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Reed
 
“They got her,” I said as I walked into the office, bare-chested, in the middle of the night. It was summer, and steamy, and I was sweating to beat the damned band. I’d just flown in from Maple Grove, Minnesota, to Eden Prairie, where our offices were. Even the brush of the wind hadn’t cooled me, in either mood or temperature.
“Got who?” Augustus Coleman asked. Night still hung heavy outside the office windows, the wee small hours of the morning yet to give way to dawn. “What are you talking about?” He was standing behind the receptionist desk, and by his bristling demeanor and his wide eyes, I knew he knew who I was talking about.
But like me … he didn’t really want to admit it.
“Sienna,” Scott Byerly said, his usually tanned face pale, emerging from the hallway that led to our bullpen, the tight cluster of desks where most of our employees worked.
“Bingo,” I said, pointing at Scott as I brushed a few long, stray hairs back over my shoulder and out of my face. “They got her.”
“Who got her? The cartel?” Augustus asked, stepping around the desk. “Do we need to saddle up? Call in the cavalry? Mount a rescue mission?”
“They got her,” Jamal, Augustus’s brother said, stepping out of the hall behind Scott, a phone gripped tightly in his hand. “The feds arrested Sienna.”
There they were. The words I’d choked on when I’d gotten here, unable to bring myself to say them out loud. 
I sagged, standing in front of the door. “Yep,” was all I could say.
“NOOOOOOOOOOO!” A crash came from the bullpen, and Guy Friday, Sienna’s uncle (yeah, I know, I have trouble with that one, too) shoved Jamal and Scott aside as he swelled from his normal, stick-figure size to an Incredible Hulk state of muscle and fright. I mean, height. He clenched a ham-like fist in front of pectorals the size of a hubcap, and said, “Let’s roll! We gotta get her!” His voice was hoarse and thick, and though he wore something that approximated a gimp mask, his mood was clear.
“Where’s she at?” Augustus whirled on his brother, who was still standing there clutching his cell phone. “You can find her. You search, you locate, we destroy.”
“You … want to destroy Sienna?” Scott’s eyebrow quirked up. Even in the middle of the night, Scott looked composed—suit smooth, shirttail perfect, his tie was even fixed in place. Perfect image of a yuppie at an office.
“We destroy the people guarding her,” Augustus said, slowly, like he was talking to a child.
“Those are federal agents,” Jamal said. “That would put us pretty definitely on the wrong side of the law.”
“Wouldn’t be the first time this year,” Augustus said, tension ratcheting to max in his voice. I didn’t think I’d ever heard him this worked up about something. Maybe when the last Beyoncé album dropped, but that was different.
“Who else is here?” I asked, trying to get my wits about me.
“Just us,” Scott said. “Everybody else went home.”
My phone flared to life in my pocket, and I ripped it out, hoping it was—
“Kat,” I said, answering it.
“Did you hear?” Kat Forrest sounded … drained on the other end of the line. Stricken.
“I was there when it happened,” I said. Even with me in Minnesota and her in California, the connection was immediate. This traumatic event—
“How were you in Reno, Nevada, just now when a couple metas hit a cosmetics store in a robbery?” Kat asked. “Do you have precognitive abilities? Do I need to start calling you ‘son’?”
“I’m not—what?” I shook my head, trying to clear the fog of events and figure out what the hell Kat was on. “I’m talking about Sienna being arrested, what are you going on about?”
A harsh silence came from the phone. “Sienna’s been arrested?” A pause. “Where?”
“Maple Grove, Minnesota. Not thirty minutes ago. They have her in federal custody.”
To Kat’s credit … this time there was no pause. “I’ll be in Minnesota in three hours. Was … anyone arrested with her?”
“No,” I said, shaking my head. “And Kat … get Veronika from SF on your way in if you’re going private. And … whoever else is out there from our roster. Call … call everyone.” I shifted my instructions from her to the others. “All hands on deck. If they’ve ever worked with us, and we know they’re trustworthy … get ’em here. Greg Vansen. Taneshia. Gravity. Whoever we can call up.”
“Yo, Reed,” Jamal said, stepping forward, “are you sure you’re—”
“On it,” Kat said, and she hung up.
I dropped the phone to my side.
“Yesssssss,” Friday said, clenching his fist in front of him. “Let’s do this shit.”
“Hell yeah,” Augustus said, nodding. “Going full rogue up in this place.”
“Reed,” Scott said. “I … know you must be feeling rocked right now, but … what you’re talking about …”
“I’m not talking about anything—yet,” I said. “I’m just calling up all hands.”
“Well … some of us are getting an idea about the direction you’re heading on this,” Jamal said, looking at his brother. “And those of us not immediately on the bandwagon … are getting alarmed.”
“This is a federal crime you’re talking about,” Scott said, meta-low, so no normal human could hear us without aid of some sort of noise-magnifying microphone. And hopefully there were none of those in the area. Jamal kept our office free of bugs. “You want to break Sienna Nealon out of prison?”
“Jail, technically,” Friday said, and everyone stopped to look at him. “You only go to prison after you’ve been sentenced.”
“She needs a lawyer, Reed,” Scott said, stepping closer to me, looking me dead in the eye. “She needs to fight this the legal way, first.”
“Miranda’s trying to get to her right now,” I said, “but you know how this is going to go. Come on, Scott! We deliver criminal metas to the law for a living! They’re not being tried in traditional courts, with traditional protections!” They were tried in shadowy meta courts, where limited amounts of information about the case were made public. It was a fairly new development, something that had come after the Supreme Court decision a couple years ago, and one I was not—as usual, lately—happy about. “Mark my words,” I said, “she’s going to get railroaded.”
“How’d they get her?” Jamal asked, finger touching the charging port of his phone. Probably scanning the internet for information. In fact, he probably already knew the answer, and was asking it for the benefit of those around me.
It was a bitter damned pill to say it out loud. “She surrendered.” 
“Whoa,” Friday said.
I saw the stiffness, the fight, go out of Augustus. His shoulders slumped by a half inch. “Surrendered?”
“She was cornered,” I said, still hot for said fight. “She’s been on the run for two years, she’s not invincible anymore, she’s—”
“Reed,” Scott said, deathly quiet. “This is … we can’t …”
“We can,” I said, and I strode past him. “We will. Get everyone here. If you don’t want to come with us, Scott … you can stay here or go home—I don’t care which.”
“Reed,” he called after me. “This was her choice, man. You can’t—”
“If it were any of us locked up,” I said, stopping at my office door and whirling on him where he stood on the other side of the bullpen, surrounded by the other three, “she’d already be halfway through the damned prison walls to spring us. Don’t tell me what I can’t do for my sister.”
I slammed my office door, knowing that it wouldn’t keep any of them out if they were determined to continue our argument. None of them came, though, and I sat there, cold leather of my office chair against my bare back, as I waited for my pieces to arrive, to move into place …
So I could get my sister out of jail.



 
 
 
 
2.
 
