new to her and she might just have imagined it all, trying to find a way to make a big deal out of nothing.

Aliza opened her eyes, very quickly.

“Fuck! This is totally screwed up!”

Waiting was a skill, so Hannah didn’t say anything. After a few minutes, the other woman made a face, and looked at her directly.

“This is screwed. She has a son, Peter, one of three kids. The boy was basically bred to be good looking, and she’d planned to get him married to her daughter, so she could take all of the money she could from Portia’s dad’s family. She’s looking for billions. The idea was to blackmail them, to keep the incest quiet.”

Hannah winced, then nodded.

“Which didn’t work too well, because Port is on team girl, pretty much all the time?”

“That’s what Angela was thinking. So, she basically ordered her one kid to rape her other one, and get proof of it, so that they can bring the plan back into play.”

She thought for a moment, feeling slightly relieved. Not that there hadn’t been some gross stuff going on. That was horrible and it was made worse that Pete had been raised to go after his own sister that way. A thing that got her to hold her right hand up, for about ten seconds.

“Wait... Did Angela tell him that he was related to Portia? I mean, he knows that Angela is his mother, and wanted him to sleep with Port, but...”

She had to sit there on the blue comforter for a bit, then there was some abstract facial expressions from the other woman.

“That is... No. At least she never told him that. He was raised to do a certain thing, as a child and young adult. So that was always part of him. He was basically grown as a long con. Not well trained though. The idea was that he’d be good looking enough to win the girl over, and then the scandal would be used to pry the cash out of the Darius family. Not just the trust fund at all. I can try to check with him? That...” The woman just did it, and it took a while.

Apparently, after five minutes he got off the mental phone and was able to rifle through the needed data.

“He doesn’t know that she’s related to him like that. He’d never even heard that there was more than a trust fund, even though he’s grown up with pictures of her. Um... It’s kind of gross, but he was basically given nudes of her to beat-off to, starting when he was twelve or so. Other pictures, too. Port having sex with different men and things like that? He wasn’t allowed anything else that way, so he’s kind of fixated on her, sexually. Which is... Broken to all hell, as a thing to do to anyone. So, he’s committed to the plan almost totally.”

“Crap. We need to have this checked out. A second real confirmation. Mainly because I need to think of something to do about this. Who do I bring this to? It sounds to me like Pete is nearly as big of a victim in this as Port is. Before I’d thought, you know, that he was just being a bit creepy and greedy, trying to use a friend for money. This... It’s... Warped.”

HG narrowed her eyes, then gave a simple, single, nod. Nothing happened but neither of them spoke, as Hannah tried to think about what she’d want done if it was her, and how to protect everyone in the whole thing.

After a moment, she made a checklist. There were several people she needed to get with first thing. If the whole thing turned out to be what she currently thought.

~It is.~ Al sounded very certain and kind of grim. ~I’d worked that out a few days ago, but didn’t mention it, since it wasn’t something I was involved with. Some situations are better left alone. I can see that we might not get to do that, in this case.~

That was a simple, palpable, truth.

“Yeah. I need to get with Alex, Carl, both of you and, I think... Lichen. Logan, since he already knows part of this.”

That last name was probably off to their thoughts, but neither of them mentioned it, so they might have gotten what she was thinking. Aliza nodded then.

“Port, too. We can’t leave her out of this. We just have to hope it won’t break her.”

While it was probably correct, she hated to hear about the idea.

The girl didn’t need to know. Except, protecting her from reality was going to leave her even less prepared, later.

“I know. I’ll...”

What she did was start collecting everyone, as Al got them together. They ended up in the conference room, with June and Fast Kid coming in, seeing that they had an unusual guest. That being Alex Darius. Noted super villain.

Instead of sending them away, Aliza waved to Greg.

“Close the door and lock it? You’ll need to control your thoughts on this one, like we’ve practiced? No leaking, on the impulse side. Not even telepathically.”

That got a nod, and the normally quick and jumpy kid stilled, and suddenly flowed toward the front of the room, and did what he’d been told. Then, dressed like a regular boy, in a shirt and tan slacks, he took a spot next to Tom Lichen, for some reason.

Hannah was the one who spoke. That way, if anyone had to be hated for bearing the bad news, it would be her and not one of Portia’s family members.

“Logan came to me earlier, worried that there was a connection between Peter and your mother, Angela. I tried looking and... I found out that Peter is actually your half-brother.” She grinned then, as if it were a joke. Trying to lighten the mood. “Which he doesn’t know about, so at least there’s that? No harm, though. You had sex a few times, mainly to be polite to him, right?”

Looking ready to hurl, Portia nodded.

“Holy... Is this true, or some warped kind of prank being played on the new girl.”

Aliza spoke then, her voice low.

“Unfortunately, it’s real. I double checked it. Now, this was done telepathically, so we still need to go over the DNA. Your mother believes it will hold up though and has verified all of that with testing. The plan was to get you and Peter to hook up, get pictures and video and then blackmail you two for a few billion, if possible. I confirmed that there’s a thumb drive with you, Kel and Peter doing it. Logan is there as well, but not really in the picture, most of the time. That was done on purpose.”

When Al spoke, it was going over the whole plan, watching Portia rather intently, then after about a minute, he grinned.

“There is that. Given your ages, you probably would have played doctor as a kid, given who your mother is. She’s... Not sane, exactly. Clever, and intelligent, but broken. So, things happened and neither of you knew that part, so you don’t have to hate him over it. The rest of it, the blackmail, well that wasn’t just a short-term thing. This was planned out since the moment Angela understood that the vast amount of money was going to be a thing that she could never touch. For his part, Peter was told that he was adopted, and your mother has been having sex with him off and on for years. To teach him to be a good lover.”

June looked calm, but a wave of intense cold came off of her, which indicated that her superhuman strength had just activated. It wasn’t fully a physical power, given that, even if it looked that way to most people. She only did that kind of thing when she was ready to fight. To kill. Hannah nodded at her.

“Which is why we need Tom. I could make her vanish, and will if it’s the best plan, or even if one of you wants it done, but she’s also taken a lot of cash and ruined lives. The easy way, well, it’s an option, but is it really the best one?” She glanced at Carl, who was also fighting a pure rage.

Next to him, seeming smaller, and better dressed, Alex looked back at Hannah, and slowly began to nod.

“There is a risk to this. Her, Angela’s, dalliance with her own son is shocking, but won’t touch the Darius clan directly. Video of you and your half-brother would be unfortunate, but if it becomes needed, we can weather that. The plan would have never worked, of course. Even if we had to eat the shame of a marriage or such, well, things can be covered up, and when they can’t, distracted from. If this woman were to, perhaps, simply pass in her sleep, I could forgo a few million dollars that might be recovered at this point?”

Several people nodded at that. Not Al, and not Portia, but everyone else at the table, including Greg. Still, the boy spoke then, looking only at the pink haired girl.