 
Sienna
 
“… Sienna Nealon … how do you plead?”
The magistrate of the metahuman crimes court—or something like that, it was another of those useless government acronyms I didn’t bother to try and keep track of—was speaking to me. I’d lost track of what she was saying in the midst of her reading off the umpteen billion crimes I’d been charged with. I’d zoned out somewhere around the eight hundred and twentieth count of arson. Had I really burned eight hundred and twenty things in my life?
Seemed low.
The magistrate was a tough, upright woman in her middle-fifties. Her eyes, which could cut through steel or any teenager’s pretensions of being a badass, fell right on mine. “Ms. Nealon … are you still with us?”
“I’m strapped upright to a freaking gurney, bound hand and foot, and have a Hannibal Lecter mask over my face,” I said, the mask interfering with my ability to speak. I belted it out for the cheap seats anyway. “Where the hell else would I be? Other than in my own sweet little lollipop fantasy world where they’re currently fête-ing me for stopping a dangerous drug cartel from abducting an American citizen and torturing her to death while guarding their illicit hideout with mercenaries carrying as many illegal weapons as crimes you just read off.”
“Ms. Nealon, if you don’t change your tone, I’m going to cite you for contempt of court,” the magistrate said. She was, apparently, not playing around.
“Oh, gosh, I’d be in real trouble then,” I said. What the hell else were they going to do to me? Tack another thirty days onto my sentence? I wasn’t listening during the “murder” reading, but if we were just going by tonight, they’d probably charged me with a couple hundred.
The magistrate tore her eyes off of me with great difficulty, like pulling a serrated knife out of a wound where it had gotten stuck (yeah, I’ve done it, don’t ask—and boy, do I sound like I deserved to be here). “Counselor … do you have anything else to add?”
She was asking the prosecution, because I didn’t have a defense attorney present. I’d asked for one. They’d ignored me. I was strapped to a gurney, powerless, so there wasn’t a lot I could do besides making cutting remarks and asking again for my lawyer.
“The prosecution asks for no bail,” the prosecutor, a mid-fifties guy who might as well have been the magistrate’s husband, said. “We believe the defendant is a flight risk.”
“Let the record show,” I said, projecting my voice past this silly mask, which was pointless, because they’d drugged my superpowers out of me, “I can no longer fly.”
I bet that would have killed in front of a different audience, one with fewer sticks lodged in their anuses. Unfortunately, here in this meta court, apparently my entire audience was suffering the wood-butt affliction, because I was greeted with silence.
“So ordered,” the magistrate said, “no bail.” And then she thumped her little gavel, like that was supposed to be some sort of punctuation on her haughty pronouncement.
“Bummer,” I said. “I was looking forward to chilling at that home I no longer have while I wait for this trial to start up. Maybe catch up on the new season of Orange is the New Black … pick up some tips.”
The magistrate just glared, but apparently she, too, had realized the pointlessness of adding a stupid contempt charge on what was already bound to be a life sentence, even for little old me and my five-thousand-year lifespan. “Would you like to enter a plea, Ms. Nealon?” the magistrate asked.
“Well, I’d really like to consult with my attorney before painting myself into that particular corner,” I said.
The prosecutor snickered. The magistrate looked amused. Based on their reactions, they were not only married but sharing a brain.
“You’re not the trial judge, are you?” I asked, watching the little undercurrent of amusement between the two of them. “Because ideally, I’d like an impartial arbiter of justice to do that sort of thing. It’s an old-fashioned idea I have about justice, that it should be blind.”
The magistrate cleared her throat. “Well, I’m sorry to disappoint you, Ms. Nealon, but I’m the magistrate in charge of overseeing all metahuman trials in the Eighth District.” She looked at paper on her desk. She’d probably printed out a tawdry novel for when things got boring in the courtroom. Well, I could pretty much guarantee the content of my trial was going to be exciting.
“Oh,” I said. “In that case … you’re welcome.”
That got her cold eyes off the paper and back on me. “For what?” she asked, pure ice in her tone.
“I’ve sent you a lot of business over the last few years,” I said. “Just figured maybe you were grateful for your job.”
A spark of heat flared in her eyes, but she didn’t bother to address my dig. Or say thank you. “Your trial is set for three days from now—”
“Geez, the discovery process is going to be short,” I said.
“You’ve had two years to conduct discovery,” she said, and a haughty smile of self-satisfaction broke out on her face.
“Maybe for the earliest crimes on the docket,” I said, “but for the stuff you’re charging me with from tonight, I’ll have three days.”
“That seems sufficient,” the magistrate said, turning back to her printed-out novel, apparently done with arguing with me about appropriate timeframes to prepare my defense.
“The ballistics aren’t even going to be back,” I said. “Autopsy reports. Hell, reports from all the cops who showed up to the scene. You want to charge me with—”
“If you can tell me what crimes from this evening you’re being charged with,” the magistrate said, tearing her gaze up to me again and—yeah, again—smiling, “I might be prepared to listen to this argument. Failing that … your trial commences in three days.” She looked to the prosecutor. “You have a motion for change of venue?”
The prosecutor smiled tightly. “Yes. Rather than haul the defendant down here to Minneapolis every day for trial, and deal with the zoo of press and spectators, the prosecution requests a special dispensation to try her in the facilities of the metahuman prison known as the Cube. With no audience.”
“Uh … wow,” I said, “This is interesting. You’re not even going to bother to let the public observe my trial? And you’re going to make the jurors drive down to Young America, Minnesota, every day for … however long this lasts?”
The magistrate giggled. Girlishly. And my last hope kinda died in that moment. “This is not a jury trial,” she said, once she’d regained the minimum level of composure required not to be a huge asshole while putting the screws to me. Near thing.
“Oh,” I said, finally getting it driven home to me once and for all. “So … you hate me and you’re going to deny me a lawyer, a public hearing, you’ll be personally overseeing my trial and … I’m assuming here, but clear it up for me … passing sentence once it’s all over?”
“We’ll consider allowing you the benefit of counsel,” she said, back to reading.
“But I’m bang on with the other stuff?” I asked. “Cool. I guess it’s a death sentence for sure, then.”
One day I was going to learn to stop pissing off people who tried to lord their control over me. But not today. “Ms. Nealon—” she said, lighting back up—and actually standing up.
“I mean, I thought the trial feature in Starship Troopers was kinda cool because it was so fast,” I said, because … why the hell would I shut up now? Was there clemency in my future if I just piped down? Hah. “But now I’m starting to see why the ‘speedy trial’ feature of our criminal justice system isn’t usually done in five minutes, with a burger and fries. I’m supposed to have rights, you clowns—”
“You surrendered those rights when you became a murderer,” the magistrate said.
“‘Allegedly,’” I fired back. “Unless you’re pronouncing my guilt this very minute. And I can’t tell you how fair I feel this trial is already—what with the person who’s judging me, jurying me—is there a verb for that? I mean, other than in this instance, where I believe the proper term would be ‘screwing’—”
“Ms. Nealon!” The magistrate was back on her feet after a short sit, slamming her gavel down. “You will control your outbursts or—”
“Or what?” I asked, finally getting as fully over-the-line here as in any fight for my life because … shit. This was a legal fight for my life, and it seemed like they planned to strap me to the gurney and tape my mouth shut. “You’ll hang me? Seems like I’m already heading that way, Your dis-Honor. Lemme tell you something fun about people deprived of hope and their rights—they don’t take it well.” I rattled the chains that undergirded the copious amounts of leather straps keeping me down. “You want me to what? Keep my damned mouth shut while you railroad me? As though the long list of my myriad crimes doesn’t give you enough cause to sentence me for a long time anyway? You gotta stack the deck completely against me by denying me a lawyer and being a firmly committed asshole against my cause? What the hell is the point of me being here if I don’t get to mount a defense? What is the point of a trial if I don’t get to have an advocate examine the evidence of my apparently innumerable crimes and try to construct a defense? Hell, if you wanted me, an American, familiar with my rights, to shut up and just take this injustice—I mean, really, do you even realize who you’re talking to? You should have tried me in absentia, you biased dumbass—”
“Silence,” the magistrate said, hammering her gavel impotently. “Silence. Silence! SILENCE!”
“Come on, Nealon,” one of the guards, a thin woman in a guard uniform with a nametag that read OWENS, put a hand on the back of my upright gurney and tipped me, starting to roll me back. “I think you’ve done enough damage to your cause for one day.”
“You want to be my lawyer?” I asked Owens. “Looks like you’re the best I can get at this point. Do you work pro bono?”
Owens was a white girl, looked to be in her thirties, and her eyes danced with amusement, but she hid the smile as she rolled me back. Another guard, a big dude, got in beside her to help steer me away. I had a full escort, ten or twelve peeps walking with full assault rifles and black helmets and the full Gestapo thing going on. Owens had her helmet visor up, and strands of her hair were sticking out the sides.
“The defendant is remanded into the custody of the state,” the magistrate said, tone back to normal, all coming back to right with the world now that my sarcastic ass was being removed from her courtroom.
“Awesome,” I called back over my shoulder as best I could, what with my head being strapped down. “I’ll let you know how the accommodations are. I’m expecting five stars, turn-down service, the whole works, especially given how much I’ve been paying in taxes prior to my unfortunate interruption in life.
“Get her out of here!” the magistrate shouted.
“Was it something I said?” I asked Owens as she wheeled me out of the courtroom.
Owens didn’t answer immediately. She seemed to wait until the doors closed behind me. “Maybe it was something you did,” she said, whispering like she was afraid the magistrate would hear and slap her around just for having a little fun with me. Because we couldn’t have that. It might take some of the seriousness out of this railroading they were about to perform on me.
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“Better brace yourself,” Owens said as they rolled me toward a set of double doors to the outside. A couple courthouse guards were waiting there, lacking the full battle rattle of Owens and her team. The courthouse guards looked tense, a little shifty, like they were girding themselves for a particularly unpleasant duty. I’d been brought to this show trial hearing straight from the Cube, where I’d been processed and whatnot and left to cool off in a quiet room by myself for a few hours before the doctor and warden had come in to talk to me.
Apparently, judging by my performance in front of the magistrate, I had not cooled off enough. Whatever, it was summer. Cool was optional.
The guards threw the double doors open and I was hit by a blast of summer heat and greeted by flashbulbs and flying obscenities. Tough to decide which of those was less pleasant. The humidity was off the scale, and my hair wilted beneath the various straps, frizzing to the max as I was rolled out into the madness. The sun was beating down brutally, and it looked to be nearing midday.
There was a crowd waiting outside the courthouse, with metal barriers and a whole ton of guards lined up, separating me from a crowd of angry reporters and—somehow—an even more pissed-off crowd of protestors.
What were they protesting? Me, apparently.
I saw signs suggesting various punishments for me that lined up perfectly, as near as I could tell, with the magistrate’s intentions. HANG HER, one read, and it had a magic marker sketch of a stick figure with dark hair in a noose with stick figure legs dancing beneath it in midair. Clearly it was not me, because even after taking off some poundage in the last year, no one was ever going to mistake me for a stick figure.
“Just ignore them,” Owens said over the deafening roar. I couldn’t tell if she was talking to me or the guard rolling me alongside her.
“It’s cool,” I said as someone close to the barricade shouted, calling me an “effing bitch.” Then they spat on me. The mask caught most of it, fortunately. “I’ve been called worse.” Then someone else hurled the c-word at me. “Like that. That’s worse.”
A bottle cracked off my mask and the crowd roared its approval. Warm liquid splattered through the holes, and I was very grateful to find it was lemonade, sweet and slightly sour.
“Hustle up,” Owens said, and they started to double time it, running me forward to a waiting van.
“What the hell did I do to these people?” I asked as another thrown bottle—this one of yellow liquid that I suspected was not lemonade—hit my abdomen and, thankfully, bounced off. It hurt a little, though, not gonna lie. Everything seemed to hurt more with my meta powers suppressed.
“Ms. Nealon, how do you respond to comments on the internet that—” someone shouted from across the barricade to my left.
“I never read internet comments!” I shouted back as I passed. “Sanity does not lie that way.”
I rattled the chains as the crowd roared again. Someone chucked something else at me, but it missed. Lucky these losers apparently never played softball. “What the hell is wrong with you people? You throw like boys who’ve never masturbated,” I shouted through the mask. “Build some arm strength, you little bitches.”
I figured no one would hear me over the mask and the crowd noise, but apparently someone did, because I got called the c-word again. Or maybe they were just hurling it around in general. Classy bunch, these protesters.
“You’re just winning friends all over the place,” Owens said as the big aluminum barricades rattled, the weight of the crowd pressing in on them. I wasn’t highly experienced at crowd control, but it seemed to me there were about half as many officers here as I’d have wanted to control a group this size. Or this angry.
“Seriously, are these the families of all the mercenaries I’ve ever—allegedly—killed?” I asked. “Because otherwise, I’m at a loss as to who all I pissed off to generate this much of an organized response.”
“I like how you threw ‘allegedly’ in there,” Owens said. We were about ten feet from the van, and the lead guard element already had the doors open in anticipation of shoving me in. “As though you have a real chance of beating that particular rap at trial.”
“Honestly, I’d plead self-defense on any mercs that have crossed my path. And I’m already looking ahead to the appeal,” I said as a glass bottle bounced off my mask. Could have been my skull. Still stung. “Ouch.”
“Your aim sucks!” Owens shouted into the crowd. She was dripping with something and it didn’t smell remotely good. She didn’t seem all that fazed, though.
“Seriously, little girls in softball leagues the world over could give these boys some pointers,” I said. Which was unfair, because the crowd was at least fifty percent pissed-off women. It was also probably unfair to overgeneralize, but they were grubby as hell, fitting my every preconception of professional protesters turned out by the organizing arm for some group or another that had apparently taken exception to my very existence. I caught a NO JUSTICE, NO PEACE sign out of the corner of my eye and a FRY HER sign right next to it. This one had a stick figure drawing of me in what I assumed was supposed to be an electric chair, though it looked more like a toilet. “It seems like this group has a well-reasoned set of arguments. I suspect the court is going to get a flurry of carefully worded amicus curiae briefs from them just as soon as they’re done throwing piss and invective at us.”
“They’re throwing piss and invective at you,” Owens said, sounding quite put out about it. “The rest of us are just your collateral damage. As usual.”
“Sorry,” I said as they wheeled me up to the van and stopped. “If I had it my way, you wouldn’t be in the line of fire here. Any of you.”
“If you had it your way, you’d probably still be out roaming free,” Owens said, spinning me around so I could see the whole crowd.
And … shit. It was a big crowd.
“I surrendered,” I said as they started to lift me up into the van. The crowd was really pushing against the barricades now. They were scraping against the pavement, producing a loud screeching noise that was mostly covered by the screamed insults and obscenities. Cameras were rolling at the periphery, documenting the about-to-unfold riot.
“Forgive me for not being impressed,” Owens said. The wheels of my gurney cart thumped as they brought me into the van and Owens took care to tilt me back so I didn’t whack my head. A bottle hit me in the chest but didn’t break. Ow. Like a punch to the sternum.
“I’ll forgive you only because you’re presently drenched in urine that was presumably meant for me,” I said. “It’s nice to be home. Nobody throws a welcome party like Minneapolis.” Another bottle, this one caught me in the throat. “Your aim is not improving, you worthless turds! Don’t you people have jobs to get to?” I looked at the messy clothing around me. Seriously, where did these people come from? “Oh. Right. You’re probably already at work.”
“It’s a good thing they can’t hear you,” Owens said as she tilted me over and started locking my gurney wheels into place. “I don’t think it’d make this situation any better.”
“I’m not about making situations better at this point,” I said. “Besides, is there anything I could say that would make these people not want to skin me alive right now if given half a chance?”
Owens tossed a look out of the van as the doors slammed from outside, my escort squad forming a perimeter around the vehicle. Now garbage and bottles were pinging against the van’s sides. One hit the front windshield and spider-webbed it. “Get us the hell out of here!” she shouted at the driver.
“You want me to run people over?” the driver called back. He didn’t sound particularly happy about it, but I saw his point—and about ten heads staring up over the dashboard from outside, waving hands angrily at me and shouting a dozen different terrible things. Also at me.
“Just tell them I pushed the accelerator to the floor,” I said. “Everyone will believe it and you’ll get off scot-free.”
“Give the cops a second to clear them off—” Owens started to say.
A gunshot rang out, and the back window cracked, a spider web appearing in the glass around a central point where a bullet had caught in the bulletproof pane.
“GO GO GO!” Owens shouted. People scrambled to get out of the way, and I saw a Minneapolis cop forcefully shoving people out from in front of the van. He waved the driver on, and the driver responded by laying rubber down on the pavement as another bullet hit the back window and stuck there next to the last. Two bullets, just sitting there, lodged in the bulletproof pane.
Another day in the life of Sienna Nealon, and everyone in the van was freaking the hell out except Owens.
“Good times,” I said as we hit the street, skidding sideways as the driver tried to drift like Angel but wiped out a half dozen garbage cans and hit the curb instead. He damned near flipped us, too, but managed to get things straightened out in time to not do so. We sped down Washington Avenue like a rectangular bat out of hell, sirens on the roof raging.
“Someone just tried to kill you,” Owens said, ducked down next to my hand, which was secured into place so tightly I could barely feel it at this point. “Does that even register with you?”
“If I got all worked up and flustered every time someone tried to kill me, I’d never get any sarcasming done,” I said. “And one thing you need to know about me if you’re going to be guarding me, Owens—my sarcasming is more important to me than anything else at this point. You might say it’s the last thing I’ve got left.”
“Other than your life,” Owens said.
“If I lose my sense of humor, my hollow shell of a life isn’t going to be worth living,” I said, letting my gaze creep around the van interior. Buildings were rushing by outside the windows. I caught the sign for JD Hoyt’s Supper Club and realized we must be heading toward 394 West.
“Well, you are something else, Nealon,” Owens said. Was that grudging admiration? I didn’t dare to hope.
“You guys might want to strap in,” I said.
Owens’s eyes slitted in suspicion. “Why?”
“Because we’re about to get on 394 West, heading back to the Cube,” I said. “And if I know that—”
“Take us down to 8th, then to Highway 55 and get on it,” Owens said, immediately, to the driver. “Sirens on, ignore the lights. When you get to Lake, hang a right and keep going till you get to 35 West. Don’t stop for anything short of Armageddon. We need to vary our route.”
“Smart cookie,” I said to Owens, who looked at me with a fine glare. Not as fine as the magistrate’s, but not bad. Six outta ten, maybe.
“Why don’t you do us all a favor and keep us entertained with your lie-down comedy act until we get back,” Owens said, eyes searching for threats all around out the windows. Seemed like they were out there, and in high numbers based on the sheer volume of haters we’d just left behind.
“Haha, ‘lie-down comedy act,’” I said. “Because I’m strapped to a frigging gurney like a mental patient. Hilarious.”
“You’re not the only one who uses humor to defuse tension,” Owens said, still staring out the windows looking for trouble.
“Yeah,” I said, enjoying the feel of blood puddling in my head as I settled back, the prison van rattling through the streets of Minneapolis, “I’ve just got more practice at it than anyone else.” To this Owens did not reply, her eyes urgently searching for threats, and for my part, I shut the hell up, contemplating—at last—just how thoroughly I must have failed as a hero to have that damned many people in my own hometown that hated my guts.
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“Sounds like that was an eventful ride,” Warden William Smithers—I mean, Warden Bletchely said as the guards rolled me back down the ramp into the massively metal entry to the Cube. Things had changed since I was the warden of this place, but the entry? It was pretty much the same. It looked like a chrome-plated future, like something out of the Terminator movies, where the machines had won and built this as their lair.
“We got covered in piss and shot at,” Owens said, a little ire leaking out as she rolled me down to the main door into the Cube, a super huge interlocking dramatic thing that hadn’t been here in my day. It almost demanded an equally dramatic sign hung above it, something like, ABANDON ALL HOPE, YE WHO ENTER HERE. “If that’s your idea of an event, remind not to ever go to a concert with you.”
The warden snickered. Apparently he found Owens just as delightful as I did. He hovered his pasty face into my view. “And how’s our star prisoner today?”
“I only caught, like, ten percent of the piss thrown at us that Owens did, so I’m pretty good, comparatively,” I said. “Is breakfast going to be served soon, or do I have time to attend a yoga class first?”
Bletchely laughed like I’d just said the funniest thing ever, throwing back his head of thinning, reddish hair that was long on the sides and utterly lacking on the top, a shiny, bereft spot of scalp catching the glare of the overhead lights. “I can’t tell you how excited I am to have you as one of our guests, Ms. Nealon.”
“You don’t need to tell me how excited you are, Warden. Your excitement shows in the tenting of your trouser crotch. Kinda small, I know—probably a half-man kind of tent, but still—”
“Hilarious,” he said in a voice that suggested I was anything but. His face was tight, too.
“Yeah, I’m taking my lie-down comedy act on tour,” I said. “Owens is going to be my manager. I think we’ll hit all the major cities—or maybe, given what we just saw, the major cities will hit us—with riots.”
“Leave me out of your life plans,” Owens muttered under her breath as the big, dramatic door opened. An elevator waited beyond, guards holding the door for us.
“Did the prisoner take any hits?” Bletchely asked. “Do I need to have the doctor look her over?”
“I’m sure she’s fine, but you could ask her yourself if you were concerned,” I said. “The mask makes it difficult for her to speak, but not impossible, as witnessed by her ability to still piss people off even in while muffled—”
“I’m going to look into a gag for her,” Bletchely muttered.
“Don’t do it on my behalf,” Owens said. “Her smartassery in the face of an absolutely nutballs morning is the only thing keeping me from telling you where to stick this job.” She made a show of checking her watch. “It’s barely noon.”
“Yeah, imagine how bad that riot would have been if the dirty hippies had really had a chance to wake up and shower—okay, maybe just wake up and arrive,” I said. “There would have been ten times their number, surely. And probably still only five cops, because the mayor hates me almost as much as Governor Shipley.”
“I cannot imagine why,” Owens said.
“I know, I’m so sweet, and so much fun,” I said. “Why, I’m a metahuman, shiksa Mrs. Maisel. But living in the modern day. And single. And a lot more willing to use violence as my go-to to solve problems.”
“That explains how you ended up in our care,” Warden Bletchely said as the elevator doors closed and the box started to move. Sigh. All these years later, I still couldn’t get out of these freaking boxes.
“What can I say? I know my strengths.”
“You don’t have any strength right now, Ms. Nealon,” Bletchely said, really rubbing it in. He squeezed my exposed forearm with a bare hand, as if to prove he could. It was a fair point; with the suppressant drug running through my veins, even my metahuman strength had faded to whatever it would have been had I been a normal human. And my skin-to-skin draining powers? Gone. As evident by the pasty warden not going even paler as I ripped his minuscule soul from his gangly body.
Ugh. Normal.
“If you think I’m that powerless, why am I still chained and strapped to a table with a mask over my face?” I asked. To paraphrase that old Churchill joke, I may have been powerless, but he was witless, and this serum would eventually wear off if given a chance to run its course.
Bletchely just forced a smile, because he couldn’t force a non-asinine answer. “So very funny,” he whispered as the elevator doors opened. Without my meta hearing, I almost missed it. “Let’s get you checked out by the doctor, just in case. Wouldn’t want allegations of mistreatment to be grounds for a mistrial.”
“I think you may have missed the memo from the Department of Justice about how my trial’s going to be conducted if you think mistreating me now is going to have any effect,” I said. It didn’t make any impact on the warden, which … surprised me. Maybe he thought I was actually going to get a fair trial. If so, he was as cheerfully naïve as I had been up until I’d gone before the magistrate and she’d disabused me of that innocent notion.
They rolled me through and into a small infirmary, where a woman with brown hair was standing, only faint hints of lines on her face. She was attractive in a stately kind of way, though obviously a little beyond middle age. She looked thoroughly unamused, giving me a near-indifferent once-over as I was rolled in.
“A patient for you, doctor,” Warden Clownshoes said. “Make sure she didn’t suffer any injuries during the … disturbance in Minneapolis on her way out of court.” And he just walked off, order given.
“Oh, good,” she said, “I was just starting to get settled … and here you are.”
“Here to unsettle you, that’s me,” I said, keeping my eyes on her. “After all, I can’t just let you hang around rent-free, not doing anything … Sigourney Weaver.”
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“That’s not my name,” Sigourney said. Though she totally wasn’t Sigourney Weaver, I couldn’t help but call her that. At least the two times I could recall us meeting.
“What is your name?” I asked, keeping an eye on her. She was keeping her own very dispassionate blue eyes right back on me, her lips fixed in a thin line.
“Dr. Helen Slaughter,” she said, checking to make sure her latex gloves were on properly.
I burst out laughing. “Helen Slaughter? Really? That’s what you’re going to go with?” I laughed again. She raised an eyebrow, very Spock-like. “Seriously. Dr. Helen Slaughter—has anyone ever actually said your name out loud? Does no one else get it?” She just kept looking at me. “Hell and Slaughter?”
“Oh, shit,” Owens said, covering her mouth. “I didn’t even catch that.”
A very small smile creased the doctor’s lips. “That’s a dark interpretation.”
I just stared back at her. “You didn’t dispute its accuracy.”
“Did I need to?” She pressed a gloved hand into my abdomen, watching my face for evidence of discomfort. “It’s not the place most people’s minds would go to immediately.”
“That’s why I’m the one who kicks the ass of all the bad guys,” I said. “Because I’m on guard.”
She paused, pressing my stomach lightly. Who knew what she was looking for. “Or paranoid.”
“Been shot at twice this morning,” I said. “Nearly had a riot unleashed on me. You’re not paranoid if they’re actually out to get you.”
“There was a disturbance?” the doctor asked, eyeing me very casually as she did … whatever the hell she was doing. She had her back turned to me now, rattling some metal equipment tray over to my bedside. Gurneyside. Whatever.
“No, it really was a riot,” Owens mumbled.
“Well,” the doctor said. “What do you think, Ms. Nealon? Do you have any injuries to report? Any pains? Where did these objects impact?”
“I’m fine,” I said. “Nothing hurt on me, not even my pride.”
“Well, if your pride’s okay, I’m sure the rest of you is fine,” she said, snapping the gloves off and tossing them in a nearby waste bin.
I furrowed my brow as I looked at her. “Gee, it’s like you know me.”
“I’ve known you for five seconds and already know it’s true,” Owens said. “We done here, doc? I need to return your patient to her holding cell.”
“I get a cell? Of my own? Happy day,” I said. “Mom would be so proud.”
“Yes, of course,” the doctor said dryly, “every mother’s dream, the day their daughter gets sent to prison.”
“Technically, she’s still in jail,” Owens said. “She’ll be transferred from the temporary holding facility to the permanent part of the prison—gen pop—after she gets tried and sentenced.”
“Something to look forward to,” I said. “Lots of new people to meet, lots of new faces to punch. Entirely in self-defense, I’m sure.”
“I’d like to remind you that you’re lacking your powers,” the doctor said, parading around by my feet, stopping there, staring at me. “And they’ll be suspended via suppressant for the length of your stay here.”
I nodded. “Well, that sucks, but … I’m not super surprised, especially if you’re throwing me in with the other inmates. You can’t have me stealing all the souls, after all.”
“Not every prisoner is so restrained,” she said, still staring me in the eye.
Oh, shit. “Well, that’s a departure from how it used to be when I ran the place,” I said.
“All part of that Supreme Court decision that originally released the prisoners,” the doctor said. “One of their findings was that creating a hermetically sealed isolation chamber for each inmate violated their rights.”
“Yeah, putting them in Supermax before they’d proven themselves worthy was … uh … unworthy,” Owens said.
“Wait till they get a load of how my trial’s about to be conducted,” I said. “That oughta be a bonanza of violations of rights. Also … putting a bunch of superpowered people in a prison together with me, without any powers? That doesn’t sound …”
“Healthy?” the doctor was staring at me, and I could read the significance in her look.
“No,” Owens said, conjuring up the exact thing I was thinking. “This doesn’t sound healthy at all for a person with no power.”
This … was a warning.
As soon as my trial was over I was going into a metahuman prison with my superpowers suppressed … and into a population of people who’d have enough strength to kill me with their bare hands. Not to mention plenty of motivation to do just that.
And I’d have all the strength of a normal human.
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Houston, Texas
Four Years Ago
 