“Is that what you want, Port? If it isn’t, then I’ll back you up. Even if it means going against everyone here. On the other hand, that... This was as close to evil as I’ve heard about without skin being flayed off or people being eaten. Also, Pete... I get what you all said, that he’s part of this, but also that he doesn’t know. Can we get that DNA and prove it? If someone told me that I was having sex with my half-sister, I’d do a whole lot of delusional thinking, to make that not be a real thing. I guess gender swapped clone, instead, for me? Still, the point is, I’d want hard proof.”

June nodded.

“We need skin samples. Not a lot. Then we can process that here. We have a lab that does that kind of work on the third floor.”

It was a bit harder to get everything desired that way than Hannah would have figured. Port and Carl both just had cheek swabs, but Angela and Pete had to have their samples teleported into the vials, which meant taking bits of flesh from the inside of their cheeks. It had to be enough for both of them to have bled, even though she was careful about it.

The work was actually the smallest thing that she’d ever tried to move that way, at least on purpose. It was surprisingly easy to do. The hard part was not taking too much at once. It was visible in the vials, as nearly identical scoops of pink. The technician that had come up, a rather ordinary fellow who had curly brown hair and a slightly goofy grin, held the clear glass tube up and shook them both a bit. They’d been pre-marked, so he nodded.

“I’ll have that data sent up as soon as we get it. There’s nothing else on the que, so it will take about a day. Less if you don’t want me to sleep tonight? Then it will take... About twelve hours?” He glanced at Lichen, but Portia was the one to speak.

“Don’t lose sleep over it. This is annoying, but we already know the real answer here. This is just to prove it to Peter. We can handle that tomorrow?”

Hannah glanced at the others, then nodded.

“That works. Thanks.” That last was for the tech, who grabbed his gear, already mainly repacked and walked out, closing the door behind him.

She nearly spoke, but Greg went first.

“So, what’s the plan? I’m voting with Port, like I said. Whatever she wants.”

It was cute, that he thought they each had a say in the matter. They didn’t. She did, since she was going to take out part of Angela Morrison’s brain later that night and drop it over the ocean. It would look like she’d died in her sleep. Honestly, she could just give her five or six aneurisms at once, and that would work as well. No one would guess that it was murder at all, given that.

Alistair caught her eyes, then, slowly, looked away and let his head bob up and down, ever so gently. Not saying it out loud, but that he was in agreement with her plan. June spoke, simply looking at the new girl. One of her people now.

Her team.

“What do you think, Portia?”

The girl grimaced.

“I hate her, but if she’s sick, then it isn’t her fault. Only, I don’t think she really is. I think she’s bad, not a psycho. She picked this, didn’t she?”

Hannah didn’t know, but Aliza did and wasn’t selfish with the information.

“She did, before you were even born and at every single step of your life. This is a plan that is boggling in its scope and not just one but two young people were slated to be destroyed to make it happen. I won’t lie to you, we could have that fixed, if you wanted. Her brain. We could get a friend of ours to repair the damage, the errors, the mistakes inside of her that she allowed, forced, into being. The thing is, I don’t think we should. She isn’t a mentally ill person who committed horrors, even if Al disagrees. This is a woman who chose to be a monster and has since her teen years. Well before she met you, Carl. I... recommend we end her life, for the good of mankind. If we don’t, even if aliens do their magic on her, I think she’ll honestly fight it and go back to her old ways.”

After a bit, Portia nodded. She wasn’t teary or even shaky, just annoyed seeming.

“I can agree to that then. If... we can’t just destroy her in court and leave her penniless?”

Lichen shrugged.

“The issue there is that it’s ridiculously easy to make false allegations these days. She could claim anything, and it might well be believed. The easiest thing for her to do that way would be to claim that you’re the product of rape and that the powerful Darius family prevented her from speaking for decades. Then if you throw in with them, it will look like you’re in on it, or a bad person. It doesn’t have to be true, just out there in enough places. She could even claim that you seduced your half-brother, on purpose. Lies are incredibly cheap and proof is seldom required in the court of public opinion. She might well be immune to prosecution for her actions, given that.”

Alex was stony, and seemed calm, but was probably very close to killing the woman himself. Certainly, having the work hired out, at the very least. Carl seemed livid, but softened when he saw his daughter there, and didn't call out for blood. A thing that, after a moment, made sense. A good girl, who didn’t want to kill her own mother was natural. A man who had put up with abuse and hardship, hatred and deceit for over twenty years from a woman might well be endured to it, compared to the rest of them.

Hannah, for her part, located Angela, who was getting a Jamba Juice at the moment, dressed in casual summer wear that had cost more than a lot of people made in a month, and simply started to set up several rather massive brain bleeds. She clustered them together, but had enough time to almost break her brain to the point of death. It was just enough damage that, she hoped, a sneeze from the woman would kill her. So would bumping her head too hard, or doing something like running or having vigorous sex.

She waited then, as the others spoke about what to do.

Finally, June slapped the table, lightly. The woman, one of the most revered superheroes of the last hundred years, who was famous in certain circles for being one of the best human beings to have ever lived, seemed almost like she planned to kill someone in that very moment. As if, harm done to her new recruit, in the past, was the same as someone having done those horrible things to her own daughter.

“End the threat. If we can’t fix her, or remove her using the law, we can’t let her continue to harm others. How do we get that done? We can’t let it be traced back to us at all. Anyone here. Ever. Ideas?”

Hannah followed the woman, Angela Morrison, to her car, in her head. That was a red sports model that spoke of wealth, and the idea that she really wanted to pick up women, so they could give her road head. That probably wasn’t her actual goal, of course. She just wanted to have the good life and rub it in a little. Which, now that it wasn’t her doing it, Hannah thought seemed a little bit crass.

No one else spoke, so she did, clearly in a trance.

“Her car suddenly swerves off the road, and hits a telephone pole, then she suffers massive brain bleeds, due to the weak blood vessels she has going on there?”

Lichen let his eyebrows come up.

“That... would be convoluted, but no one on Earth would be tracking it. I honestly doubt that anyone could get all that done. Do we even have, or know of, a team who could handle something that complex?” The man, efficient, even attractive, in a fit but average way, sounded as if he were trying to gently let Hannah down. Instead of telling her that her brainstorming idea was garbage.

He was, she decided, correct. No team of people could get all of that done. Not in real time, which is what it would take. Honestly, it was probably close to impossible. Meaning no one who mattered would ever think to draw a line directly back to them over it. Not that they would. The truth was, the only people in the world who cared enough about Angela Morrison to investigate anything about her, at that moment, were in that room, plotting her death.

Thinking, going into a trance that was very close to as deep as she’d ever been, she lost track of the real world.  Everything inside of her brain burned, as she acted. Her eyes watered from it, in fact. She wasn’t really aware of that, but also was, in a way that reminded her of seeing the future, instead of felling something on her skin. Then, even if it was new to her, instead of pushing at the vehicle, so very far away, she flowed along side of it for a moment.

As if trying to read its mind. Angela was included in that, as well. For a moment, she felt it all. The evil of the woman... That was, she thought, right up there with Zero Six.

A man who she’d let get away, with only his brain chemistry being altered. A man who had harmed her own family. It wasn’t that it didn’t feel like enough suddenly to her. In her deepest self, it never had. That was a thing she accepted, as she worked, subtly, to alter the direction of the car. That man, repaired of the illness that had plagued him his entire life, had died when Neary Kant stripped the evil from him. Doing anything to him now would be a crime.

Not that killing Angela wouldn’t be one, if she were ever caught. A thing that, if it came up, would probably mean the High Command would have to execute her. Probably with no more of a trial than the woman she was about to end was getting. Some people in a room arguing the point for an hour, then action which would be hidden from the world.

Even she understood that it wasn’t right. That, even if it was easy for her, thanks to her training and the fact that she’d been getting away with it for a while, murder was wrong. Almost always. It was the almost that she stuck on for a moment. That nearly broke her out of what she was doing.

Then she sighed. There were crimes that she felt were unforgivable. Betrayal. Harming a child. Destroying or harming good people, for petty reasons.

This woman, this beast, had done all of that. Not once or twice. Not in a moment of passion or by accident, in a careless moment. Hannah didn't know if she could forgive that kind of thing, to be honest, if it were an honest mistake, but she knew, inside that she should. Even if the consequences were dire. This however, what Angela had done, wasn’t that at all. She’d used her own children, abused them and had them abused, raped them and had them raped, for a plan that had, very nearly, been executed daily for all of her own adult life.

That was enough for her. Plus, honestly, she’d killed enough people for reasons that weren’t that good that she honestly didn't care at the moment. The biggest issue she had was that other people there would know it was her, even if it wasn’t possible to actually do.

Shutting that down, she leapt into herself. Going deeper on a level that, she thought, meant she technically wasn’t breathing any longer. If she had a pulse, she couldn’t feel it in the moment. Then, flowing with the vehicle again, touching each of the points inside Angela’s brain, she acted.

Causing all of the information that told the wheel where it was to jerk to the right and the accelerator to open up, inside the engine compartment. The sports car engine was powerful, and the brake peddle was, for the moment being jammed in an upward location. At the same time, Angela Morrison, worst mother in Wisconsin, died. The six spots in her brain broke at the same moment, as the car sped up, to nearly ninety miles per hours as it skipped over a cement obstacle in the road. Meaning that as the woman hit a wall of a small local shop, instead of the wooden power line pole that Hannah had tried to aim for, she shook her head.

Then she tried to act as if she hadn’t been sitting there for a minute and a half in a trance state so obvious that everyone there knew what it meant.

Weak or not, she lied. Not because she was worried about being caught, but because she kind of didn’t want Portia to hate her forever, for murdering her mother. Which... She’d done, so that was more than fair, even if it had to be done.

Fighting out of the trance, not smiling, even if that was the easiest thing for her to fake when she was that out of it, she took a deep breath.

“No. That’s probably too convoluted for even the best group to pull off, like you said. The timing wouldn’t work. It’s... I just noticed it happening, though. That... she really did have a preexisting condition. I think she just stroked out and that forced her to crash. She didn’t make it.” She sounded small, and as if she were really just reporting on the death.

Which fooled no one there. Gregory looked horrible for a moment. He stared at her, his expression bleak and still. Which, she realized, was the boy faking it. He didn’t manage stillness without an act of nearly iron will.

“That’s... Well, we should check that out? What are the odds of that happening?” It wasn’t a real statement, and no one answered the boy. He stood, then looked at Aliza. His mentor, even if she was only about twenty. “I don’t how to check on this? A car accident?”

Lichen stood up as well, looking at the kid.

“It won’t be showing in the press, yet. If we can get a location we can call the local police however and tell them that one of our psychics noticed it happening and wants them to try and stop it?”

Alistair closed his eyes.

“Green Bay. Near the corner of Deckner and Danz, on the south bound side. A red sports model. It won’t be hard to find. It’s in the building there.”

The man, and the boy, left at a firm walk. To make calls or do whatever was needed that way. Possibly just getting away from her. Hannah got that. If someone had killed her mom, even if she was angry at her, and knew she needed to die, there would be words over it. Maybe hatred. Possibly from more people than just that.

June wasn’t even glancing at her, and Al was carefully watching Portia. Carl... seemed fine, not even pretending the issue was one for him, and Alex looked relieved, but a bit guarded on the topic. Willing, perhaps, to pretend to be sad, if his niece needed him to do that for her peace of mind. 

Logan seemed to be getting ahold of himself, for some reason. Not that he’d been freaking out the whole time, but after he’d gotten sick earlier, there had been some tense moments. Interestingly, he spoke up then. His voice low, and nearly harsh.

“Port... I know that this was horrible, but it had to be done. This... If she was willing to do those things, how much other stuff has she done? She raped Pete as a kid....”

The girl made a face, tilting her head back, fighting tears.

“I know. She let men rape me, too, growing up. There wasn’t a reason for it.”

There was, but Hannah wasn’t going to share that part of things. Not to protect Portia from the truth, but to guard Pete, even if he didn’t strictly deserve it. He was trying to be a con man, after all. A thing he was raised to be, at the hands of a person who might well be called a master of the subject.

Aliza just spoke.

“It was a lot worse than that. She had three kids, not two. The other one...” She looked at Carl then and made a face. “I don’t know where they are. I think... I couldn’t find them, but my guess is dead. I can’t prove anything, but she thought it was yours. She wasn’t certain, so killed it when it was about two or three. Years after Port was born. They weren’t raised together, she paid for the work to be done with the others, and would have with you, Portia, but I think she wanted to make it seem like she had to struggle, in case things ever went to court.”

Carl growled.

“I didn't sleep with her after the divorce. I hated her by then.”

The dark skinned, lovely, superhero nodded then.

“Stolen sperm. She wasn’t playing around when it came to trying to get your money. She had artificial insemination, but the clinic had a scandal later, so she couldn’t be positive it was yours and I think she’d realized it was a bad plan to show up with a second child like that, anyway.”

That would have been, of course.

Hannah still didn’t comment on anything. She just let people talk, vent and eventually point out that they knew that Hannah had done it. Everyone there had realized that, after all. The big issue there was that, when it happened, it was Carl, who looked her dead in the eyes first.

“Oh, H.? Thanks. I know that this kind of thing isn’t fun. I won’t forget who stepped up to help protect my family.”

He looked at the others there as well, including June, who gave him a sad smile.

Alex bowed his head.

“Nor will I. Still, seeing the future is inside of Miss de Peyser’s known talents. Unfortunately, her range isn’t that great in time, thus far, or perhaps the accident could have been prevented?” He spoke loud enough to be heard, which was interesting, since Lichen came back in, holding a phone to his right ear.

“Thank you, Captain. I’ll be sure to let them know.”

When he hung up, he locked eyes with Portia.

“I’m sorry, but your mother didn’t make it. She died on the scene. It was a car accident, but there’s no thought to doing an autopsy, unless you request it? Well, or a spouse or another child. Perhaps her parents? We should seek to locate them, if possible. Not that it’s the duty of The Society, specifically. Only a courtesy, since Portia is employed here.”