“So...where are you from?” Sienna Nealon asked her, looking straight into her eyes with those piercing blue ones. She’d seen them on TV, of course, but that was nothing compared what they looked like here, in person.
“All over,” Sophie said. “But lately, a country called Revelen in Eastern Europe. Nice little place, just off the Baltic. Don't rack your brain searching for the name. No one's ever heard of it, really.”
“Hm,” Sienna said, thinking it over anyway. Or maybe hearing those voices of hers? Sophie felt a little quiver at that thought. “And...so sorry...what was your name again?” Sienna asked.
“Sophie,” the woman said. “Sophie Adams.” Sienna’s face was twisted, contorted. “You don’t approve of my name?”
“Sorry,” Sienna said. “I’m always going to think of you as Sigourney Weaver.”
Sophie’s eyes flashed, and a rare hint of a smile curved her lips. “I’ve been called worse.”
“Haven’t we all,” the lawyer said. What was her name? Miranda? Cousin to the somewhat beleaguered young restaurant owner, Angel, who was happily cooking away in the kitchen, her new meta powers negating the clumsiness Sophie had noted upon her last visit.
Sienna was nodding, sloshing the remnants of her margarita around in her glass. “I guarantee I’ve been called worse. Ever since that stupid Gail Roth interview, I swear half the country thinks I’m some sort of savage who’s going to turn into a dragon and eat them right there.”
Sophie raised an eyebrow at that. “But you’re not, right?” Perfectly deadpan.
Sienna stared back at her. She looked like she was wavering between annoyance and amusement. “Not if Angel gets dinner out here lickety split.”
Miranda snickered, and Sienna joined her. Sophie kept it to a smile. “I saw your battle on TV,” Sophie said, once they’d both finished laughing. “It was impressive. And fearsome, I suppose.”
“The one with Sovereign?” Sienna asked. She downed the rest of the margarita. “Yeah. That got a lot of play on YouTube. I guess a lot of teenage boys watched it like it was WWE match, replaying certain parts over and over. Y’know, it probably wasn’t just teenage boys. Some full-grown men might have done that, too. I guess it was kind of the equivalent of a comic book come to life.”
“Could you imagine what a metahuman WWE would look like?” Angel came over, walking at a nice clip, balance perfect, trays on both hands. Sophie hadn’t seen her do much the day before, when she’d met Angel for the first time, but she would have guessed that trying to move at a snail’s pace with that much on one arm would have sent her tumbling before she’d acquired her newfound powers.
“I can,” Sienna said, “and I’m shuddering, because … I mean, you look at the human growth curve, and think about … you ever seen little kids fight? It’s not very impressive. They have no real strength. But once they hit puberty, they start to get some power behind them, and suddenly it gets a little scary. Well, with a metahuman it’s like turning the dial up on that so that even a light backhand could bust your face completely open. And most of us don’t have super speedy healing.”
“But you do,” Sophie said.
“I do because I absorbed a … creature … that had it,” Sienna said, then frowned, staring off into space. “Shut up, Wolfe, You are too a creature. Well, I damned sure wasn’t going to give you the benefit of calling you human in mixed company.”
“Does she … do this a lot?” Miranda asked, whispering to Angel. Sophie caught it, but she wasn’t sure if Sienna, distracted as she was talking to a voice in her head, did.
“She’s got souls that she’s absorbed,” Angel whispered back, “they talk to her. Help her with their powers.”
“I’d heard about that, but … seeing it …” Miranda said.
“Sorry,” Sienna said. “I know it makes me look really crazy, but … I’m only a little crazy.”
Angel set the food in front of them and slid into her own seat. “I like crazy. Crazy saved my life earlier tonight. Because I’m guessing those fire powers weren’t succubus standard.”
“Nope,” Sienna said, lifting knife and fork and digging in. “I absorbed a Russian meta named Aleksandr Gavrikov when he threatened to blow up Minneapolis. He gives me the power to conjure fire, throw it in bursts, cover myself in it like a second skin. Downside—I lose my clothes when that happens. In case any of you saw those zoomed-in photos of my naked ass falling out of the sky that one time. Because those damned teenage boys on the internet? Every time I run across one, I swear they bring it up—”
“I must have … consciously not sought that out for some reason,” Miranda said, cutting into her steak burrito.
“The internet is a revolutionary tool for sharing knowledge and information, and increasing the bonds of communication worldwide,” Sienna said, “and teenagers mostly use it to bully each other and share naked pictures. ‘Plus ça change,’ amirite?”
“‘Plus c’est même chose,’” Sophie said, finishing without thinking about it. Everyone at the table looked at her. “Sorry. Product of my time, I guess. I was classically educated.”
“Does that mean you had to read The Aeneid in the original Latin?” Sienna asked. Her eyes twinkled; sarcasm.
“I have, yes,” Sophie said. “It’s not as good as The Iliad and The Odyssey in the original Greek. Homer was much more impressive than Virgil. More inspired, less manufactured and derivative. Homer felt less … fictive.”
“I’ve only read them in English, but that was my interpretation as well,” Sienna said, turning her attention back to her food. “Since Virgil basically aped Homer in tying together a mythology for Rome’s foundation that’d match the epic stories of the Greeks.”
“Indeed,” Sophie said, taking a sip of her water. “Virgil did something impressive, no doubt, but I still feel the threads of derivation. And at the time, his work’s reception was colored by the need to legitimize the rule of the Caesars. It was … a product of its time, I suppose.”
“Did you really learn all that in school?” Angel asked Sienna, fork paused over her piping hot plate. “Because we’re the same age, and I didn’t learn any of that in school.”
Sienna looked up from her meal. “I was homeschooled, so … yeah. My mom was a stickler for the classics. I did a lot of intense reading in my formative years. Mostly because I was confined to my house and could only watch TV an hour a day.”
“Wow,” Miranda said, “I thought you were going to say you were confined to your house because you were raised in Minnesota. I forgot the whole … captivity thing.”
“Can I ask you about those souls of yours?” Sophie asked, cutting into what looked like it was going to become a long, uncomfortable silence.
“Sure,” Sienna said. “What do you want to know?”
“You hear them in your head, like voices?” Sophie asked, settling back in her seat, delicately cutting at her food. The burrito shell had gotten a little soft thanks to the meat juice within. It tasted absolutely wonderful, though.
“Just like a crazy person, I assume,” Sienna said.
“How many do you have?” Sophie asked.
“Six,” Sienna said. “Wolfe, Gavrikov, Bjorn, Zack, Eve and Bastian.” Her eyes flittered again, upward. “Just be glad I remembered your names—you’re dangerously close to being called ‘Nordic A-hole,’ Bjorn, if you keep this crap up.”
“I’m going to be really honest with you because you saved our lives earlier,” Miranda said. “That talking to yourself thing? Is not a good look for you.”
Sienna just blinked a few times. “Is it really that bad?” She looked to Angel, whose eyes flew wide, unprepared for a response, then to Sophie. “Is it?”
Sophie didn’t shy away from her gaze. “It’s … off-putting, I would say. Miranda’s right. Can you do it without actually speaking aloud?”
“Yesssssss,” Sienna said. “It might take some practice.”
“You should get on that right away,” Miranda said. “I’m only telling you this because—it’s really bad.”
Sienna deflated slightly, shoulders drifting down. “No one’s ever had the guts to tell me that before. Thank you.” She stared off into space.
“The souls you have,” Sophie said, trying to get back to her questions, “you mentioned … a Bastian? What does he do? Or she, I suppose.”
“Dragon power,” Sienna said, turning her attention back to her food and digging in. “Bastian was a badass Quetlzcoatl type.”
“Hey, finally some myth I grew up with!” Angel said, eyes lighting up “I mean, don’t get me wrong, hearing about Hades and Poseidon and all those Greek gods is cool and all, but—Quetlzcoatl? That’s like, super familiar.”
“What about that Eve you mentioned?” Sophie asked.
“She gives me fae powers—light nets,” Sienna said, looking up at her. “You’re awfully curious about all this.”
Sophie put on a smile. “I saw something not that long ago … something that seemed very much up your alley. It made me curious about all this … metahuman business.”
“What’d you see?” Sienna asked. More than a nibble. Her eyes almost shone, though she stayed still.
Sophie took a slow breath, keeping her eyes on Sienna’s. A nibble wasn’t a bite. “I was driving through West Texas on the way to see a client in El Paso. It was the middle of the night. Out one of the side car window I saw … lightning. It forked through the sky like the most intense storm you’ve ever seen.”
“That’s … abnormal for West Texas, I guess,” Miranda said, frowning. “But not unheard of—”
“There wasn’t a cloud in the sky,” Sophie said. “All the stars were out overhead. Glowing, brightly. And after the lightning came—”
“Thunder?” Sienna asked.
“An explosion of soundless fire,” Sophie said. “Like what you do with your powers. Not a chemical reaction or combustion—pure flame leaping toward the heavens, then coming back down as though metal drawn by a magnet. After that—a burst of red energy.”
“Wow, that’s weird,” Angel said, “even for West Texas.”
“Where was this?” Sienna asked, her meal apparently forgotten for the moment. She was utterly still.
“I don’t know that I could find it on a map,” Sophie said, turning her attention back to her food. “But it made me think of your battle, because that was the only thing I’d ever seen short of a film that could come close to capturing what happened there.”
“If you can give me a general area,” Sienna said, looking at her intently, “I’d like to fly out there and see for myself.”
Sophie shook her head. “I don’t think I could do that. Not from overhead. But I’m leaving tomorrow to drive out that way. If you’d like, I can keep an eye out, and if I figure out where it is, exactly, take a look, maybe send you an email about it—”
Sienna sat forward in her chair and pushed her plate aside. “How about I just come with you and see for myself?”
Sophie blinked. Tried to show surprise, even though this was the outcome she’d been aiming for from the start. “I suppose it wouldn’t be terrible to have company. It’s a long drive to El Paso.”
“Road trip?” Sienna frowned with amusement. “Let’s just fly.”
Sophie shook her head. “I don’t like to fly.”
Sienna’s face fell. It was not subtle. “You’re going to … drive across Texas?”
Angel snorted. “You know it takes almost as long to drive to El Paso from Houston as it does to drive to Atlanta from here? I’d bite the bullet and take a plane.”
“I don’t need a plane,” Sienna said, waving her off.
“The answer, then, is double no,” Sophie said, calmly, cutting off a small bite of her burrito. “If I don’t care for flying with a professional pilot, safely ensconced in a metal tube for protection from crashing and messing up my hair—you can imagine how little I’d care for taking flight without the plane.”
“Oh, man,” Sienna said. Her expression was obvious—she was torn between wanting to investigate this intriguing possibility and having to ride in a car across the infinite plains of Texas.
“I can send you an email when I find it,” Sophie said, utterly casual, paying more attention to her food than what she was saying. “That’ll spare you the trip. I’m sure you can cover the ground much faster after—”
“No,” Sienna said, and Sophie knew she had her. “I’ve got nothing going on right now, and … I want to know more about this light display of yours. It definitely sounds meta in origin.” She nodded, resolute. “Okay. I’ll go on the drive, I guess. When do we leave?”
“Tomorrow morning. Early.” Sophie concealed her smile expertly, through incredibly long practice. As though this were not the outcome she’d been angling toward all along.
She’d have a call to make tonight to prepare things for her guest.
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Reed
 