Feeling sad, if only for her new friend, Hannah nodded. Then located every living relative that Angela Morrison had. One of those was, of course, Port. The other was Peter. If the woman had anyone else in the world, they didn’t come to her as being family at all. When she focused harder, there were only a series of graves. She couldn’t prove it in any way, but the feeling of them spoke of the same person having put them there.

The sense she was getting that way seemed a lot like Angela, but it really could have been her projecting. Trying to find another reason to have killed the woman. Not that the one she’d had wasn’t good enough.

She tried to console herself for a moment. Not over the killing, but the fact that too many people knew, or at least thought, that it had been her. Which was correct. Now, after the fact, as the rage she’d been feeling faded, Hannah kind of had to think that part had been a mistake. Staying out of the whole thing might have been the better plan. Then, later, when no one suspected her at all, the woman could have passed on, which still would have seemed suspicious, but not like she’d done the dirty deed. Not for certain.

Oddly, she understood why she’d killed Angela Morrison. Why, from the moment she’d heard even a fraction of what the woman had done to her own children, the lady had been fated to die. Much like as with her, both Port and Peter had been subjected to a lifetime of betrayal, at the hands of people who should have been there to protect them.

For Port and her half-brother, it was worse, in some ways.

After all, Hannah had been kidnapped, probably raped, even if she still wasn’t ready to talk about that with anyone, as well as beaten and threatened. She’d been told she was going to die and had honestly believed it. She’d known that no help would come. But it did. Over and over again. Only, it had never been her mother who had done that to you. Never her father.

Her brother had endured horrors, to save her, for years. Which out of all of them, won the prize for the most scarring. Not that it was a contest. The thing was, her family, especially Nate, had done the opposite of what Angela had.

Portia and her brother had been betrayed from nearly the start, if not before that, by the one person they should have been able to count on for certain. Carl had been as well, by a woman who would have been better served marrying the man, if she’d been an actual human being and not a fucking monster. All of that was worse than anything she’d had to undergo. At least in the long term.

She blinked then, and looked at June.

“Uh... Does Kapinski have the power to make you tell the truth?”

Her grandmother bobbled in place, her head moving side to side.

“It’s different than that. More like he can allow people to face things inside of themselves that they might not be able to otherwise. It works pretty well with his job.”

“Ah. That makes sense. Sorry, I was sidetracked for a second. So, this is dismal. What do we do now?”

That, it seemed, was going to be going home, for her. Part of her wanted to go and hug Portia. To protect her from the bad things in the world. The rest of her realized that to her now, maybe to everyone there, she was the bad thing. That little Hannah, when the chips were down, was the monster under the bed. The witch in the closet. When she stood up, Alistair did, which had Portia doing the same thing.

“Hey, can I stay at your place tonight? I don’t really want to go home. Pete is there. I know that I should tell him, but until we have proof, or a lack of it, then... I kind of hope you we’re all wrong and he isn’t my brother? Then he was just raped by a freak who adopted him, not his mom.”

It was a real point, so she nodded.

“Yeah. Sure. If you can stand to look at me, we can do that. I have a decent sofa you can sleep on? Or we can make Al sleep there and you can take his bed?” She nearly offered to share, but that wasn’t a great plan. Not at the moment. Maybe never.

It was true that Hannah wanted someone in her life, but another troubled young woman wasn’t going to mesh well with her. She, and Portia, both needed someone stable. A person who could balance out the crazy of their lives with sensibility and wisdom.

The problem was that she didn't really know anyone like that at all. 

Male or female.

Rather, she knew a lot of them, but no one who could be in a relationship with her, or who would.

So, if she was going to fix herself, Hannah understood that she needed to start looking. In some new places, too. Hooking up with strangers in a club wasn’t a great long term life strategy. Dating the first guy she met and could entice into sex wasn’t going to work, either. So, something new was going to be needed. What that was, so far, she didn't have a clue of at all.

Then, she did have some time, so it wasn’t anything that gloomy.

Even if it felt like it.

That she understood, was a feeling that would pass. Like they all did, in time.
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Chapter twenty-five
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It honestly wasn’t until she was sitting in the dining hall at The High Command in Texas, with her cousin Rich standing over her that she recalled that she’d missed work the day before. The man didn't even look upset with her, his plain, slightly accountant looking face seeming no more than mildly concerned. She winced anyway.

“Oh, fuck! I...” She was sitting and closed her eyes. “Honestly, I had to see a therapist, then hard on that I was looking at a friend’s mother while we were talking about her, and she had a car accident and died. So I ended up totally forgetting about things here.” Her jaw tightened, since that wasn’t a good excuse. Everything they did was life and death, or could be.

Her cousin, who she’d only met that year, and had only learned was a relative about a month before, awkwardly patted her on the shoulder.

“That’s pretty rough. Are you alright? It can impact people, seeing death like that up close.”

She nodded, not feeling the effects of that, at all. Which the man would probably understand. After all, he’d witnessed her kill people, or at least a person and heard about a lot more.

“It wasn’t that. It... Portia Darius’s mother wasn’t a great person at all. We were discussing how to have her arrested when she had a massive aneurism and crashed into a convenience store going around a corner. No one else was hurt, thankfully. Still, there was other stuff... Which I’m not really allowed to go into.” She grinned, even if it was out of place. Looking up into his eyes she could see what seemed to be real concern, not something faked or put on like a mask.

After a moment she explained herself.

“It’s not even official business. If you want to know about it, you’ll have to get with Portia yourself.”

The thin, slightly goofy looking man, his skin mildly bumpy and eyes bulging just ever so slightly, simply nodded.

“I don’t know the name. Is she powered?”

Hannah nodded, since it was his job to know things like that, if he could find out. Plus, if Portia could be drawn away to a better position, then Hannah needed to set that up for her, or at least help with the basic opportunity.

“She’s an Operator at The Society and has super strength, speed, reflexes and healing. You’ve worked with Luther?” He used to work for The High Command, she thought.

That didn’t mean that Rich would know him for certain or anything like that. The history there wasn’t a thing she was personally aware of and had never even tried to find out.

Interestingly, the man nodded.

“My former partner, in fact. For three years. Portia... That’s his daughter? I’ve heard about her, then. I didn’t know she’d inherited his powers. Now... Operator? That’s the new telepathic system you’ve been setting up? That’s... A good name for them. We use it as a slang term for hard core agents in the field, already, so it won’t be linked to telephones instantly, even if it kind of works on that level, too.”

That was the very meaning she’d been thinking of, so she cleared her throat a bit, and didn’t do more than let her head signal to the man. In part because Lewis, or the man that she’d been told was named that a few days before, walked over then and sat down. Then he looked at Rich, and waved at one of the other chairs.

“Brother! Have a seat, if you have a moment? We should talk more than we have been for a while.”

Hannah waved, and cousin Richard settled into a seat, seeming slightly wary, instead of relaxed and comfortable with the young looking, fake bearded seeming, man. He had dark hair, which was interesting to note. After all, June had mentioned being the first blonde person. Blue eyed as well. Also immortal, but there had been no mention of that being novel, so it probably hadn’t stared with her, meaning that the traits might not be linked, genetically.