My watch read 11:55 AM, and I was still blinking a little sand out of my eyes. I’d settled my head back on my chair in my office, rage still pumping blood through my veins at a vastly accelerated rate.
My door thumped open without a knock, and I looked up. Angel and Miranda were standing there, Miranda looking more harried by far, but Angel being about as disheveled as you might expect a recently rescued prisoner of a drug cartel to look.
“Where the hell have you two been?” I asked, then slapped myself down mentally for asking. I knew the answer—downtown Minneapolis. My sleep-addled brain was turning slowly in spite of the adrenaline that was keeping me awake. “Never mind. Sorry.” I sat up in my chair, looked right at Miranda. “Did you see her?”
Miranda shook her head. Several days chatting with the FBI hadn’t left her the best-groomed I’d ever seen her. “They’re not allowing me access. I’m filing a motion this afternoon, but based on the conversations I had at the jail tonight …” She shook her head. “It doesn’t look good.”
“Break it down for me,” I said, rising to my feet.
“She’s being tried by the metahuman court,” Miranda said as Angel and I looked on. I caught a glimpse of Scott, Augustus, Jamal and Friday all listening from just outside my open door, and I didn’t make any move to stop them. “You know how that works.”
“Big black box,” I said tightly. “Prisoners go in one side—”
“They don’t come out the other,” Angel said, pushing her hair back behind her ears. Apparently, she lacked a hair tie or a scrunchie of any kind. I thumped a hand on my desk lightly—for me. It rattled, and I heard a crack. “Dammit.”
“Kinda ironic, huh?” Augustus moved up by the door. “We’ve been feeding people into that machine for years without questioning—”
“I’ve always questioned,” I said. “Always. But I soothed my conscience by telling myself that the people we sent them were incredibly dangerous.”
“That’s true,” Friday said. “You remember that one chick that punched a guy’s face in for answering her honestly when she asked if those pants made her ass look fat?” He looked around, eyes wide through the holes in his mask. “That guy could have been any of us!”
“No, that could have been you,” Jamal said. “The rest of us have manners and decency.”
“Wait,” Scott said, thinking, “did Sienna do that? Was that one of those memories that got stolen from me?”
“I thought you got all those back?” I asked. “Never mind. No, that was not Sienna. And the point is—the metahuman justice system sucks.”
“And we’ve been aiding and abetting it for years,” Augustus said. “Kinda self-serving for us to just notice and complain about it now.”
“I told you, I’ve noticed for years,” I said, snapping at him. “You think I’ve been turning a blind eye to mostly secret trials, and a prison black site that people just vanish into, that the press never tours—never asks to, near as I can tell, but that’s another story. I’ve been agitating for as long as you’ve known me about any number of civil liberty violations I see everywhere. You think I haven’t paid any attention to this?”
“I think you’ve been quiet about it,” Augustus said. “I think you’ve been keeping it in your personal discussions if it’s been torturing your soul, because I ain’t heard you say boo about it and we spend a lot of time together, Reed.”
I tried to think back; it was definitely something I’d discussed with Isabella and Sienna at various points. Hell, I’d had a few arguments with Sienna about it just in the last few months, since she’d gotten back from Scotland, both during our time in Florida and our dreamwalks since. She’d never much engaged on the subject, though, and rather than just rant at her …
I’d probably kept my mouth shut about it more than the old Reed, the pre-Harmon’s-mind-control and head-of-the-agency Reed, would have.
Damn.
“Fine, I haven’t been as much of an activist as I could have been,” I said, just trying to move past Augustus’s complaint. “If you want to call me a hypocrite for not displaying my outrage over this mockery of due process until now, when it’s hitting home—fine. I’m a hypocrite. I don’t give a damn. My sister’s going into that black box, alone, right now, without the benefit of so much as a lawyer. She’s got no advocate, she’s probably by herself and scared—”
Scott coughed. “We still talking about Sienna? Because I doubt she’s ‘scared’ if she’s being walked into a courtroom. Not after the crap she’s been through. This is probably the least frightening of all her challenges.”
“I’m not sure you’re right about that,” Miranda said. “I’ve heard rumors about what goes into this segregated justice system. It’s a different arena than a straight-up metahuman fight. The threats here? I haven’t seen the charges, but the death penalty could well be on the table.”
“Where is she now?” I asked.
“In the Cube, I assume,” Miranda said. “They moved her while I was inside the federal building arguing with—”
“What do you mean they moved her?” I asked. “Where was she before?”
“Cube first, then to the federal building for a court hearing with the metahuman magistrate,” Miranda said. “I was trying to get in, but—” She shrugged. “Denied. Anyway, they moved her back to the Cube and—”
“Nearly had a riot,” Angel said. “There were gunshots and everything. News was covering it like crazy when we were on our way here.”
“What?” I asked, my mouth having suddenly gone dry. “What do you mean, gunshots?”
“Someone took a shot at the transport van,” Miranda said. “They almost had a riot out back when they moved her.”
“And you wait to tell us this until now?” Scott asked, face red. He stepped back from my office door and rummaged on a desk, coming up with the remote for the TV mounted in the corner of the bullpen, clicking it on. One of them must have turned it off after growing tired of the steady drumbeat of the news media ripping Sienna to shreds in their jubilant post-arrest coverage.
There it was, a headline that made my stomach drop like a hot potato in a sensitive hand: “Near-riot in downtown Minneapolis as protestors demand metahuman criminal Sienna Nealon be brought to justice.”
“That’s a hell of a loaded chyron,” Jamal said. “They’re presuming her guilt already.”
“She got caught in a quarry with a rifle that had her fingerprints on it and somewhere around two hundred dead people in her immediate vicinity that could be tied to the weapon,” Angel said. “I’m not sure claiming innocence is going to be easy.”
“She was saving your life, Angel,” I snapped.
“I’m not saying it wasn’t defense of others that drove it,” Angel said, holding up her hands in a conciliatory gesture. “I’m just saying that it’s not looking good, however you want to slice it. They’ve got charges. Legit ones, that have a basis in real-life incidents.”
“Like that time we blew up a logging camp out in Montana while trying to destroy the true evil that was Sam Bennett,” Guy Friday said. “Or when we had to dodge out of LA because Greg threw a small-scale nuke at us as we were walking out of a Mexican restaurant.” He sighed, almost wistfully. “Those were some good burritos.”
“You should try mine,” Angel said.
Guy Friday waved her off. “I only eat Mexican food from actual Mexicans.”
Angel blinked her eyes in surprise. “What … do you think I am?”
“You’re Italian,” Friday said. “Obviously.”
“No, I’m from Texas,” Angel said, “but my grandmother is from—”
“I’m sure I remember you being from Italy,” Friday said.
“That’s … Isabella is from Italy,” I said. “My girlfriend.”
“No, no,” Friday said, waving me off. “Your girlfriend is from Mexico. I could never forget a south of the border hottie like that.”
“I thought your brain got bigger the smaller you were,” Jamal said, looking at Friday. He was not swole at the moment. “I guess there’s a maximum.”
“Hey, everyone,” a chipper Irish voice called from across the room as Eilish dragged in, strawberry blond hair swaying somewhat limply over her shoulders, free and loose over her navy suit. “I thought we were taking a late start today, but here you all are … having a party without me. Which is sad, because I’m Irish, and can drink all of you under the table. Which … surely you knew. Probably why you didn’t invite me—”
“Did you not get the message?” I asked, folding my arms over my chest. I had to interrupt her ramble before it got too out of control.
“What message?” Eilish asked, putting her bag down on her desk and looking at us with her bright green eyes. “Was there an all-call?” She opened her purse, removed her cell phone. “I didn’t get a call. Nobody calls me.”
“Uhhhh,” Augustus said as I looked at him. “I thought Jamal was calling the Irish girl.”
Jamal frowned. “I called Kat and Veronika and Greg. Who’d you call?”
“Taneshia,” Augustus said. “Chase. Gravity. And—”
“And not me, apparently,” Eilish said, looking a little put out. “Nice to be such an integral part of the team that you’re forgotten immediately when everyone else is assembling madly. That’s all right. I get it. I’m still being hazed, after all these months. It’s a forever thing. You make fun of the accent, you don’t call me in times of trouble … yet every day here that’s not winter is still better than that shit time I spent in Scotland. Or London. Or—” She paused, apparently getting a load of our expressions. “What?”
“What are you doing here, if you didn’t the call?” Augustus asked. “Like you said, it’s a late day.”
“Still sort of on Ireland times,” she said. “I mean, there’s a limit to how late in the day I can sleep without feeling utterly shiftless, and—well, we still had the paperwork to clear from that Chicago case.” She pointed to her desk. “But seriously … it looks like a wake in here, and not even a proper Irish one with lots of whisky. What’s happened?”
I pointed at the TV screen. “They got her.” I looked at the commentator, smirking on the screen. The name across the bottom of the screen read Russ Bilson, and he was smiling smugly as he spoke to the anchor. The TV was muted, but I could read the closed captioning text.
It was not flattering.
Eilish turned, looked, and her hands whipped up to cover her mouth. “Oh, shite.”
“That’s the polite way of putting it,” Augustus said.
“What are we going to do?” Eilish asked.
“Apparently Reed wants to bust her out,” Jamal said.
“Some of us are trying to talk him out of it,” Scott said.
“She chose this, Reed,” Angel said, apparently swinging back around to that ‘talk me out of it’ thing. “You talked to her. She’s tired of running. You can’t just—”
“Look what’s happening here!” I finally blew. “She’s been shot at once. Miranda can’t even talk to her! She’s disappearing into the guts of a system designed to digest her permanently! She could live to five thousand years old—”
“Not the way she’s going,” Guy Friday muttered.
“—and they may just sit on her that entire time,” I went on.
“I’m not convinced the US is going to stand for five thousand more years,” Augustus muttered. “No democratic system has lasted longer than—”
“She’s killed people in self-defense,” I swung around on Augustus hotly. “Every single person she’s charged with killing—I guarantee—is going to be one that died because they were trying to do immediate harm to others. They’re mercenaries, supervillains—she doesn’t kill for the fun of it, like some garden variety psychopath—”
“Nadine Griffin,” Scott said, softly.
“Even the government would have a hard time proving Sienna did that,” Miranda said.
“President Harmon,” Jamal said, and I rounded on him, and he surrendered immediately. “I’m not saying she wasn’t justified, or that she even intended to, but—you know they’re going to try and pin that on her, and they’ve got cause, because come on—he was in her head up until that Scottish hoecake sucked him out.”
“There were so many funny and arousing parts of that sentence,” Friday said, guffawing.
“Look what’s happening to Sienna right now,” I said, striding past all of them to point up at the television. I used the wind to elevate me a step so I could better reach it. Smug Russ Bilson was still talking to the interviewer in studio, the closed caption text right below him: —Nealon has been a dangerous criminal all along, and to see her taken off the streets is nothing but a win for the Gondry administration, especially at a time when there are foreign policy concerns abroad—
“Yeah, he’s really sweeping the crowd against her there,” Augustus said.
“You know what’s happening here,” I said. “Every time they get on, they bang the same drum: ‘She’s a threat to your very way of life, she destroys everything, she blew up LA’—”
“Speaking as someone who was at ground zero, that LA explosion thing was intense,” Friday said. “The heat, man. You could have roasted marshmallows just standing there. I mean, sure, they might cause your eyebrows to fall out later if you ate ’em, but you could have s’mores in record time with that nuke heat—”
“She did not nuke LA,” I said, losing it. “She did not kill two hundred or two thousand people or murder Harmon or do any of these things—for shits and giggles!” I pointed at the screen. “She’s not a murderer! She kills to protect people from threats, and we used to understand that self-defense and the defense of others was a virtue, not some—some—self-serving bullshit vice—”
“I think the argument is more … she goes to violence right out of the gate,” Scott said, still quiet. “That it’s her first response. That she doesn’t look for other, cleaner ways, morally speaking. She’s a hammer … meta problems are nails—”
“Whose side are you on, Scott?” I asked, feeling the stab of betrayal.
“Hers,” Scott said, so fast he might have used meta speed to say it. “Without reservation. I’m just saying what we’ve all thought at various points in time. That Sienna is quick on the trigger.”
“Hell, yeah,” Friday said. “And a damned fine shot, too. Makes her uncle proud, and I’m not even a gun guy.”
“Everything she does, we know why she does it,” Scott said, taking a step closer to me. “But the rest of the world … civilization … they’re not conditioned to deal with this level of violence. Not in the first world, anyway. It’s shocking and horrifying and not … not what we want to see in our streets.”
“It happens in some of our streets all the time,” Augustus said dryly, “even in the so-called first world.”
“Society isn’t what it was when metas walked the world as gods,” Scott said. “We’ve advanced. We’ve made progress. Violence is at a low ebb, worldwide, and most places in our country you don’t see heinous murders happen right on the street. Sienna walks the darker side. She deals with people, like we do, who have power beyond that of normal folks, and in most cases, a lot more willingness to use it. People with a darker side than most of us want to acknowledge exists in humans. Or metas, I guess.”
“This job does take you to some dark places,” Jamal said. “I’ve seen that and I’ve only been doing it for a year.”
Scott nodded. “She’s been doing it for over eight. She’s seen stuff that’s walked her into a state of mind where she’ll fire first rather than risk a life. Remember how she was before Winter did …” he looked around, lowered his voice, “… what he did to her? She wouldn’t kill anyone. Wolfe, by accident. Gavrikov because … there was no other way. She refused to kill people, remember?”
“I remember,” I said softly.
“Wow,” Friday said, “I can’t imagine a Sienna who goes around not killing people. It’d be like a bizarro universe. Did vegetables taste like cake there?”
“It was literally eight years ago, Friday,” Scott said. “Vegetables tasted the same as they’ve ever tasted.” He turned his argument back to me. “You’ve been there for the change—”
“She’s still my sister,” I said.
“—you know what she did along the way—”
“She’s not being tried for any of those things,” I fired back. “She was pardoned for all that.”
“—the pattern is … damning,” Scott said quietly. “She knows why she’s been on the run all this time—”
“Because someone framed her for the big crime,” Augustus said. “And it was well-timed, too, coming right after all those revelations about what she’d been pardoned for? Bing, bang, boom. You couldn’t have done a better job of knocking her down than they did.”
“I don’t care how dark you think she is,” I said, stepping up to Scott. “This is my sister. She hasn’t lost her way; she’s got a true north, she’s got a moral compass, and she doesn’t go outside the bounds unless the bounds are going to get someone innocent killed. She didn’t kill Harmon, I don’t give a damn about happened to Nadine Griffin—”
“No one does, she was suuuuuuch a bitch,” Friday said.
“—and I don’t believe Sienna has slipped the chain like a mad dog,” I said. “She went out there tonight and blazed through two hundred hired guns to save Angel.” I pointed at Angel, who rolled her eyes at me using her as a prop. “She didn’t nuke everything—”
“Which would have done the opposite of saving me,” Angel said.
“—she didn’t do any of the other crazy things she could have done over the last couple years when she was a criminal anyway,” I went on. “She didn’t go nuts and murder everyone in sight, or go on random killing sprees—”
“Yay for human restraint,” Augustus said. “Do we get awards for not killing innocent randos now? Because I thought that was just expected in a civil society, and I’d like some gold pinned on me if that’s how it is.”
“—and she damned sure doesn’t deserve what’s happening to her now,” I said. “Stuck in jail for crimes she didn’t commit and being judged guilty for defending people because of her past actions. That’s not how justice is supposed to work—in the dark, without counsel or due process or any of the protections we’re supposed to be guaranteed. I don’t give a damn about darkness, I don’t give a damn about righteous kills—my sister’s a damned hero,” I pointed at the screen again as they showed a file photo of her from after the battle with Sovereign, “who’s saved the world and saved all of our lives, multiple times. And I’m not letting her rot away in jail for the rest of her life.”
Dead silence.
Then Friday piped up: “Hell yeah! When do we bust her out?”
“We don’t,” I said, and that caused a stir.
“Yo, you just led the most inspirational speech since Jeff Winger went off the air,” Augustus said, after everybody had a moment to absorb what I’d just said. “If you weren’t calling us all in and winding us all up for a breakout … what the hell was that for?”
“Because we’re going to do what the US government isn’t,” I said, “and what you,” I looked sort of acidly at Scott, “claim Sienna wouldn’t. We’re going to get her out the right way, not by busting her loose.” I felt a steely determination flood me, and I looked at Augustus and Jamal, then Miranda, in turn. They got it, since they were in on the original plan. “We’re going to get the evidence that proves Sienna didn’t blow up our old office park in Eden Prairie for the hell of it.” I straightened, feeling like someone had poured me a steel backbone. “We’re going to prove her innocent. And to hell with anyone who gets in our way.”
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Sienna
 
A night of sleep on a hard cot and the lack of my healing powers meant that I woke up for the first time in my adult life with actual pain. In my neck. Apparently from sleeping on it in a kinked position.
If this was what normal people had to deal with—and if this was what I was going to have to deal with for the next umpteen bajillion years they had me locked up—hard pass.
I washed in a little sink that was right over my stainless steel toilet and dressed in my prison garb before Owens and her associates came in to strap me to my gurney and bind me hand and foot again after giving me a shot.
“For crying out loud, Owens,” I said as she stood back and let the night doctor administer the injection, “you woke me up in the middle of the night and injected me then, too.” I yawned, not entirely for effect. “You can’t tell me that was eight hours ago.”
“Orders from the top,” Owens said, her wry smile not giving me a lot of joy, “you, being special, get injected every six.”
“Taking no chances with the world’s most awesome succubus, huh?” I yawned again, squirming against my bonds. “Ahhh! AHHHH!”
“What?” Owens sprung to attention. “What is it?” She looked around, always keeping the corner of her eyes on me.
“My nose! I have an itch on my nose and you’ve strapped my hands to a damned gurney!”
Owens snickered and reached out, running a barely-there and slightly grubby fingernail over the side of my nose. Her pressure was on point. “There?”
“Other side, other side … that’s it,” I said as she moved to the right spot. “Ahhh.”
“All right, let’s get her moving,” Owens said to her cohorts, and off we went.
They wheeled me into a minimalist conference room that had been rearranged to the rough approximations of a courtroom. I had a little folding table in front of me. For what, I have no idea—it wasn’t like they unstrapped me, they just wheeled me up to it and—voila! Now I had a waist-high table in front of me to hold the Diet Coke I couldn’t even drink. Because my hands were bound. Along with the rest of me.
The prosecutor stood to my right at a slightly more august conference table, which he, being unbound, could actually use. He watched as they rolled me to a stop.
“S’up?” I called.
“Hi,” he said, clearly a little taken aback that I was speaking to him like we were co-workers or something.
The magistrate was sitting in all her fussy glory at a table at the front of the room, and once I was in place, she said, “All right, let’s get started.”
I looked around. Owens and her ensemble players, the prosecutor, the magistrate and me. We were the only ones in the room. Not even a court reporter. I spoke up. “Wait. Is no one going to announce you?” I stared at the magistrate, who stared back. “This won’t do at all. Come to order! This is the 1st Circuit Court of total bullshit and farcery, the dishonorable Sterny McClownshoes presiding. All rise!” I looked around. Everyone was already on their feet. “Good, good. Now all do the Hokey Pokey.”
Owens stifled a snort, but no one else found it amusing. Apparently the magistrate had given up on trying to convince herself I was going to be anything but contemptuous of the court, because she just frowned and moved on, turning her eyes back to the paperwork in front of her. But, I wasn’t done yet.
“Case number 1234567, the people versus Sienna Nealon, totally evil superbabe of—”
“Can we please just move along?” the prosecutor asked.
The magistrate was getting that look in her eye, like I was making her consider a gallows sentence. “Ms. Nealon—stop being a pain in the ass, or I’ll—”
“Objection,” I said, “that conclusion is not found in evidence.” I swear I heard Owens trying to keep from laughing out loud. She was making a wheezing sort of noise. A couple of her bit player guards were similarly shaking with laughter, the sniffing noises a dead giveaway.
“Overruled,” the magistrate said, slamming her gavel down for emphasis. “I’m finding plenty of evidence you’re a pain in the ass. Now …” and she gave me the full evil eye, “if you feel compelled to continuously disrupt the proceedings … I’m going to issue my own version of a gag order … one involving a literal gag.”
“Hey, lady, practice your kinks on your own time,” I said. But I decided to lay off for now, because even I could tell when I pushed things too far. She glowered, and of course I smiled back—not that she could see it behind the Hannibal mask—and we got down to it.
Turns out, the prosecutor didn’t really have a lot of what most courts would call “evidence,” but which was evidently (har har) not a concept taught at his law school/fast food management seminar, which doubtless took place at the comedy club just after open mic night. Opening statements were a laugh, inasmuch as I didn’t get to make one and his was just a short address to the magistrate that he’d present the “evidence” of my guilt during the course of the trial.
She nodded along, and I had a feeling that evidence or no, we all knew how this was going to turn out.
When he got down to the actual trial business, I almost laughed out loud on several occasions—at least up until I got too bored and tuned out. To wit:
“… and furthermore. Ms. Nealon was clearly heavily involved in the attack on New York,” the prosecutor said, waving his well-manicured hand in my direction. “In fact, we can place her very close to the scene of the destruction of the US Attorney’s office on the date in question.”
I clanged my head against my gurney and Owens looked startled by the noise. “Sorry,” I said, “just experiencing a physical reaction to the stupid.”
“Excuse me?” the prosecutor said. His brow lines were all wrinkled up, like he couldn’t believe I’d just mocked his idiotic assertion.
“Of course you can place me in New York on that day, moron, I was working there,” I said. “With the NYPD. I was with a federal agent when the US Attorney’s office fell. It was not me. It was a metahuman known as the Glass Blower, okay? I mean, for crying out loud, we’re like two seconds into this farce, and you’re already making provably false assertions.”
The prosecutor’s cheeks flared. “Prove them false, then.”
“Does that mean I get to call witnesses?” I asked. “Because I could call—”
“No,” the magistrate said.
“Then what the hell do you expect me to do to prove my innocence?” I rattled my gurney. “I can’t even hold up my right hand and super swear I’m telling the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.”
No one answered that, unsurprisingly. The prosecutor went back to spinning a conspiracy theory worthy of the darkest corners of the internet.
“… and furthermore, when Ms. Nealon engaged with the federal agents in Billings, Montana,” the prosecutor said, after a lengthy interval of me arguing with him about my inability to make nuclear blasts (in LA), “several were wounded—”
“Not by me,” I said. “I didn’t fight back there. I shrank to the size of an ant with the villain of the piece and nearly burned to death when the place lit off.”
The prosecutor was developing a searing look, one that he kept turning on me every time I interrupted his favored explanations for what had happened in my life. “Ms. Nealon clearly does not know of what she speaks.”
“One of us in this room was there,” I said, rattling my bonds again, “the rest of you weren’t. Are you freaking kidding me with this shit? I did not attack federal agents in Montana! I got the hell out of there, because I didn’t want to fight the feds. Or the local cops. Anywhere, ever.”
The prosecutor just stared at me for a minute. “And then, a month later, Ms. Nealon struck an army supply depot in Virginia—”
“What? No I didn’t,” I said, “I was in London during that time. Another entire country. And I’ve never attacked an army depot in my life. I mean, really, you guys suck at this. No wonder you had to change the rules, eliminate witnesses, and find the most hostile judge on the planet—seriously, did I accidentally burn down your childhood home with all your family in it, lady?” The magistrate was not amused, but she didn’t stop my roll. “Basically you have turned this trial into a long-ranging, continuously running, epic poetry slam about how much I suck. I mean, for crying out loud, you can’t even prove I was at some of these places.” I rolled my eyes and tried to relax my neck muscles. They were tense again. Is this really how it was for normal humans? Because the pain had been with me all day. Annoying. “So, here … let’s just cut the farce short and pronounce sentence. Because if I have to listen another two days of this dipshit just spinning stories about all the evil I’ve done—even when I was not even in the damned country at the time—I’m going to start offering commentary about your clothing choices, start speculating about your sexual partners—or lack thereof. I’m going to make this place into hell for you people,” I looked from the prosecutor to the magistrate. “Because it’s already there for me, and why should I be alone?”
That shut everybody up. The magistrate looked at me with icy eyes, apparently trying to either compose herself or her thoughts, and finally, she put her hands together, and spoke. “Ms. Nealon … I don’t think we need to beat around the bush here. You are guilty of significant crimes. The murders of Zachary Davis, Eve Kappler, Roberto Bastian, Glen Parks—”
“I got a presidential pardon with my name on it for every single one of those,” I said.
“—establish, indelibly, your character,” she said with great significance, looking me right in the eye. “Regardless of whether those crimes are something you can be held to account for under law is irrelevant. They color your entire history following them.”
“That pardon just doesn’t mean jack, does it?” I asked.
“On the contrary,” the magistrate says. “It means you can’t be prosecuted for those crimes.”
“Bullshit,” I said. “You’re prosecuting me for those crimes at this very moment. You’re just being very dishonest about it.”
The magistrate forced a tight smile, and I had a feeling she was enjoying this. “Your character defines your destiny. You’ve committed murder. You’ve admitted it. Your claim that you haven’t done the other things your record would suggest—murdering President Harmon—”
“This is about Harmon?” I nearly tipped my gurney over. “I did not kill Gerry Harmon.” The bastard killed himself on me. How was that my fault?
Her smile evaporated. “You’re guilty of being a murderer.”
“And you’re guilty of being criminally stupid. The difference is that my murders were pardoned because I saved the freaking world,” I said. “You’re welcome for that, by the way. No need to say thanks for your continued ability to draw breath and propagate your stupidity.”
“One good deed does not wipe out a bad one,” the magistrate said.
“No, apparently even a presidential pardon can’t wipe the slate clean,” I said, chuckling a little. It wasn’t funny funny, but I was past the point of caring and that sensation of being beyond giving AF was producing a weird lightheadedness.
“Ms. Nealon,” the magistrate said, seizing her gavel, “if you want to get down to it … I’m game. I find you guilty on all counts of the indictment.” She slammed down the gavel like a hammer, and it sounded like …
Like it echoed into forever.
“I hereby sentence you to life—your life term, that is, however long that may be—in prison, without any possibility of parole,” the magistrate said, and here, a very slight smile creased the corner of her mouth. “It’s time for you … to face justice.”
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“Is that what that was?” I asked Owens as she wheeled me out of the silent makeshift courtroom, the gurney wheels squeaking. “Justice? I didn’t recognize it underneath all the bullshit.”
“I don’t think you were the best advocate for your case,” Owens said, bringing me to a stop just outside a holding room with a single window. It looked dark. “I gotta put you in here for a minute. I wasn’t thinking they’d be done with you today, and now we gotta move you down into gen pop.”
“Yeah, make sure they do the turndown service when they prep my room,” I said, “and I’m not complaining you haven’t fed me today, but I’ve got this weight-loss halitosis breath thing going, I’m pretty sure, so the maids might want to leave a mint.”
“Why? I’m not kissing you,” Owens said with a smile as she card-keyed the door and it buzzed open.
“You sure? I hear having a girlfriend on the inside can really help your survival chances.”
Owens kinda froze at that and nodded her head at the other guards that were in close attendance. She leaned in where no one else could hear her and said, “This ain’t a joke, Nealon. You’re going in with the sharks here.”
“If I don’t laugh, I might just cry,” I whispered back. She pulled away from me, and I smiled tightly.
“That’s a great attitude,” Owens said, wheeling me into the small, seven-by-seven or so holding cell. “We’re going to leave you in here. If you need something—well, there’s not much we can do. You’re going to be locked in until I come back.”
“Awesome,” I said. “I’ll just hold this pee until I can’t anymore. Wet leg will be a great look when you wheel me down into the prison. I’m going to look super fierce coming in like this, until they see I’ve pissed myself.”
“Get the mockery out of your system now,” Owens said, “because you’re going to want to hold it in when you get down there. Otherwise it might get you killed.”
“Oh, no,” I said, high and mocking, “I could die? In prison?” I went back to my usual tone. “Pretty sure that’s what I just got sentenced to.”
“Yeah, well … try not to do it when I’m on duty,” Owens said, heading for the door as I stood there in the shadowed holding chamber. “My boss will kill me.”
“But not literally!” I called after her as she closed the door and the lock clicked loudly.
I looked around as much as my eyes could. The room was layered with a kind of cream colored lining that couldn’t disguise the gel-packs beneath that layered the walls. A nifty space-age invention, they bled off metahuman power when struck or even zapped with energy. Not that I had any of that, even assuming I could get free of the gurney.
“Alone at last,” I muttered to myself.
“Not quite,” came a sassy voice, as someone melted out of the shadows. Her dark skin was like midnight under the glow of a single bulb, turning a more chocolate shade as she coalesced into a person, complete with tightly bound, jet black hair that curlicued out of her impromptu ponytail. Her eyes were grim, brown, and not amused.
“Kristina …?” I asked, trying to remember if I’d gotten her name right. We’d met just the day before, when she’d saved me from execution at the hands of Cartel soldiers. I stared at her as she unfolded out of the shadows. “What the hell are you doing here?”
“I’m here for you, girl,” Kristina said, no joy in her voice. “And I got to tell you, L’il Ms. Thang … I am not happy that I had to shadowcrawl through a government prison like this just to come find your ass.”
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“I’m not that dedicated to your happiness,” I said to Kristina, as she looked at me under shadowed eyebrows. She was standing partially in the darkness, because the holding room I inhabited was poorly lit, overall, and she’d probably just stepped right out of the shadow, since that was her power. “Besides, when last we met you were off to spend some of that money Cassidy paid you—what changed your course?”
“Oh, baby got a shopping trip in,” Kristina said, sticking with the shadows, a still predator staring out at me. “Just not as much as I’d have liked before I got called back to make more bank with this little job.”
I tried to nod, found myself restrained by … well, the restraints. “You’re here for Cassidy.” Again.
“She’s not happy,” Kristina said.
“I am not responsible for Cassidy’s emotional state,” I said. “Get her on an SSRI.”
“She says you broke your deal with her,” Kristina said. Her eyes were moving, like she was expecting the cell door to open at any moment. “Says you’re supposed to be heading to Revelen to deal some pain. Says it’s going to be hard to do that from inside steel walls.”
“Is that why she sent you?” I asked. “To bust me out?”
“I could,” Kristina said, slightly shrugging her shoulder. “But I’m going to have to get paid extra to creep your ass out of here.”
“Well, I’m not leaving,” I said, settling my head back against the gurney. “So unless you’re paid to drag my ass outta here … you might as well head back and collect your standard, no bonus pay for this job.”
That took a few moments to settle. Kristina just peered at me, stony gaze trying to smoke something out of me.
It failed.
“Why’d you give yourself up?” Kristina finally asked.
“That Cassidy’s question or yours?”
“Mine, but she’ll want to know.”
“Just sick of running,” I said, taking a long breath. “It’s been two years. Figured I’d face the music.”
Kristina’s darkly lipsticked lips pressed together. “And how’s the music sound?”
“Like that guy on American Idol who sang ‘She Bangs’ as though his balls were in a blender. I’ve already been found guilty and sentenced to life in prison,” I said. “So you might wanna tell Cassidy not to wait up. I’ll have to catch her in the next life for this Revelen thing. Unless something major changes.”
“Mmm. She ain’t gonna like that.”
“Yeah, well, I’m not thrilled about it myself, but shit happens.” I looked right at Kristina. “You get me out, I go to Revelen … then what? How does her glorious plan unfold from there?”
“If the previous pattern holds, you probably kill a whole mess of people,” Kristina said.
“And then?”
“What am I, your life coach? I don’t care what happens next.” She gave me an utterly dismissive look. “I barely care what happens to you right now.”
“Exactly. After that, I’m either back on the run or else back in here.” I looked up at the ceiling, the lone, shining yellow light, casting its inadequate illumination down on me. “What the hell is the point of the fight?”
“Like I said—to kill a whole mess of people.”
“See, I’ve done that, over and over. Look where it’s gotten me.” I tried to nod to indicate my full-body binding, but I couldn’t even manage that. “I’m about to get my own cell in prison. With a roommate, presumably. Among a whole bunch of people who probably don’t wish the best for me.”
Kristina’s eyes narrowed. “You’re not convincing me why I shouldn’t break you out, here. This sounds like it could be a death sentence.”
I sighed. “Maybe it is.”
“But … you’re just … done fighting?”
“I’m Sienna Nealon, I’m never done fighting,” I said. “But I am sick of being hounded. Chased. Forever on the run. I want to stand and fight my overwhelming odds for a while.”
“Mmmhmm. Tell me this … did they take your powers with their devil drugs?” She shuddered.
“They did indeed,” I said.
“Then I’m curious how you’re going to be fighting much of anything,” she said. “But hey—you ain’t my problem. I’m gonna get paid whether you come out of here with me or not—maybe a little less, but dragging your ass through the shadows—not easy. This’ll be a nice, relaxing little sneak up through this place … and quiet, cuz you won’t be talking … and then maybe I’ll go get a Maserati to soothe my nerves after all this bullcrap.”
“Why … the hell did you just tell me all that?” I asked.
“Oh, I was just thinking out loud,” Kristina said. “Maybe I was feeling sorry for you, I don’t know. You ain’t gonna do much shopping in here, that’s for sure. What are your options—‘Hmmm, should I take this orange jumpsuit or this orange jumpsuit?’” She changed her voice. “‘Definitely the one on the left, it really brings out your eyes.’ See, that was your girlfriend talking. Because if you got no powers while you’re in here, you’re going to get a girlfriend. It’s happening.”
“Not really my jam, but thanks for the prophecy.”
“All right, well,” Kristina said, slapping her hands against her thighs. “This has been … sad. I’m gonna ask you one last time—you sure you want to stay here? Strapped to a cart? Bound hand and head and foot? For the rest of your life?”
“If I get out … I’ll uphold my bargain with Cassidy,” I said. “And it could still happen.”
Kristina snorted. “How’s that going to happen? How’re you going to get out of here without me?”
“Fate has a way of making certain things inescapable,” I said, thinking of what Harry had told me about the way time moved. “If I’m meant to go to Revelen … I’ll end up in Revelen somehow.”
“Well, I’ll be praying for you,” Kristina said, pasting a fake smile on her face. “Ta ta for … ever, I think.” And she disappeared into the shadows as though she’d never even been there.
The door buzzed a moment later, and two guards popped in. Up front was a burly guy with a surly face. Burlysurly, that’s what I was going to call him. “Who were you talking to?” he asked, looking around.
“Myself,” I said. “Wait, is that illegal now? Because I’m pretty sure I’ve already been convicted for every other crime in the book, so it seems logical I’d be needing some different charges to really broaden out the next list of charges they compile.”
Burlysurly scowled, looking around, pacing behind me, since I was the only physical obstacle in the room. I tracked him with my eyes as he looked behind my gurney, and came back around, his immense jaw like a freighter sailing through the night. “You a smartass, Nealon?”
I blinked, considering my reply. “Uhm … yeah. Did they not tell you that?”
Burlysurly raised his baton, and I saw his name patch in the sole light. It read BURKE. “You smarting off to me?”
“Is that a flogging offense?” I asked, and he raised it higher, tensing to bring it down. Looked like he was going to drive the air out of me. Or worse.
“Hey, Burke, why don’t you hit the break room while I iron this out,” came the voice of his compatriot.
A very … familiar voice.
Burke stopped, his baton raised high, ready to bring it down on me. “Why should I?”
“Because if you don’t go now, you might miss the last danish,” the other guard said. There was almost a smile in the way he said it.
Burke’s eyes were slow and sluggish, but there was calculation there. “You and I might have to do something about that smart mouth of yours, Nealon.”
“Mom, is that you?” I asked. “Shit, you’ve gained weight. And got ugly.”
“Danish,” the other guard said again. “Marshall had his eye on it when I got off break a minute ago.”
Burlysurly Burke tore his ugly, angry eyes off me. “You’re just lucky I like danish more than I like adjusting little bitches like you. But we’ll hash this out later.” He went over to the other guard, stuck a finger in his face and said, “Whatever you do, make sure you leave her in good enough condition for me to ‘correct’ her later. And have the lesson sink in.” And Burke went out the door, slamming it behind him, leaving me alone with the other guard.
“You can’t lay off for one freaking minute, can you?” asked the other guard, sighing as he stepped into the light with me. “Not one minute.”
“Sorry, Harry,” I said, as Harry Graves looked up at me, short dark hair perfectly sculpted, eyes flashing with irritation, clad in the uniform of one of the Cube’s prison guards, “I guess you could say it’s … fate.”
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Sophie
Texas
Four Years Ago
 
“I’ve flown over the plains of Texas before,” Sienna said, staring out the window, “and I knew they were flat. Super flat. Me before puberty flat, in fact. But being here … driving across them …” She shook her head. “I had no idea they were concave chest flat.”
Sophie stared out the windshield, keeping her thoughts to herself. Six hours into their trip toward El Paso, and this had been the high point of the conversation.
“There’s just … nothing out here,” Sienna said. “I’ve seen more topographical variety in the Dakotas. Okay, actually, no, I haven’t, but … man. What the hell is this, even? Is this—?”
“I liked it better when you stayed silent for the first couple hours,” Sophie said.
“I was actually practicing talking in my head that whole time,” Sienna said. “It was weird, but I got used to it fast.”
“What happened? Run out of things to say to your … souls?” Sophie wasn’t quite white-knuckling the wheel, but she did yearn for the quiet.
“They get kinda tiresome after a while,” Sienna said. “Gavrikov gets all weepy about his sister and all the travails she must surely be going through out in Cali as she builds a career as … I forget what she’s doing. Acting? Reality TV? I mean, I guess that’s acting, too. She’s doing something in TV. Bastian just wants to discuss the finer points of killing you in case of an emergency in which you turn on me—”
Sophie looked at her out of the corner of her eye. “Does he rate that a likely possibility?”
“He says it’s better to be safe than sorry,” Sienna said. “A point on which we agree—”
“So, how would you kill me?” Sophie asked.
“Head into the steering wheel at about a hundred miles an hour oughta do it,” Sienna said.
“That would deploy the airbag.”
“Not unless there was a front impact first,” Sienna said. “I’m sure it would deploy after your face and head turned into mush, but that’s really more of a problem for whoever cleans the back seat.”
Sophie let a smile slip. “You just casually explained how you’d murder me.” She turned her head to look right at Sienna, her own eyes hidden behind sunglasses. “Is that a normal conversational topic for you?”
“What’s normal about this trip?” Sienna asked. “You lured me out here with a bullshit story about metas lighting up the desert plains.” She looked right at Sophie. “What? You didn’t think I realized it was a bullshit story? That your whole goal was getting me out here, alone, with you? This ain’t my first rodeo, cowgirl—or whatever they say in Texas. I’ve been deceived by the best. You’re amateur hour compared to the people who’ve tried to twist me in the past.”
“I was never as much a deceiver as Erich Winter,” Sophie said. “But on the plus side … you won’t need to watch your back around me. If I meant to put a sword in you, it’d go in your front.”
“We use guns these days,” Sienna said, casually letting her coat fall open to reveal hers on her hip. “But it’s interesting that you know Winter. It tells me a little something about you. And your age.”
“You know nothing about me—or my age,” Sophie said, keeping her eyes on the road.
“If I guess and get close, will you give me the jar with all the gumballs in it?”
Sophie smiled again, lightly. “No.”
“Because you don’t have any gumballs? Disappointing.”
“You shouldn’t take candy from strangers anyway,” Sophie said. “And I didn’t lie to you about metahumans in the desert.”
“You just didn’t tell me the full truth,” Sienna said. “So … mind telling me now?”
“Not quite yet,” Sophie said. “But soon.”
Sienna looked resentfully at her out of the corner of Sophie’s peripheral vision. It was not an unfamiliar look, that acid glare. “I could just fly off, you know.”
“I know,” Sophie said.
“But you’re not going to tell me what it is.”
“I’ll show you. Soon.”
Sienna sighed. “The bullshit I put up with to resolve mysteries, I swear …”
Sophie just smiled and kept driving. “It won’t be long.”
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Sienna
 