After a moment, she realized that, since all blonde-haired, blue-eyed people weren’t immortal, that it had to simply be a fact. Immortality was, of course, rare. Even people in her own family didn’t always have it as a trait. She didn’t, naturally at least. Nate did, but not Cynthia... Only, she wasn’t certain on that one. All of them looked young. Not the same age as June, for Hannah or Nate, but honestly, she could pass for twenty, without even wearing makeup, most days. That was a thing she always claimed was due to be so small, of course. Nate...

Well, he was fit, lean and had been through a harsh life already, but still seemed like her younger brother.

She stopped and blinked, which was noticed by the men there. Lewis seemed quizzical.

Hannah snorted a little.

“Oh, sorry... I was just thinking that I don’t actually know that my little sister isn’t immortal. It turns out that my step-mother was actually my real mother, from the future, in an alternate timeline, at least we hope that’s the case. She came back and had my sister, so... There are two of her. Immortal and shapeshifter.”

Lewis, his eyes flashing into anger, for a moment so brief that she nearly didn't catch it, spoke instantly.

“There are reasons not to speak too openly. What if... What do you know about the enemy that we’re facing? Anything?” It was a challenge and seemed to be a thing from another time and place as well.

Some sort of ancient culture from a time that Hannah hadn’t even studied in school. Not that she knew that. It was just a bit off. Hostile, in fact. She wanted to bristle, but glanced at Rich and then the man’s older brother, who, currently, looked like the youngest person there. Which wasn’t correct, since she was pretty certain that honor belonged to her.

“Enough that I had both of you, and Larina, checked out last night by a team of telepaths. Your ability to block that kind of thing is good, Lewis. Not perfect, thankfully, so we were able to tell that you aren’t on the other side. Some of these people seemed to be in our own family. We’re, well, there are people doing some work, rooting that out. For now, don’t do anything about it, if you suspect anything. Note and report?”

The man, who had been hostile seeming just seconds before, grunted.

“That’s what was going on last night? I’ve never felt the like before, to be true. My head ached with fire, trying to keep the secrets of my life inside. I can defeat most that way, so it was annoying! Better to be known to be pure of heart, instead of the villain, no? You’ve had this done with mother and my brother here as well?”

She nodded.

“Both cleared, or I wouldn’t be talking to them. Or, I might be, but I’m not a spy or anything like that, and can’t block telepathy, yet. Not without using magic for it. We’re putting together a program to teach our side to do things like that, if we can work it out? I don’t suppose you’d be willing to help with that? It means working with kids and socialites, if you are.” She grinned, as if that was too much to ask of anyone, even if she’d been going around doing that kind of thing for months.

Her Cousin Lewis gave her a bored, dry, look then.

“I can spare some time for it, if it’s needful. It’s a trick I learned, long ago, and takes discipline and practice, but only that. Any person of good mind and will can master it. The trick is to use it so often, for so long that the walls of the mind are left protected, even when guard is not raised on purpose. That can take time. Years only, not centuries. The primary task of it can be taught in no more than some months?”

She didn’t let her excitement show, but managed a smile that might have given her away.

“Nice. As for the rest, we have some names that might be in with the enemy. There’s word out of Europe that some of my family, on my dad’s side, have worked into their ranks, but I only know that and it might not be true. The goal seems to be about killing all of humanity, or as much of it as possible. In the timeline that Karen, my mom from the future is from?” It could be a hard and confusing topic, but the men both seemed to understand instantly. “In her time, we’d lost. The immortals, a few shape shifters and a handful of others were all that were left. I don’t have exact numbers, but it wasn’t a large amount, from the sound of it.”

There was a sour expression from the older man, his beard twitching a bit.

“You have a source of information and have not sought to plumb into its depths? Is that the wisest course of action?” The words were wise sounding and reasonable. Even making a good point. Hannah felt like the man was a half second from throat punching her over the failure.

“I passed that to other people, who may have more. June, but she’s working with others. The truth is that... I’m not exactly the person to do that kind of thing. I’m trying to get my act together, but this is new for me and we can’t afford to have things screwed up so that I can play detective or spy. Not that I’m not doing that too, but on less important stuff, so I won’t screw up the world if I don’t do it right.”

There was a flash of contempt on the man’s face. A thing that was sudden, harsh and vile. Enough that Hannah started to teleport him into space. Into high orbit. If she did it right, he’d come back in about two hundred years, and not be able to get himself out of that position until then, unless helped.

How that would feel to someone who simply couldn’t die, she didn't know, but it would buy her a little time to find out. The lines of the future got her to stop, since he wasn’t about to lunge at her with superhuman ferocity at all. There were a half dozen responses, four of which had him telling her that she’d be best off having babies and pleasing her husband instead of seeing to mens’ work. The other two were different. One was laughing at her, in a companionable fashion, and the other was the man actually stopping himself from speaking, thinking for a while first.

He did that last one. After a minute and a half, which was an eternity in a conversation, there was a grunt that sounded nearly satisfied with her answer.

“Wise, then. I forget at times that not everyone has been alive for as long as I have.” The fellow winked at her then.

“Which makes me sound ancient. I’m only seventy. Speaking as I do is an affectation. I used to play table top role playing games as a child and that part stuck with me, for some reason.”

The fit, strong looking man, managed to seem charming for a moment. Hannah reflected on that idea, and realized that, for some reason, she’d been thinking the man was way older than that. It couldn’t be the truth, since Larina and Marina were both only about a hundred and twenty or so. Meaning that Cousin Lewis wasn’t a man from another time, who was set in his ways about women, and was a bit grumpy because of things long past.

He was just kind of a tool. That and a little pretentious. Also, apparently, a D&D nerd.

Which didn't mean she wanted to start a fist fight with him. To that end, she winked back, making it into a conspiratorial thing.

“I’m twenty-seven, myself. So not a child any longer. Old enough that I need to get up to speed on everything. I’m not doing a very good job of that yet.” She was thinking about the fact that she’d flaked out on her work there, the day before.

Agent Two gave his brother a cool look, which caught the man’s attention.

“Don’t believe that, Lew. She’s tiny, and doesn’t have our strength, but I’ve only seen two other people who were even close to her in the use of teleportation, and she can find people and things at a distance, making her impossible to beat if you’re too far away from her. You heard about that breakout a month ago?”

There was no more explanation than that. There was only the one that the world cared about in that time frame.

“I did, of course. It was in all the news. It was announced as a new crime wave at first, with an expected death toll in the thousands, since the police and military weren’t ready to help recover them. Then, inside a few days, they were all handled.”

Agent Two looked around and nodded.

“Hannah was on the team that took, and sanctioned, almost forty percent of them. She killed forty-seven of the worst criminals in modern history, herself. Working with Null, who’s part of her new training squadron, I doubt that anyone in the world could beat them. Even teams of people would be hard pressed. He strips away any power, no matter how it’s gotten. Together they could, possibly, even kill one of us. I put that at a near certainty, but it needs to be tested.”