“There’s a big difference between choice and fate, my dear,” Harry Graves said, slipping up to me in the light of my small holding cell. “Fate is the direction you’re pushed by events; choice is when you’re a wiseass who can’t hold her tongue, even when she’s talking to a big tub of violent human diarrhea.”
“I have noticed I tend to smart off even more in the presence of those types,” I said, looking into Harry’s eyes. “What are you doing here, Harry? It can’t have been easy to sneak in here, even for you.”
“Everything’s easy for me,” he said, but there was a tension in his posture that put the lie to his words. “And you know why I’m here.”
“Two offers to bust out in the last five minutes,” I sighed. “Why will no one respect the sanctity of my decision to give up and surrender?”
“Probably because you’re Sienna Nealon, we’re really not used to that sort of thing from you.”
“That’s a legit critique. Well said.” I looked at the wall beyond him, the plastic bubbling containing the gel that nullified the damage meta strength could do. “But you already know what I’ll say.”
His eyes were cloudy for a second, he almost seemed to stare past me. “I did. I do.”
“So why come here?” I asked.
He leaned forward and unstrapped my Hannibal face mask and kissed me long on the lips.
When he broke, I said, “Sorry. They didn’t really provide a toothbrush. Or breakfast.”
“It’s fine,” he said, and he smiled, lightly. “I knew the risks before I did it, and I wouldn’t change a thing. I wanted to be able to do that … without a time limit.”
“Well, sorry I’m completely strapped and locked down, because there are definitely some other things I wouldn’t mind doing without a time limit that ends with your soul being ripped from your body for touching me too long.” I sighed. “I mean … we could really enjoy ourselves for the first time if—”
“I always enjoyed myself with you,” Harry said, but his eyes looked sad. “Don’t get me wrong, the hoops we had to go through … part of me wondered why you wouldn’t just take suppressant in order to …” He bowed his head.
“My guard, Harry … it’s always up,” I said. “I wouldn’t have chosen to take this now. In fact, I’d really, really like to be untouchable at the moment, especially since I’m about to get wheeled into the dragon’s den downstairs.”
“I know, but still …” He shook his head. “If we had longer before your handler came back? We could properly enjoy ourselves.”
“Ew, Harry,” I said, mocking. “I’m a prisoner and you’re a guard. The power differential there is icky.”
“Even without your powers,” Harry said, suppressing a snort, “I don’t think I’m ever in danger of being in charge when you’re around.”
“Wise man.”
“If I were that wise,” Harry said, “I’d have been able to figure out a way to talk you out of going down this road.”
I paused before answering, thinking through the implications of what he’d just said. “I’m still on course, then?”
“You are,” he said, not meeting my eyes. “I just wanted to see you before—”
“Don’t tell me,” I said, wishing I could land a finger on his lips, shush him … gently. “It’s better if I don’t know how the path unfolds to get me there.”
“Everything you need to know, you’ve already learned,” he said. “At this point, it’s really more of a question of if you’ll remember.” He froze, thinking. “My window is closing. Are you absolutely sure—”
“I’m staying,” I said. “But … thank you, Harry. For …” He’d fill in the blank.
Harry smiled. “You should be more careful about who you mouth off to in here. Prison guards have to be feared by the inmates, especially super-powered ones. This whole place is a jungle hierarchy, and as much as you might want to be queen, your ass is going to have a difficult time cashing the checks your mouth writes in here. You need to be more strategic.” He looked away, studying the floor. “After this … I’m not going to be able to help you.”
“Are you helping me now?”
He nodded. “That guard, Burke? He was going to be a big problem for you.”
“Not loving the past tense there, Harry,” I said. “What’d you do?”
“I did what you would have done in my place.” Harry still did not meet my gaze. “I took care of him.”
“What the—Harry, you can’t go murdering a prison guard just for being a dick to me!”
“He wasn’t just going to be a dick to you, Sienna,” Harry said, and now he looked me in the eye. There was a lot of fire there, an anger I seldom saw from Harry Graves. “Anyway … it’s done. He’s not going to be a problem. But there are others … ones I can’t get to.” He leaned in close to my face. “Once I walk through that door … you’re going to be on your own. The inmates here … the guards … the administration … there are a lot of people gunning for you. You’re going to go through hell if you stay.”
He pulled back to look me in the eye, and I saw a flicker of hope die. “But you’re going to do it anyway.”
“That wasn’t a question,” I said.
“Because … there is no question. No probability. It just … is. Your will is like stone,” he said.
“You’re a strong man, Harry,” I said. “But … some things even you can’t move, with all your powers.”
He laughed, weakly, and forced a smile that was equally weak. “If you weren’t the most obtuse, frustrating person I’d ever met in my life, the most immovable … I probably wouldn’t be here now.”
I blinked. “Whuuuut?”
“I can move anyone, Sienna,” he said, looking at the ceiling. “Time and effort, that’s all it takes. The right responses, counter-responses … I can move anyone.” He looked me in the eye. “Except you. And that’s why I l—”
“Kiss me, you fool,” I said, and he did. Long and slow, and without a timer, I thought, until he broke it off after a few seconds. “Now get out of here, before your window closes.”
He walked over to the door and it buzzed, the keycard triggering its lock. “I hate to be cryptic guy, but … I know you won’t take straight up advice, and it’d go down like meatloaf if I just told you what to do.”
“I hate meatloaf.”
“Exactly.” His eyes twinkled. “Trust poison. It’ll see you through. And when the shit hits the fan … to thine own self be true.” He forced another smile. “Good luck, Sienna.”
And then he was gone, the door closed and locked behind him with a great click of finality, and I was left alone, again, in the holding cell.
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Reed
 
“So this group of metas like Jamal has the evidence that Sienna didn’t blow up Eden Prairie on purpose?” Veronika Acheron asked the question, her reddish hair glinting in the sunlight, skin flushed, eyes slightly bloodshot, probably from the rush to get assembled together for this.
“Nah, she blew it up on purpose,” Augustus said. We were having that all-hands meeting in the middle of the bullpen in our office. “What the evidence will show is that she was being violently attacked to the edge of death by all the prisoners that our loving press had built up as a bunch of innocent victims railroaded into criminality and permanent imprisonment due to Sienna’s evilness.”
“She didn’t technically blow up all of Eden Prairie,” Jamal stepped in to further correct. “It was one commercial park, a few tens of millions in damages. And the only fatalities were the former prisoners trying to kill her, so …”
“There was another fatality, too,” I said, leaning into the conversation for the first time since Veronika had interrupted my briefing, “the pride and objectivity of the reporters on the scene. Their brains got hijacked by one of the inmates; he turned them into a feral, mindless mob—”
“What’s the difference between that and their natural state?” Kat asked, under her breath. “Seriously. The mainstream press is basically the paparazzi of old now, clickbait and all.”
“—and when Sienna broke that spell over them—”
“Wait, there are metas that can cast spells?” Friday asked, standing up, swelling, eyes wide in his mask holes.
“I think it was a metaphorical spell, Friday,” Eilish said, brushing some lank strawberry blond hair back over her ear.
“They can cast metaphorical spells?” Friday straightened, swelling even more. “This sounds incredibly dangerous.”
“Idiot,” Greg Vansen put his head in his hands, slightly shrinking, as though he wanted to disappear from the meeting.
“—they ran, managing to escape the explosion, but probably left with the powerful illusion that she was trying to kill them,” I said. “They’re not likely to have a favorable opinion of her with that ingrained in their subconscious minds, obviously.”
“I never have a favorable opinion of people trying to kill me,” Tracy said, shaking his head. He nodded in my direction, like my own personal amen chorus. I couldn’t really look him in the eyes. “Right on, boss.”
“Anyway, these are the people we need to secure the evidence from,” I said. “The Custis family. They’re typically in Washington, DC, but …” I looked to Miranda.
“I hired a local PI firm to surveil them,” Miranda said. “Within forty-eight hours of the Jamal/Augustus incident—”
“That’s a polite way of referencing that time they tried to frame us for murder and just barely failed,” Augustus said, a little heated.
“—they’d left DC,” Miranda said. “Our detectives lost their trail, and they’re in the wind.”
“Reed can find anything in the wind,” Tracy said, nodding furiously.
“Not the literal wind, Tracy,” I tried to explain to the big man with as much patience as I could muster. He was like a puppy dog that followed me around, desperate for my love and approval. My guilt for making him this way was acute, but I couldn’t deal with it right now. I needed all the help I could scrape together. “My guess? They’re either dead at the hands of whoever they work for, or they’re hiding.”
“If alive, they’re probably somewhere with a strong wifi signal,” Jamal said. Then he blinked, thinking about it. “Actually, scratch that. All they need is an electrical plug and they can make an internet connection.”
“That means they could be literally anywhere,” Olivia Brackett said, leaning in to our little circle around the bullpen. “They could be hiding in Outer Mongolia if all they need is an electrical source.”
“There is a limit to that,” Jamal said. “There’s got to be an internet connection somewhere on that power network in order for them to use it.”
“Can you flush them out, Jamal?” I asked.
“I’ve been avoiding the hell out of poking that particular nest of bears since we got back from DC,” Jamal said, light reflecting off his glasses as he pushed them up on his nose. “There are five of them and one of me. Without ArcheGrey in my corner last time … Augustus and I would still be sitting in jail. But … my guess is they’re still watching us, so … I might be able to flush them. They’re likely to see it coming, though.”
“They’re not going to see me coming,” Friday said, using his best Christian Bale Batman voice.
“Everybody sees you coming,” Veronika said. “You’re literally the biggest of us. When you swell, we can see you a mile away.”
“With Greg’s help, no one will see me coming,” Friday said. “Nobody expects the Friday inquisition!”
“That … does not make any sense,” Jamal said.
“It’s from Monty Python,” Friday said.
“Yeah, but there’s never been a Friday inquisition,” Augustus said. “There was a Spanish inquisition—”
“If you’re going to deconstruct all of Friday’s jokes, I don’t think we’re going to get anything else done,” Scott Byerly said, joining the conversation at last.
“Hear, hear,” Greg Vansen said, head still in hand.
“This is the thing I don’t understand,” said Jamie Barton, better known as the New York superhero Gravity, hanging on the outside of our little circle and doing nothing but frowning up until now, “Sienna keeps getting herself in trouble—”
“She does seem to have a nose for it,” Kat said. She wasn’t staring at her cell phone for once, which surprised me. She was actually paying attention to the whole conversation.
“—and you all keep riding like the cavalry in a western to try and save her,” Gravity said. “I mean … there was that thing in DC with the president, then Scotland, now—”
“Because she’s always trying to save the world,” I said. “And certain elements keep trying to … stop her. She’s in this mess because of that ‘DC thing,’ as you mention it. Because Harmon decided to scratch her off his hit list by making her a criminal. Everything that’s followed, from Scotland to here? It’s all because of that one item, one choice, one massive string of consequences.”
“I don’t think it was one choice,” Gravity said, face scrunching with skepticism, “but let’s say for the sake of argument that yeah, okay, that was the thing landed her in trouble with the law. Since then, she’s sure compounded her problems by running and fighting and raising all manner of havoc—”
“The term is ‘raising hell,’” Friday said. “Why won’t you say it that way?”
“I don’t like to swear,” Jamie said. “I’m a hero, it sets a bad example for kids.”
“You’re from Staten Island,” Veronika said, sort of squinting at her. “All the kids you’re around have heard the word ‘fuck’ since before they were old enough to walk.”
“That’s … blatantly untrue,” Gravity said, “and beside the point—”
“Which is?” Scott asked.
“When does this ‘call up the reserves and everybody in to the pool to save Sienna’ thing—when does it ever end?” Gravity asked. “I like Sienna, in the main. She’s done some good things. But I keep getting a summons to twist up my life and come help her once a year or more when she gets in deep doo doo—”
“Just say ‘shit,’” Friday said. “‘Shit.’ It’s so easy.”
“—and I’m just wondering when it stops,” Gravity said. “Is this a forever obligation? Does it come with an expiration date?”
A silence fell over the room.
“It’s over when she’s done saving the world,” I said, coolly as I could. “Because at that point, she’ll be done pissing people off, which means presumably they’ll stop coming after her.”
“This beyond the normal level of people coming after you—” Gravity started, then stopped.
“You’re thinking about that time the Queen of Wall Street damned near took everything from you, aren’t you?” Jamal asked. “And Sienna saved you.”
Gravity just stared at him. “Poo.”
“‘Shit,’” Friday said.
“What about the deeper roots of … whoever this is?” Chase Blanton said, her short bob of dark hair hanging partway over her face. Sienna had pointed me in her direction because, and I quote, “Chase has the coolest power maybe ever—you’ll shit.”
Let the record show: I did not actually shit. But she could make a lightsaber come out of her arm, and that is pretty damned cool.
“You’re thinking if we could get past this IT family,” Jamal said, “we could make more progress going after the head rather than the hands of this org? We thought about that, but digging these bastards out? I haven’t been able to do it. The Custis clan is especially skilled at covering their tracks, at least from a tech perspective. There is no evidence of anything getting past them, at least not digitally. Phone records, surveillance camera footage of them meeting with anyone—nada. I’ve looked. They clean it all out as it happens, leaving no trace. They’d make the Boy Scouts proud.”
“Maybe you need to do some old-fashioned detective work,” Taneshia said. For once, she and Augustus were not intertwined in some way during our meeting.
“Would all the actual, trained detectives here please raise a hand?” Scott asked. No one raised a hand. “All right, then.”
“That seems like a gaping hole in our staffing,” Friday said, partially shrunk again. “We should hire someone with those skills.”
“They haven’t really been needed thus far,” I said. “I mean, the metas we run across are usually kinda … smash-smash, grab-grab. Subtle and clever in their crimes, they aren’t.”
“And we’ve always kinda had Sienna to fall back on when things got excessively twisted,” Angel said, chiming in at last. She’d been quietest of all. I assumed she was feeling guilty, since I was feeling the burn of some of that myself. We’d both been there when Sienna got caught and had our particular parts to play in what followed.
“Still, there has to be some way to get past this front line of IT blockers,” Chase said, brow furrowed in intense concentration. “Some way to … cajole or investigate or threaten—”
“I can handle the threatening part,” Friday said. “I threaten like a pro.”
“—something,” Chase said.
“She’s right,” I said. “And now that we come to it … this is the deal. We’re all skilled, competent people—in our own ways.”
“In what way is Friday competent?” Olivia Brackett asked, her blond hair shining in the sunlight that streamed through the office window.
“I’m excellent at pounding the stuffing out of those who need it,” Friday said.
“Fair enough,” Olivia said.
“We’re going to break into teams,” I said. “Each of us divides into crews with a specific task. Chase, you’re leading the group that’s going to be looking into getting past the Custis family.”
“I … volunteered myself for that by speaking aloud, didn’t I?” Chase asked.
I smiled. “Exactly. You’re showing leadership. Tracy, Olivia, Taneshia—you’re with Chase. Coordinate with J.J. and Abby.” Those two were on lockdown at their house; I hadn’t wanted them to come in just in case we decided to do something stupid. Being unpowered, they could operate just as easily at a distance, and far outside harm’s way. “Figure out a way to leapfrog these people and get us a clear target for who’s responsible for Sienna’s current predicament.”
“Uhm, these Custises contract for half of Congress,” Jamal said. “I’m not sure you’re going to love what you find past them.”
“Admittedly,” I said, “but just because they work for powerful people doesn’t mean that those people specifically ordered this. They’re not part of a government agency, after all, which means … maybe this Sienna deal is a freelance thing that the family does in their spare time. Find the truth, either way. They’re almost certainly not doing it just for kicks. Find the man—or woman—behind the curtain.”
“Uhm … we’ll do what we can with our limited technical expertise,” Chase said, looking at Olivia and Tracy as they eased in her direction.
“Jamal, Augustus … I need you front and center on the Custis family,” I said. “Greg, Eilish and I are going to be rolling with you guys.”
“Oh, boy, we get to clash with these folks again,” Jamal said. “Because it turned out so well for us last time.”
“You’re not leaving me out in the cold, are you?” Scott asked. Kat had eased up to his shoulder, looking a little questioning. Friday, too, lurked in the background.
“You two, Veronika, Friday, Gravity,” I said, “you’re on emergency detail. If we get a hint of Sienna in trouble …”
“We will Kool-Aid man our way into the Cube and perform a dick-ectomy on anyone who gets in the way,” Friday said, slinging his giant arms over Kat and Scott’s shoulders. “Go Team Dick-ectomy!”
“That is not going to be our team name,” Scott said.
“Pull Greg if you have to,” I said. “But this is priority. Sienna’s in there alone, and the last thing we need is for her to come to real harm while we’re working at proving her innocent.” I put my hands on my hips. “We’ve all got our assignments.” I looked at them each in turn, trying to emphasize the importance of what we were doing. “Let’s get this done. For—”
“Whoa,” Jamal said, lifting his phone and interrupting my dramatic moment. He was blinking furiously, which made me think that perhaps he’d gotten some last-minute update, digitally.
“Don’t leave us hanging like that while you’re data processing,” Augustus said. “What happened? You just stumble across some juicy online porn?”
“If so, share,” Friday said. “Unless it’s all dude, in which case … maybe still share. For science.”
“Remember how I said the Custis family had been covering their tracks in real time since Augustus and I crossed paths with ’em?” Jamal brought his phone up. “Well, I just got a hit to a weird lead I had on them months ago. I couldn’t track it back at the time, but … it just popped up again, and this time I got a location.” He flicked the screen to life, and on it was a map to … somewhere. “It’s an abandoned factory in upstate New York.” He pursed his lips together. “And I think … one of them might be there right now.”
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Sienna
 