Instead of the tool getting angry at her, and sensibly preventing her from doing that with a super strong blow to the head, Hannah was, gently, given a hug by the man.

“Is that true? If so, then I want to be on your good side. I can’t say that I’m looking forward to the heat death of the universe. You aren’t immortal though, so we need to see to this soon? In the next fifty years or so?” He looked at Rich, a bit stressed, if happy, about the idea.

The other man nodded.

Hannah shrugged.

“I wasn’t born immortal, but I used magic to make myself that way. Very long lived, not like you two are. Still, we have longer than that. I... can do the same for Don, that’s Null, if you think it will help? It isn’t the same thing as what you two have, just a lack of aging and better than normal healing, but... Well, we’d have to get that past the powers council. The aliens who decide if we can do that kind of thing or not? So far, they haven’t said no to things like life extension, so it’s pretty likely they’ll go for it, if you think it’s important.” She was about to explain all of that, when Rich did. Using far fewer words than she would have for the same thing.

“The council works with Hannah. She set it up, to protect everyone from her going mad with power. She can give out superpowers, using magic. Hence, an outside, incorruptible way of holding herself in check.”

After staring at her like he wanted to call her names for a bit, the new cousin took a breath and forced a totally fake seeming smile.

“We should do that then? Make backups as well, if you can give such things away? Well, good, then. This has been a fruitful meeting, for a first one. I may contact you again. Or not. I get with June for the rest of this?” He looked at Rich, who waved at him.

Then spoke, softly.

“Carefully. She can use an alternate form of telepathy to contact you, in case you hear her voice in your head. That’s different and will be very clear, carrying no emotions with it. It can’t be tapped into by telepaths so far. Also, hit grandmother up about that new training for people? I need to learn how to do that, too. I wasn’t actually aware that you could stop that kind of thing, to be honest.”

Lew stood and waved at Hannah, then his brother.

“That would be down to the fact that I didn’t tell you? I’ll see to those matters. It was nice meeting you Hannah. I’m impressed. I have to admit. I didn’t think I would be.”

Then, without saying any more, he turned and walked away, not looking back at all.

After the man in blue, a High Command uniform, was out of earshot, Rich rolled his eyes.

“He’s... Normally a lot worse than that. Even with family. Deadly in a fight, for some reason. He won’t talk about it, but he’s a lot better than I am that way. Given that I can take on professional fighters without even using any powers, that’s saying something. I think he likes you? I mean, he’s an actual misogynist. Him being that polite indicates that he was really trying not to be evil toward you.”

She keyed in on the term, and looked at her cousin.

“Oh?”

There was a nod.

“I don’t know why, since he’s thirty-odd years older than I am, so his early life and mine didn't overlap at all, but it’s clear that he clinically, genuinely, despises all women. True contempt. He held that in check here, which... I didn't think he was going to manage it. I’d wonder if it was him learning to control that, but he was his normal self with Mom last night. Thankfully he won’t be in town for long. Working with June is going to be an issue for him. He can’t respect her at all.”

Hannah could see that one, at least. The man had triggered her into almost fighting, after all. That, hating her for being herself, was probably enough to do that. She sighed and shook her head.

“I don’t know that much about real misogyny. Contempt of all women?”

“When you get down to it. I’m not a psychologist myself, but it doesn’t mean mildly disagreeing or not giving every woman everything she wants instantly, the way it’s being used right now. He’s actually dangerous to women, I think. I can’t prove it, but I... I’ve heard some things. Rapes, and serial murders seem to follow him, wherever he goes. He’s a true immortal already, and has superhuman strength, speed, endurance and is almost impossible to hurt by normal means. It...” He looked around again and tightened his face. “It’s been deemed by the Federal government to be better to allow him to kill and rape than to risk taking him in and failing. The death toll if he ever goes off the rails could be insanely high.”

That wasn’t good news to Hannah. She didn’t really want to be raped or killed, herself.

“So, he’s not invited for Thanksgiving at my house?”

There was a snort, that was so loud it sounded like it hurt. Rich winced in pain, even.

“Definitely not! Even being his half-sister won’t protect you. That you might arrange for him to die someday could.” There was a shrug, that seemed to be telling her not to let her guard down at all. “I was threatening him, saying that, but he clearly took it as something else. Which, well, I can see it, now that it was brought up. It’s thought that, without some kind of outside intervention, that all of us with the trait in the family will live to the very end of everything. Having someone or even a team that can prevent that from happening... I’m in on that one, too. I mean, not yet, but I can do a few hundred or thousand years, fifty thousand maybe, and have you turn it all off, so that I’m not suffering alone forever at the end? That sounds pretty brilliant, to be honest.”

“Well, I’m here for you, when the time comes. I should make some backup plans for that. You don’t really need me, just Null, or something that will allow you to be truly mortal for long enough to end things and not come back. I can set that up, magically. Just don’t tell Lewis that. Now, half-sister? Explain that one?”

He grinned.

“Yes and no as for that being real. My mother and your mother are identical twins. So genetically identical. Essentially clones.”

She’d never bothered to think of things that way before.

“Oh... That... Okay. So, even better I didn't get you into bed before I learned who you were? That would be hard to take. It...” She looked around, a desire to share other peoples’ secrets burning into her soul. She resisted it though and shook her head.

Then made a silly face.

“Things that I can’t speak about. Not involving us, either. If it was that, then I’d let you know the score, even if it meant betraying a trust. Probably, at least.” She changed the topic, as a few people settled one table over, with trays of food. It smelled... Fine, she supposed. “I can reschedule with you for that work I missed yesterday? I didn’t even contact you to mention I couldn’t make it. That’s... I won’t let it happen again. Sorry.”

There was a stiff nod then, and a strained smile.

“I can’t even yell at you about it, since we aren’t paying you. We can do it next week. Really, we’re still going over what you did last week for us, and playing catch up with some of the earlier material. Our big event this month, probably for the year, was taking in Unlimited the other day, so that one bought you some credit, as for getting a day off. Unpaid, of course.”

“Still, that was bad. I feel like a moron, if that makes it any better?”

She stood up, the man doing the same, patting her on the arm again.

“In that it means you’ll be less likely to do it again? Yeah, it kind of does. Now, we’re doing holidays? The next one is the Fourth. We normally have a company picnic here, which you’re invited to. The Trainees, as well? That way we can try to recruit them before everyone else in the world gets their dirty mitts on them.”

She grinned.

“I’ll have to ask about that. We might need to do a large, combined thing? I know too many people who dress like flags not to invite them.” At least six, most of them being on different teams.

The words had Rich chuckling.

“Let me know? That’s only a week away, so don’t wait on it. We can make arrangements for more people, as long as we known how many to buy for.”

She left, not responding, but planning to ask about it. They might all be too busy for parties. Then again, if all they ever did was work, no one was going to want to join her little club. It made sense to do up the holidays that way. Especially the Fourth, since heroes needed to seem patriotic even if they didn’t feel that way. It was a way to shield against the government, if done right.

Which, thinking of that, had Hannah teleporting to various stores, instead of going straight home. She was dressed in casual clothing, and was armed, but also had two of her cards with her and I.D. That meant, by finding what she wanted psychically, and going to the stores that had it directly, she was able to show up back at The Society building with several different bags of items, about two hours after the end of her meeting with the family.

Walking into the conference room, just as Portia, who seemed both down and nervous, June who had a folder with her and Peter, were all settling at the table. Looking up at her, everyone smiled. She did it back, then settled the bags on the table, and on a whim, got into them

After a moment, she pulled out four little flag pins, that were enamel on metal and slid the plastic packages to everyone. There were also little flags on sticks, to decorate rooms or office spaces, and tiny Uncle Sam bobbleheads. That last one wasn’t all that patriotic, but they were so cute that she hadn’t been able to resist.

Liberty lit up on seeing what she was handing out.

“You got enough for everyone? That’s so thoughtful of you.”

Portia grinned and seeming a bit bemused, Pete put his flag pin on his t-shirt. It was a little bit shabby looking.

“Oh, right, you two, we’re going house hunting tomorrow. Peter...” She shrugged. “We, you, me, and Logan, are also going to head out and get some new clothing. Maybe some suits? You’re all lacking in professionalism so far. Normally you all get to buy for yourselves, but you know how you boys are, lacking in fashion sense and all that?” She was teasing, which had Port swallowing hard, and June seeming slightly baffled. Not angry or annoyed, at least.

Pete ducked his head.

“I don’t have any money yet? I haven’t wanted to ask when payday is, since that seems sort of greedy.”

June smiled at the guy.

“The first of the month. We should probably get you all uniforms as well, to mark your positions here. Do you have any ideas for that, Hannah?”

“Not even one. I’ve started calling them all Operators, so, maybe a pin that says that on it or name tags? I’m just here passing these things out for the Fourth. Oh, we’re all invited to The High Command picnic? Not just us here, but The Society, The Trainees and I think The Underdogs and The Requiem. We kind of need to do that in public, too, I think. That part wasn’t mentioned, but this year hasn’t been a great one and showing that we’re pulling together isn’t a horrible idea at all.”

Pete nodded, and even if Hannah didn’t love him best, she at least got why he was so incredibly fucked up. Part of it.

“Good, you’re up to help me organize things then, Peter? Contacting people and making lists and all that? It’s... Actually, a good excuse to be in touch with a lot of people that way for you.”

The guy, who she thought of as being pretty lazy, even if he was more or less fine in the morning exercises now, grinned.

“Sure? I don’t know how to do that kind of thing, but if you tell me what to do, I can probably manage it alright?”

June cleared her throat, and stiffened up, holding the old-fashioned tan office folder in her hands, not opening it. Portia looked away, nervously.

Hannah got that, feeling it herself. She spoke then, since, if it came down to it and Peter hated anyone for the mess that was about to hit them, it was best for that to be focused on her. June was his boss, and Port was his sister, after all. Hannah wasn’t even a friend of his. Not yet. They might never be, so it wasn’t a huge loss for her, if that died on the vine.

“Okay, so we’re here for a reason, Pete. This... Is so layered. First, we have some bad news.”

The boy looked attentive, but not worried.

Hannah made herself look grim. Sad. It wasn’t real, of course.

“Angela Morrison passed away last night. Car accident. She ran off the road into a wall at high speed and died instantly. She was your mother.”

Half panicked, the kid looked at Portia first, since clearly the jig was up. Then, slowly, he realized that Angela was dead and went still. It clearly pained him, though no tears came. After a moment, he looked at Portia and closed his eyes.

“Yeah. So, um, your mom raised me. She got me when I was little and taught me to be into you, so that we’d get married someday. To get your trust fund? I was supposed to get half of that, and it was enough to be worth doing. It... I got with Kel in order to get close to you. Then, you know, you only like girls, so that was kind of hard to pull off. Um, don’t get mad at me, or I guess, don’t kill me? I sort of got video of us having sex the other day. Angela has that. Had it. We... I wasn’t really raised by her, you know? She hired some people for that. Different ones, about a year or two each, so that I could only count on her, I guess. I knew it was messed up, of course, but didn’t really have a choice.”

No one spoke, and Peter seemed to be recovering from the news of the death rather nicely.

Hannah grimaced again. This time kind of meaning it.

“So, layer one is done. Now the next level, Pete. She didn’t adopt you. She’s your mother. We have the DNA test results. You and Port are half-siblings. The unworkable plan that she had was about getting you two married, and then blackmailing the Darius family, threatening to out them as supporting incest if they wouldn’t pay out to the tune of billions. That wouldn’t have worked, of course. A lo to fold money families have that kind of thing happen in their history. It’s even kind of expected.”

This time, the recovery wasn’t that fast at all. Peter started to shake, even as June moved over, around the table and held him. It wasn’t tight, but it was real contact and showed that he wasn’t being blamed too much for the whole thing. The folder was opened, showing the various test results. Hannah moved in and patted the guy herself, since it was kind of horrible news to learn, given everything. It should have been either joyous or at least a point of interest, but was, instead kind of gross. Portia was in the same boat, but not shaking at all.

After a while, tears streaming down his face, Peter looked up, and gasped.

“Fuck! The thumb drive... Angela has it. Had it. She always hides things, too. I don’t even know which of her houses it’s at.”

Portia closed her eyes.

“Houses? Plural? Why was she so greedy? She already has millions.”

Everyone there looked concerned, but Hannah simply closed her eyes. Then, relaxed, focused on the sense of nothing within for a few moments, and allowed herself to be where the target was. She found the thumb drive inside twenty seconds after starting the search, which was just small and black, and brought it to them with not real effort. It was tiny, and she was leveraging the location of it against her own being. Then she checked for other copies of the same thing, and ended up with a laptop and a cell phone as well. June got the idea first, and smiled. It was slightly fierce seeming.

The cute superhero locked eyes with her.

“You have all of the different versions of it?”

She smiled back.

“Yep. If we melt these, that video vanishes forever.”

Portia stood then and while she didn’t melt anything, she did do a good job of breaking each of the devices to a level that nothing on any of them would be recoverable. Only after it was done did Peter grimace.

“That... was my phone.”

Hannah just glared at him then, and rolled her eyes, making sure he saw her doing it.

“Boo, freaking, who, Peter. You can get a new one in a few days. Honestly, you all need to either not use those at all, or learn security protocols for them, first. We all need to do that. So, other than the emotional fallout and me pointing out that no one insisted you lose your new job or be arrested, this is over now? There’s no video, you aren’t going to try and steal money from anyone, especially your sister and we all admit that you not knowing you were related means that the sex portion of things never happened? We’re clear on that part of things? An oops moment, but nothing worth having psychological damage over, right?”

It wasn’t going to be that simple at all. Not on the last portions of things.

Still, tears still on his face, gasping a bit, Peter nodded.

“I should leave or... I’m sorry, Port. Even if the rest wasn’t true, I still knew it was wrong. There was other stuff, I...”