I pretty much knew I was screwed the minute I entered gen pop.
They rolled me into the giant room that the Cube had been named for—a massive square, ringed on every side by cell doors. The place had changed since I’d been warden. Back then it had been designed as an isolation prison, one in which the inmates were not allowed outside of their cells, one in which no hierarchy of dominance and gladiatorial combat was allowed, because socialization did not happen. It was a true Supermax, every prisoner stuck in their cell twenty-four hours per day.
Thanks to the Supreme Court and their ruling, that was no longer the case, and when I entered the big open space inside the center ring of cells, I found the downstairs had been converted to a social area, complete with steel tables and chairs bolted to the floor. A crowd of prisoners was cat-calling and hooting at me as I was rolled in.
Ah, Thunderdome. A hundred metas enter. One Sienna was going to walk out.
And there were about a hundred of them, shouting and yelling and cursing me and my name and my body parts and calling me body parts—it was actually like a re-staging of the riot outside the Minneapolis jail, without the gunshots and with everyone in orange jumpsuits. Slightly cleaner, slightly more stylish than the dirty hippies.
No glass bottles or piss. Yet.
“This is gonna go great,” Owens said dryly as she wheeled me in.
“Just leave me trussed up like this in the middle of the pod,” I said as we went past the crowd, which was nominally being held back by the guards. The guards didn’t look enthused about what they were doing, and I couldn’t blame them. They were, after all, being forced to hold back superpowered people with nothing more than stun batons. If the supers decided to push it, the guards would die. I was sure there was some sort of threat in place that kept the chaos at bay—for now—but within seconds of entering I could smell the power imbalance in the room.
It smelled like everything was about to bust at the seams.
Owens guessed what I was thinking. “Anyone who’s had a behavioral violation in the last four week is suppressed. Like an in-house version of probation. So the troublemakers are generally weak, because they just can’t control themselves.”
“This is sounding more and more like Lord of the Flies, but with putative grown-ups,” I said.
Owens half-shrugged, not taking her hand off my gurney as she wheeled me. “I didn’t design the program or the social structure, I’m just telling you how it is.”
“Thanks for the heads up,” I said.
“They’ll think you’re powered coming in,” Owens said, whispering. The crowd noise was so loud and the metas so distant that they wouldn’t be able to hear her, even with their super hearing. “Everybody is when they get into gen pop. You only start getting strikes once you’re in, so …”
“So I can bluff—until someone calls it,” I said. She nodded. “That’s useful to know.”
“They’ll be wary of you, too,” she said. “Everyone knows your rep. But someone will eventually step up on you. It’s going to happen.”
“I’m in the women-only section,” I said, looking around. There were no dudes but the guards, and suddenly I was thankful for small miracles. Sort of. Dude guards would still suck to have around, thinking they were more badass than me. Suddenly I was grateful Harry had taken out the worst offender I’d met so far.
“Guys are in the section above,” Owens said, nodding at the ceiling. “They divided it off after the decision, I guess. Federal statute—and something about bad optics of having superpowered men able to prey on unpowered women.”
“But not vice versa?” I asked.
“No one gives a shit if some guy prisoner gets his skull busted open by a pissed-off woman,” Owens said. “They assume he had it coming to him.”
“Bad assumption,” I said. I knew a couple of the faces in here on sight, and they were not nice faces. Not nice women.
“So say you,” Owens said. “Whatever the case, it’s separated out now.” She cringed as a particularly virulent epithet reached us. “Man, you just make friends everywhere you go, don’t you?”
“I’m a very popular person.”
She and my escort group rolled me over to a cell in the corner of the square first floor. Up above I could see a railing boxing in the second floor, and above that, a solid metal ceiling that separated us from the dude levels of the prison. The place looked different but not that different. As we rolled past cells I peered in, and where once there had been simple squares that were set up for isolation, now they were a more traditional prison configuration complete with a hole in the floor for a toilet, sinks, bunk beds—all lined with the same plastic-looking gel walls that had been ubiquitous in my days here.
“How do you keep the prisoners from using the legs of the bed to smash the gel packs?” I asked.
“We don’t,” Owens muttered, “but it’s an instant three months of depowering if you do it.”
That had implications. Part of the way we’d kept our inmates in check was the gel-coated walls and ceiling. They diffused energy powers and absorbed the impact of punchy ones. There were other, more specialized pieces of gear we had as well, but the gel coating took care of ninety percent of our inmates, rendering them harmless when in their cells.
And they were always in their cells.
But they also didn’t have anything with which to puncture the gel lined walls. No beds, no toilets, nothing went into those cells except biodegradable (read: flimsy) clothing, cutlery and trays for the food, all designed to be flushed down the toilet hole after a meal.
“You’ve got a nice disaster brewing here,” I said, taking in the changes.
“Tell me about it,” Owens said, bringing me to a stop outside what I presumed was my cell. “In here.”
I looked at the residual lip in front of my cell. The same massive gel-packed door was still here, it was just wide open, as were the rest on the block. “Well, gee, I’d like to go in, but I think I’ll end up flat on my face if you try and roll me.”
“This is where you get off,” Owens said, and I heard her working the strap that bound my left hand. “Try and play nice, will you, Nealon?”
“I think we both know that me playing nice in here would only hasten my death,” I said as she freed my arm. I shook it, trying to restore the blood flow. I had red marks all in my skin around my wrist, and I doubted they’d go away anytime soon.
“True that,” Owens said, and came around behind me to unbind my right arm. The other guards that were with her had backed off, forming a semi-circle like a second line of defense from the prisoners in the distance, still yelling at me from the center of the big, square room.
“Is there a betting pool among the guards on how long I’ll live?” I asked as Owens stooped to unbind my ankles.
Owens smiled, but did not look up from her labors as she unstrapped my right leg. “There is.”
“I’m all in on me being the last one standing,” I said.
“Sorry,” she said, moving to the other leg. “That bet’s already been taken. You can have the next bet out, though, or the one before it—I think it’s a year, and six months, respectively. Everything short of that has already been scooped up.”
“And someone already bet on me to go the distance?” I shook out my legs, stepping off the gurney as Owens backed off. “Damn. That’s a sucker’s bet.”
“Thanks,” she said. “It was mine.”
I blinked. “Owens … you don’t even know me.”
Owens just shrugged, one-shouldered. “Like I said … you got a rep.”
“Let’s hope I live up to it,” I said, undoing the Hannibal mask myself and tossing it to her. She caught it easily. “It’d be a shame if you lost money.”
“Also be a shame if you died, right?” Owens asked.
I shrugged. “To some, surely.” She was standing between me and my cell. “Welp … I guess I should check out my new digs.”
Owens’s face kind of mashed. “About that … you have a cellmate.”
“You said that before,” I said. “I guess the warden doesn’t really take me playing well with others into account.”
“I think he does,” Owens said, hesitating, “given who he assigned you.”
That caused just a quiver. “Uh … okay. That mean it’s someone I know?”
“Yep.” Owens nodded, and walked over to put the Hannibal mask on the gurney, then started rolling the thing back toward the entry. She paused, her radio beeping. “This is Owens.”
“Owens,” came an urgent voice, “Burke is unresponsive in the break room, foaming at the mouth—lock down the prison.”
“Shit,” Owens said, and waved her hand around. “Lock down! Back to your cells!”
The crowd in the center of the Cube started to disperse immediately. They hustled, too, some of them moving meta speed to get back. A klaxon went off in the distance, and suddenly I was glad I didn’t have meta hearing, because it was like a tornado siren going off in my ear even with human hearing. I saw prisoners cringing and blanching, bending double in pain at the sound.
Owens hoofed it toward the door, and her guard escort went with her. “Lock down in twenty seconds,” a female voice called over the speakers. “Lock down in fifteen seconds. Return to your cells.” The or else was implied.
“Okay,” I muttered, seeing the other inmates disappearing into their quarters, shooting only resentful looks at me. It looked like I wasn’t going to have time to stretch my legs and enjoy my newfound, limited freedom of motion. Just before the ten-second announcement burst over the loudspeakers, I hurried into my cell and found …
Someone waiting for me.
“Shit,” I said. “You.”
My cellmate was sitting on the edge of the bottom bunk, her wavy blond hair looking pretty dirty. Her eyes had dark circles underneath them, but she was looking at me intensely, laser beams pointed my way. I hadn’t looked in those eyes in a little over a year, when I’d help put this woman in the very cell that she currently inhabited.
After she’d shot me in the head in a bank in Florida, coming closer than anyone I’d ever encountered—save for maybe Rose—to killing me.
“June Randall,” I said, as my cellmate just stared at me, and I realized …
They’d paired me up with her on purpose. With a person known—they had to know, right?—to have come within a hair’s breadth of killing me once before.
The door closed behind me, the alert siren covering the clank of me being shut in with this person who had every reason to hate me.
Someone in this place really, really wanted me dead.
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“So, June,” I said, staring at my one-time antagonist, “how’s it going?”
June seemed a lot grimmer, more deflated than when we’d last crossed paths. Of course, she’d kinda had her boyfriend, Elliot “Ell” Lafavre die on her during that particular excursion, so maybe this was how one looked after that sort of thing … and a year plus in the meta pokey. “I’ve had better years,” she said. Her eyes were hard, but kind of languid as she stared at me.
“I know these feels,” I said, running a hand over the gel-packed wall. It was not a comfortable moment, being locked down in a cell with her. We hadn’t seen each other since I’d helped save her life … which also resulted in her arrest.
I was hoping she remembered the former more than the latter, but I was guessing, sitting in such a grim place … she was unlikely to have forgotten either.
“I’m not going to kill you,” June said, tearing her eyes off me and putting them on the gel-padded floor.
“Great,” I said, “but I’m guessing whoever paired us up as cellmates doesn’t know that.”
The klaxon was still honking outside, and Harry’s words came back to me: Trust poison. Now it made sense.
June’s power was toxin clouds she could produce from her own body. It was a nasty, asphyxiation and choke-on-your-own-bile kind of power. She glanced up at me. “Are you planning on killing me?”
“I’m not planning on killing anybody,” I said. “But … I think we both know it might come to that, regardless of my best intentions.” I looked around. “So … you took the bottom bunk, huh?”
She blinked at me. “Yeah. And if you try and move me to the top one, I might change my mind on that ‘not killing you’ thing.”
“Fine,” I said, trying to decide whether I wanted to vault up there right now. It probably wasn’t wise, since doing it with my currently-human level of strength would reveal that I was depowered. Instead, I opted to lean against a wall. “It’s not worth fighting over.”
She nodded. “So … how was the rest of your run?”
“Got tired of it like you did, I expect,” I said, feeling the wobbling gel wall against my back. We used to have the prisoners sleep on it; it was like a slightly firmer version of a waterbed. “Finally wore out on it a couple days ago, and here I am.”
“A couple days?” June looked up at me, brow all askew. “They usually put you through a trial before they bring you down here.”
“Yeah, it might have been the shortest in the history of the Republic,” I said. “I doubt it was what the framers meant by a ‘speedy trial,’ but given how much bullshit got heaped on me in that short a time, I’d hate to see what a long one would have produced. Probably would have blamed the Holodomor on me somehow.”
“That sucks.”
“At least I know where I stand.” I looked out the window of our cell door, which had closed near-silently. “So … what’s the lay of the land in here?”
June shrugged. “You probably know. It’s brutal. Violence is currency, and so are powers. If you’ve got a nice account built up, you’re cruising. When you’re out …” She snapped a finger, and it was loud, thanks to the metahuman speed with which she made the motion. “Game over.”
“Thanks for playing,” I whispered, looking out at the half dozen guards just standing out in the common area. “Is everyone gunning for me?”
“Not everyone,” June said. “We’ve known you were coming for all of twenty-four hours. Didn’t know when, exactly. But … lots of talk about ending Sienna Nealon. Lot of angry people out there.”
“I don’t even know most of these assholes,” I said, looking back at her. She was the picture of perfect repose, just hanging out languidly on the bed. She definitely had her powers, though, that snap of the fingers proved it. “What’s their beef with me?”
“Cops don’t do well in jail,” she said with another shrug. “You know that.”
“That’s a good point,” I said, looking back out through the blurry window. Maybe if I was lucky, the lockdown would last a while, kill some time for me. Though it wasn’t like spending the afternoon in confinement with her was likely to run out the entire clock of my life sentence. I sighed. “They’re all going to be coming at me, then?”
“Some won’t,” she said. “Some don’t know, don’t care about you. Some don’t want any trouble. They just want to keep their heads down and do their time.” She stirred, standing up. “Only problem is …”
“Do they do defined sentencing here?” I asked. “Because mine was life.”
“So was mine,” she said, folding her arms. “I don’t think they send the minor cases here, but … I haven’t heard a sentence yet less than life.”
“What a charming gulag,” I said.
“Was it better when you ran it?” June asked.
“Probably not,” I said. “It was isolation, twenty-four-seven, because we didn’t have suppressant back then, and I didn’t want to deal with prisoners preying on each other.”
“You didn’t want the prisoners to prey on one another? Or you just didn’t want to deal with it?”
“Well, since I was always busy catching new ones, no, I didn’t want to deal with it,” I said, sighing. “Of course, I still had to at one point—”
“That was the prison riot, right?”
“Yeah,” I said. “That was an ugly night. These Russians meta VIPs were coming for this soirée the new director was hosting, trying to put out some of my PR fires. Turns out, my old pal Cassidy Ellis was spearheading a prison break using them and a bunch of mercs as cannon fodder. I got doused with suppressant so I couldn’t superpower back.” I smiled thinly. “It did not end particularly well for any of them.”
Except Cassidy, though she’d ended up in here for a while before the Supreme Court decision kicked her loose. To go on and become a criminal hacker doing all sorts of questionable things the world over.
Good call, Supreme Court.
“You kicked their ass depowered?” June was eyeing me.
“Yeah, why?”
June slapped out at me, meta-speed, and there was nothing I could do to dodge it. She stopped her hand inches from my face, looking into my eyes, and she shook her head. “No reason.”
“Liar,” I said as she withdrew her hand. Well, now she knew, and she hadn’t splattered me across our cell.
“What the hell are you gonna do?” she asked, walking back over to the bed and sitting down.
I looked out through the blurry gel-filled window. There were still guards just standing out there. Looked like we were going to be in lockdown for a while longer. “I dunno,” I said, “but I’ll figure something out.” I forced a smile. I was getting good at that. “I always do.”



 
 
 
 
16.
 