Hannah shook her head.

“I know that everything inside of you is going to shout that you have to run. To get away from this, but it won’t really help anything. Both of you need to work this out. You were tricked. The only way you’re going to ever really understand that you didn't do anything wrong is to stand together, side by side, for long enough that it sinks in. So, we’re house hunting tomorrow. Both of you need to get into therapy. They have a great guy for that here, so use him?” She thought that would be allowed.

June actually made the appointments, adding in Logan and Kelsey, as well. Hannah wouldn’t have even thought of that, which was insane of her. They’d been right there, as part of the whole thing and it was going to impact them as well.

Before Port got up to leave the room, she put the lapel pin on. That had Hannah, and then June, doing the same thing.

It was a bit different, but also kind of a hopeful moment. As if that, an enamel painted brass flag was a sign that, someday, things would be better.
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Chapter twenty-six
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A voice hit her, as she sat on her sofa, at about eight that night. It was a tiny bit jarring, not having the sense of fullness that Al or Aliza normally did.

It was Carl, using the new system. It sounded like him, which was helpful.

~H.? We need you in L.’s basement. Not an emergency, but attendance is required. Bring Al?~

She stood up, the blond boy padding out of the guest room, moving at a good pace. She already had her shoes on, as did he, so put her hand out, and twenty seconds later whisked them away, to the underside of Lash and Debbie’s place, off in the suburbs. Today the room looked vast. Also like a Turkish bath, complete with blue and white tile walls and flooring and steaming pools to soak in. At least Hannah thought that was the Turkish style. The truth was that she’d never been to one at all. It was big enough that she could just barely make out the far walls.

Everyone else was there, too.

The entire Requiem, plus her and Al.

Zip was in uniform, as was Luther, but Kate had her face mask off, and so did Guardia. In fact, she was in civvies, which was unusual for her. John Fawks, looking no older than thirty, was there as well, dressed in shabby chic, as presented by a green rain slicker and black slacks. Probably a shirt as well, but she couldn’t make that out.

Debbie waved, drawing her attention to three other people. June, Marina and Patty. The young looking girl, who was hundreds of years old, was the one who spoke first, not introducing herself.

“It’s tentative, but we think we’ve located three individuals who are in on the planned extinction of humanity. We came to beg for your help with this, Alistair Marks. Marina is going to attempt to get them to recruit her, so she’ll need to be monitored constantly, as soon as that happens.”

The woman was commanding and seemed extra annoying, since she looked maybe fourteen or fifteen at most.

“June’s organization has worked out a new, untraceable communications system. The No More did the work on that, so we can count on it to a level that we probably couldn’t with anything else. We need to get that arranged for all of us here, if that’s possible, Toto?” There wasn’t even a grin at the use of the code name.

She did though.

“We can do that. For this to work, you have to either join The Trainees or be working with them in a real fashion. It’s an extra time sink, but the way the system was set up. And, yes, I could change that, but right now I need to have permission from the council to give out powers and they said that the Trainees and their trainers can do this. So, if you want in, that’s the bar to entry. That and me giving it to you. I don’t know how much work is needed yet. Not daily, from what I can tell. So, if you come and help shoot them once a month or so, that could work?”

Not that they’ve been doing that yet.

Everyone, except for John and Carl, looked slightly upset by the idea. Which would be about working with young people, not shooting at them. She snapped her fingers.

“Oh, right, we need to set that up for real, for Fast Kid? Get with Vidya on it, Carl? I want something similar for the rest of us as well. Rubber bullets if people aren’t able to soak the real thing on their own.”

The masked man, his face a tan oval at the moment, with slits to let air in, only nodded.

Then Patty continued.

“We can all do that. Then we need to clear everyone we possibly can. We’re starting with the immortals, but also the shape shifters. If we can pull it off, once they’re cleared, we need to try and recruit them. Anyone have an idea as to how to do that?”

No one seemed to, but after a while Hannah looked at her mother, who was looking blonde and pretty that day. Also about nineteen, like June. Both of them were immortal.

She raised her hand, just a bit, thinking of that. After all, she had a bit of insight to share, that way.

“Maybe? It was pointed out that Don can turn that off. If we do it correctly, we can make them not immortal on command, and then destroy them well enough that they’ll die for real.”

Kate cleared her throat.

“That’s good, I guess, but doesn’t really get them on our side, does it? We can’t threaten them into working with us. That would be begging them to throw in with our enemies.”

Marina went wide eyed, and June actually nodded however. The older woman spoke first.

“That... could work. Part of being truly immortal, a being that cannot be killed, is that eventually, in millions of years, or billions, we’ll all be alone. Possibly past the end of everything. Living in space, unable to breathe, hovering eternally in pain. It sounds minor, if you know that won’t be your fate, but it’s a real issue for my people. If we can offer them that kind of thing as a choice, even if it isn’t confirmed to work yet, that could be a very nice carrot for a lot of us.” She smiled, which was attractively done. “On the other side, most of us actually like people and don’t want you all dead. Clearly not all of us. If you and Don are willing to offer that up, I bet we can get a lot of help we might not otherwise.”

That was the plan then. Not that it would really take Don, specifically. He’d work, though, if he was willing to be in on the plan. If not, if that was too much for him, she’d just need to have someone else be given that power set. It was a thing she could do, if she could get clearance for it.

Which, she knew, was pretty likely, even if the fate of the world didn’t hinge on it.

She didn’t make a big deal out of it, just going over when all of them needed to come and help out with The Trainees, which would be Monday morning, so that they could be given the new communication powers. Then as people started to leave, most of them walking toward the very distant stairs, Hannah waved at Kate.

“Hey, do you have tomorrow free?”

That got a nod.

“Sure? What’s up?”

“House hunting! I need more space, and, you know, need to pay my own way, so I’m doing that now. You’re just the friend I have with actual taste, so I thought, you know, I should invite you along to keep me from buying a dilapidated school building or an old church?”

Getting the idea, Katherine nodded.

“Sweet! So, this is going to be our new hang out? Tyler and I... We’re planning to get married in December, and need to find a new place, too. Close to the city, since he works there and can’t teleport.”

Hannah squealed a little, happy for her friends. Also, a little sad for herself. Kate was getting married, and she couldn’t even get a regular date night going. Still, she’d cut off her tongue before letting that idea show on her face.

“That’s wonderful! I’ll have to set up a stag party for him? For both of you. You don’t get strippers and prostitutes though, of course. Just balloons and all that. Cake.”

She was laughed at, which was good, since she wasn’t planning either party for real.

Then they made plans to talk about it, the next day. They both left via teleportation, and Hannah managed it nearly as fast as her friend, though it hurt a lot pushing herself that hard.

She kept a smile on her face, though.

Then, when she was finally alone, Al still at Lash’s, working on saving the world, she sat on her sofa, in her favorite spot, right in the center, and even if she was happy for her friend, she cried.

For a very long time.

That was for a lot of reasons, but eventually she stopped and started to plan out what she had to do next.
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