 
The lockdown didn’t end until the next morning, and after a while they announced lights out, which made it official: I had my first bed time since I’d escaped my mother’s house.
Which made sense, because really, my first warden was my mom.
June didn’t say much, and I didn’t have much to talk about, either, so we just sort of went to bed by mutual agreement.
I woke to an announcement: “Lockdown is ended,” said a bored, male voice over a loudspeaker in our cell. “Get ready for prisoner count.”
“Breakfast time,” June said, and I could hear her rustling the blankets below.
“Oh, good,” I said, because I hadn’t eaten since yesterday. “How’s the food?”
“Both dismal and abysmal,” she said. “Whatever you’re expecting, you’re going to be doomed to disappointment.”
“Well, in my last stretch, back when my mom still kept me in my house, she regularly overcooked ramen, so …”
“This may be an improvement, then,” June conceded.
We got up and used the toilet hole in turn, then just kind of stood there until the doors opened. “Time to go,” June said, and I followed her.
“Do we have to stand here for a prisoner count or something?” I asked.
“No, they count us in our cells,” she said, and pointed at a little orb in the shadows in the corner of the room. “They’ve got eyes on us always.”
“Now I feel really awkward about using the bathroom,” I said.
“You get over it after a few days,” she said, casual enough I knew she’d done the awkward mental gymnastics of thinking about public urination and defecation. “It sucks, but what are you going to do?”
“If I were you, I might puff a purple cloud in front of the camera,” I said.
“And get my powers yanked for weeks at a time? No, thanks,” June said. “I should warn you: they have a system.”
“Who’s they?” I asked.
“The bad ones,” she said. “They’ll hit you in a pack—one will rumble with you, get your powers yanked, then the reserve members—”
“Kill you while you’re powerless,” I said. “Clever.”
She nodded. “So … get ready for that. Of course, since you’re already …” She looked around, didn’t say it. “They might improvise and go right for the throat.”
“Thanks for the heads up,” I said. For whatever good it might do.
“This way,” she said, leading me toward the tables.
I followed her. The inmates were gradually making their way to the tables in the middle of the cube, which looked like a combo cafeteria/social space/Thunderdome for when things got hot. Every table and every chair was bolted to the ground, presumably sturdily enough that they couldn’t be used as a weapon.
Which was kinda unnecessary. Anyone with powers in here could split a human skull open with their bare hands. Having a weapon available might have made it possible for a depowered chump like me to defend herself. Instead, I was going to be hand to hand against people whose strength, speed, and dexterity outclassed my own by a factor of ten.
So fun.
I sat down at one of the tables toward the outer ring of the square. Each was made for four people, and a couple guards were rolling around those carts that airline attendants used to serve meals on. They were dishing out food on prefabbed plates of the sort they’d served here when I was in charge, the kind that biodegraded when they were done. No weapon there. I looked at the cutlery offered, and it, too, was the flimsy and deteriorating kind. A trifecta of near-useless weapons.
“Get a good night’s sleep?” Owens asked, following one of the guards with a cart over to our table. A couple trays got slopped in front of me and June, and the cart moved on. Owens hung behind for a minute, but kept her eyes on the cart. Looking for dangers to her fellow guard, who was vulnerable while serving. I knew that mentality well.
“Surprisingly, yeah,” I said. “I was probably tired from the excitement of the last few days. It was nice to get into a mellow, chillax mode here at the resort. I see breakfast comes with a side of brown gravy and wet toast.”
Owens curled her lip looking at my tray. “I don’t envy you that, but it probably tastes better than that danish Burke choked on yesterday.”
“You talking about that guard that forced the lockdown?” I asked. I was playing innocent because I was innocent. I’d had nothing to do with Burke’s demise, if he’d in fact died.
“Yeah,” Owens said. “choked to death on a pastry, can you believe it? Big, bad dude like that and he’s brought low by a bakery item.”
“They say what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger, but I don’t see how a danish could, it’s all carbs and fat,” I said, deadpan.
Owens snickered, then wiped the emotion off her face. “Don’t … let the other guards hear you talk about Burke like that. I may think it’s funny, but the rest of this crew? They’re a tight knit tribe that’s always feeling like they’re under siege. Say something like that to any of them and you’re liable to get your ass kicked.”
June nodded without saying anything. I guess it was universal agreement then.
“What’s on the list of activities for today?” I asked. “Do I get to spend some time on the lido deck?”
“You get to sit around and talk all day if you’re good,” Owens said with a smirk. “If you’re not, you get locked down. Lunch at 1200 hours. Dinner at 1700. It’s a shower day, so there’s that.”
I looked up and saw, for the first time, there were big screens hanging in the middle of the room, four of them, in a kind of squarish pattern like the displays in the center of a hockey arena. “We don’t get to watch anything?” I asked.
“Once a week, if you’re good, the warden brings in a movie,” Owens said.
“They always suck,” June said. “They’re inevitably something pre-1980’s, usually pre-1960’s, and they’re always rated G.”
“Can we watch Bambi?” I asked. “It fits those criteria.”
“No Disney,” Owens said, shaking her head. “I don’t think they want their movies shown in a prison.”
“Bummer,” I said. “I have this sudden, uncontrollable desire to watch Cinderella again.”
“Look at this,” a woman said, coming over to the next table and sitting down, three flunkies trailing in her wake. She was a big lady, big boned, I guess you could say if you were being charitable, just a hulking mass of a person. Her thighs looked bigger than my hips, and she wore her jumpsuit pretty snug, like she’d swelled her arms and legs just for the sake of swelling them as she walked up. “Fresh fish.”
I blinked at her. “Is that … are you referencing how you smell? Because I hear it’s shower day.”
Owens snorted, and even June’s shoulders shook with silent mirth. The two women on either side of my harasser scowled at me. It wasn’t my first time being scowled at by potential badasses, though, so I just kept one eye on them while I picked at my food, which looked … pretty shit.
“Gert,” Owens said, “why don’t you and Clara and Marta sit over there today.” She pointed at the other side of the cafeteria area.
I gave them a closer look while Owens was making her suggestion, which sounded a lot like a command. Marta was a little slip of a girl, deeply tanned, but probably three inches shorter than me, so minuscule. She was the anti-Gert, skinny as a rail, like a more outdoorsy version of Cassidy, and with black hair. Her friend Clara was a dirty blond, average height, medium build, a real athletic look to her, and her face looked as flat as a plate, her nose only jutting out above her cheeks by a little.
“Hey, Owens!” someone called from across the room. I looked; a guard was waving her toward the exit.
Owens evinced a moment’s reaction—pained. Her jaw tightened. “Just a minute.”
“Warden needs you right now,” the guard called, still waving. “Says it’s serious business.”
Owens might have wanted to swear under her breath, but whether it was because she realized they’d hear anything she said or because she just had that good a self-control, she kept it to herself. “All right,” she said, and pointed to Gert. “Other side of the room, you three.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Gert said, her husky voice in full demurral mode. She and her clunky comrades started picking their way through the tables, heading where Owens had pointed.
“Watch out, Nealon,” Owens muttered, and she was off at a jog, heading for the door. The guard already had it open for her by the time she made it, and she vanished inside about ten seconds after she left my table.
“One,” I said under my breath, “two …”
“What are you doing?” June asked, mouth full of gravy. Or whatever the brown stuff was.
“… Three … four …”
“What’s up, you little bitch?” Gert said, pushing between two prisoners at the table next to me, Clara the plate face and Marta the minuscule in tow. Not one of them was smiling. It was as though I’d stolen all their joy.
“It’s breakfast,” I said, cramming a terrible piece of toast in my mouth. It was drier than my preferred humor. “Whuzzz ub wiv uuu?”
“You shouldn’t talk with your mouth full,” Gert said, smirking evilly.
“That’s good advice if you give a damn about manners,” I said, swallowing the toast and throwing a flimsy paperish sporkful of eggs down my gullet. It tasted like cardboard. “Ah givs no fugggs arout politesess wiv uu, tho.”
“The hell is she saying?” Gert asked, face getting red.
“I think she says doesn’t care about being mannerly around you,” Marta said, her olive skin flushing a shade darker.
“That’s rude,” Gert said. “We should teach her some manners.”
And she stepped toward me, body swelling as she increased her size and strength with her Hercules powers, her two comrades just a step behind, ready to pound me into stuffing.
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I laughed, exploding a mouthful of shitty eggs all over the prison cafeteria table. I mean, I was faking, mostly, but I laughed and laughed, and the three women who were coming over to kick my ass paused in their approach, first sign of confidence flagging. They’d been so sure of themselves a second ago.
I waited until I got most of the ass-flavored eggs out of my mouth, and quieted my braying, fake laugh. “You … you know who I am, right?” I looked the lead, Gert, right in her giant head, didn’t blink, and kinda smiled. “You know what I do? What I’ve done?”
Gert just stared at me, her dark eyes going hateful. “I know all about you, you little bitch.”
“So you probably know how many Hercules types I’ve killed?” I cracked my knuckles. There was a trick to bluffing stupid people, and it was having credibility. I’d killed a lot of folks in my day. Everybody knew that. It wasn’t a malicious thing. I didn’t enjoy it, particularly, but I’d done it, and now that my life was on the line, I wasn’t going to be shy about sharing that fact to save my ass. “I mean, I’ve lost count, but I’m sure it’s recorded somewhere.”
Gert hesitated, then looked to her comrades, Marta and Clara, as though seeking encouragement. “We can take this little bitch.”
“No, you can’t,” I said, not blinking. I was going to stare her down, because I’d stared down a lot worse than her in my day.
But usually I had something to back up my mouth and evil eye. Here … I had a plate full of shitty eggs and gravy. That was not going to get me far.
“You want to know how I’m going to kill you?” I asked, really pouring it on. I looked from Gert to Clara to Marta, sensing for weakness. “It kinda depends on your powers. I don’t have much use for a Hercules, see, so I’ll just flat out murder you, Gert.” I smiled at Marta and Clara in turn. “But … if either of you have … interesting powers … maybe I’ll add you to my collection. How’d you like to spend the rest of eternity as part of my soul collective? It’s an easy job—you just become my mental slave forever, and I torture you if you say anything that displeases me.”
Ah, there it was. Marta evinced a hint of dismay, a flicker of uncertainty in her eyes, a hesitant half-step back.
“She’s bluf—” Gert started to say.
I burst out laughing. “Which part’s a bluff, y’think? The part where I kill you? Or the part where I make you my soul slave?” I laughed again. “Have I never done either of those things before? Or do you just think you’re so damned awesome that you’re … what? Immune to getting your ass kicked?” I twirled a finger around me. “Cuz you ended up in here, so I’m guessing someone kicked your ass, thus disproving that thesis.”
Gert’s face reddened. “Your brother put me in here.”
“His mistake.” I shrugged. “Attitude and face like yours? I would’ve put you in the ground.” I smiled wolfishly. “Still might.” I pushed to my feet. “Wanna go a round, Gert? See if you can last more than one punch? Because I’m guessing … even with your bone structure … you won’t.” My smile evaporated.
“You ain’t gonna see us coming, Nealon,” she said, taking a step back.
“You’d be hard to miss,” I said. “But give the surprise attack a go. I’m guessing your foot steps are never quiet.”
Plate-faced Clara flared a little fire around her hand, and I realized I must have hit her in the pride with that one, too. I didn’t quite realize why until I looked at her feet—they were disproportionately large. Big face, big feet, big hands, as the fire flared around them—Clara looked a little demonic as the flames lit her sallow skin.
Shit. She had a long-range attack. That was going to be a problem for me. But hopefully not yet.
“Be seeing you, Nealon,” Gert said, stepping back. She pointed at me through the crowd, now five tables away, heading toward where Owens had sent her. “But you won’t see me.”
“You’re a Hercules, moron!” I called back. “You don’t get much smaller, and I’d have to be blind to not see you. Or hear buffalo-foot Clara over there.” I watched Clara’s head snap around, face lit with anger. That was perhaps not the wisest thing to say.
They kept going, fortunately, and I sat back down. June was finishing up her breakfast and let her papery spork down on the plate and wiped her face with her napkin.
“Thanks for the assist,” I said to my cellmate. At least she hadn’t stood up and whacked me in the back, or revealed I was powerless in the middle of my bluff.
“You had it under control,” June said, as calm as though she were on Prozac.
“For now,” I said, staring after Gert and her cronies. They’d taken their seats and were now engaging in a staring contest with me, which I did not choose to partake in. I pretended like my full focus was on June, but I was watching the hell out of them with my peripheral vision.
June squinted at me. “What? Do I have something on my face?”
“Just keeping an eye on trouble without acting like I’m paying them any attention,” I said, picking up my spork, which was now soggy and thus useless. I sighed. I didn’t want to eat this shit anyway. “See, if you dignify them with a response, they think they got to you. I want them to think they’re as irrelevant to me as Katy Perry’s fashion choices.”
“That’s pretty irrelevant to you, I guess,” June said, folding her napkin and laying it across her breakfast tray like a sheet over a corpse. “What’s your plan when they come at you? Because they will.”
“Tell me something I don’t know,” I said. “My plan will be highly dependent on where I am at the time, and if I have a weapon close at hand.” I lowered my voice and leaned in. “Can I get a shiv in here?”
June just blinked at me. “Uhm … I don’t think so, no.”
“Shit.” A shiv was prison-speak for a makeshift knife. “What about a can top from the prison cafeteria?” That was another golden oldie fave for traditional prisoners. A metal can lid was easy to sharpen against any concrete or hard surface, and voila—you had an edge with which to open someone’s throat. I would have preferred a Ka-Bar knife or a Baghdad Bullet, but alas, you do what you can with what you have.
“No prisoners work in the cafeteria,” June said with a shake of her head. “Guards bring down the food, and it’s manned by some concession company. We have no interaction with the workers, so … probably not.”
“Is there a machine shop here?” I asked. “Prison laundry?”
She shook her head. “Nope. We’re neither being rehabilitated to society nor expected to pull our weight. We’re too dangerous for that, I guess. No work crews, no library, no personal possessions allowed, nothing. What you see here is what we have and what we do.” She looked at her fingernails, which I realized for the first time were kinda rough, like she’d had to chew them off. “Welcome to the most boring stretch of hard time you’ll ever do.”
“Nealon!” someone shouted, and I turned my head in time to see a nurse—definitely not Slaughter—in a white lab coat making her way across the room to me. A guard had done the shouting, the same guy who’d called in Owens. He pointed at the nurse, and just as loudly as the first, shouted, “Time for your suppressant shot!”
You could have heard hope die in that room right then. I know mine did, though I was buttoned up enough to keep from letting it make a sound—like a squeal.
“Well,” I said, as the nurse made her way over to me, needle in hand, and I looked at the guard who’d done the shouting—yeah, the bastard was wearing a big smile, probably because he had me in the dead pool during the next day or so—and I fought to keep a sour look off my face, “I’d say this stretch of time just got a lot more interesting.”
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Sophie
Four Years Ago
 
“Where the hell are we now?” Sienna asked. They were miles off the interstate, the exit ramp a good half hour behind them, and nothing but hills and sagebrush ahead.
“You know where we are,” Sophie said, hands on the wheel, the world dark, hidden behind the veil of her sunglasses. “It’s the middle of nowhere.”
“Uh huh,” Sienna said, eyeing her warily. She’d done that all along. “What a wonderful place for an ambush.”
“You have a very suspicious mind.”
“You say that like it’s a bad thing.”
“No,” Sophie said, “you take it like it’s a bad thing. I said it very neutrally.”
Sienna fell silent for about ten minutes. “I’m losing patience.”
“Patience is a virtue that seems somewhat lost on your generation,” Sophie said, keeping her hands loosely on the wheel.
“Listen, lady, I’ve done more stakeouts than I can count,” Sienna said, “but I had some expectation of what was waiting at the end of those. You’ve packed me across the desert of Texas from Houston to here in a car that is seriously lacking air conditioning, on a trip I could have made myself in like an hour at supersonic speed. You’re cagey as all hell, and you’re dismissive of my irritation at being jerked around. The only thing you’ve got going for you is that I’m picking up a vibe that you don’t actually mean me harm. Just that you’re indifferent to my annoyance.”
“That’s fairly accurate,” Sophie said.
“Which part isn’t accurate?” Sienna asked. “That you mean me no harm? Or that you don’t give a shit about me being irritated?”
“One of those,” Sophie said. “Definitely.”
Sienna made a low sound in her throat. “This is like having a conversation with Janus or Winter.”
“How is old Janus this days?” Sophie asked, turning her head to look at Sienna. “Still carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders? As though he has any influence on its course.”
“Well, last I saw him—and this was about a year ago, he’d kinda been tortured into a hot mess,” Sienna said, eyeing Sophie with suspicion.
“That’s a shame,” Sophie said.
“You don’t exactly sound torn up about it.”
“He’s not a close friend,” Sophie said with a slight, one-shoulder shrug. “And he always liked to walk on the dark side. It’s hardly surprising when the darkness decides to take a bite.”
“I don’t know if a pissed-off, wronged, thieving Cassandra-type counts as ‘the darkness,’” Sienna said, “but I guess when you live in the criminal underworld, it’s fair to expect a little blowback from the people you run with every now and again.”
“Exactly,” Sophie said. “Lay down with dogs … and all that.”
“Well, he got more than fleas,” Sienna said. “I don’t know if his mind will ever be right again, frankly.”
“He’ll be fine, I’m sure. He was always a resilient fellow, and he’s been through worse.” Sophie let slip a very slight smile. “He’s the sort that always seeks to find his advantage in whatever adversity befalls him. He’ll come out of it looking for an opportunity to make an even greater asshole of himself.”
“That’s … fairly accurate,” Sienna said.
“Which part?” Sophie asked. “The fact that he tries to turn everything to his advantage? Or that he’ll make a bigger asshole of himself?”
“Okay, maybe it’s totally accurate.” Sienna shifted in her seat and fanned herself. The air conditioning was not exactly covering itself in glory at the moment, and it was stifling in the car. “How do you know Janus?”
“Old acquaintance that I’d just as soon forget,” Sophie said.
“That … was not really an answer.”
“It was an answer to something.”
“But not the question I asked.”
“I didn’t realize that I was required to answer your questions.”
“You’re not required to do much of anything,” Sienna said. “But it’d be polite.”
Sophie looked at her sideways, smiling. “Do you consider yourself a polite person? Someone who prides herself on manners? On following societal expectations and mores?”
Sienna just glowered back at her. “Congrats on knowing me without having actually, ever, y’know—met me. You have a very complete picture of my personality as reported on TV.”
“Who says we’ve never met?” Sophie asked, turning back to the road.
“I really hate mysteries,” Sienna muttered.
“You live for the mystery,” Sophie said. “The chase. The hunt. The fight. The sooner you accept that annoying fact about yourself, the quicker you’ll find happiness.”
“Screw you,” Sienna said, rising up in her seat. “Who are you? ‘Dear Abby’ for metas?”
“‘Dear Abby’ might be gentler with your feelings.”
“To hell with my feelings,” Sienna said, putting her hands on the roof of the car. “I have questions. You have answers. Start dealing them out or—”
“Or what?” Sophie looked at her sideways again.
The roof made a slight straining noise, and the car lifted, just slightly off the ground. “Or I start driving,” Sienna said as the engine roared and the wheels spun, tractionless.
Sophie took her foot off the accelerator, looking at Sienna evenly. “And where will we be going?”
“High in the sky, slowly,” Sienna said. “And then back to the ground, rather quickly and spectacularly.”
Sophie raised an eyebrow, but that was all. “You’re going to murder me?” She waited a beat. “All right.”
Sienna stared back at her. “All right … what?”
“All right, go ahead,” Sophie said, and waited, folding her hands and putting them in her lap.
Sienna just stared at her. The car rose steadily. “You’re cool with dying?”
Sophie let slip a little smile. “You assume the drop would kill me.”
“It’d kill most people.”
“I’m not ‘most people.’ I’m me.” Sophie looked out the window. The ground had frozen in place, about a hundred feet down. “If you’re going to do this, would you mind getting on with it? I have an appointment to get to, otherwise.”
“And you’re bringing me with you?” Sienna’s eyebrow twitched.
“Assuming you want to come. I’m not forcing you.”
“Damn you, Sigourney Weaver,” Sienna said, and the car lurched as she started to bring it down. “Why are you intentionally trying my patience while asking me to go along with this ridiculous road trip?”
“Because I don’t much care about your feelings, one way or the other,” Sophie said, putting her hands back on the wheel as the car touched down. “Your anger means little to me. Probably as little as the anger most people direct at you. Maybe less, since I’ve lived considerably longer than you and had plenty of time to perfect my art of … what is it you young people call it these days? ‘DGAF’?”
“So you’re one of the old gods?” Sienna asked.
“Well, I’m certainly old,” Sophie said, “but no one ever much worshipped me.”
“Shut up, Wolfe,” Sienna said, and when Sophie looked at her, “he’s growling. I guess he doesn’t like you.”
“I guess not,” Sophie said. “But he probably also knows that I don’t care what he thinks, either.”
“He growled at that, too,” Sienna said, letting out a little exasperated sigh. “I’m just going to go on record and say this is the worst road trip ever.”
“You’re young. You have time to have worse.”
“That’s—” Sienna started to say, but …
They crossed the divide right at that moment.
The desert and sagebrush hills ahead fell away. Replacing them was endless green, fields that swept miles to every side, growing lush with plant life. A kind of primordial jungle had been cultivated in the distance, palm trees and other tropical flora sticking out of the flat earth of Texas just past a town built of brick and wood and steel, some strange confab that brought a smile to Sophie’s face at the mere sight.
“What … the hell … is that?” Sienna asked, craning her neck and leaning forward. If Sophie had been aiming to kill her, a sudden stop would have launched her out the windshield like a javelin.
“That … is a town,” Sophie said. The road side rippled, and a beautiful stone sign with greenery growing around it came into view.
NEW ASGARD, TEXAS
“… The hell?” Sienna asked, jaw slightly open. “We’re … still in Texas?”
“Yes.”
“This is …” Sienna leaned back, just slightly, in her seat. “This is …”
Sophie just waited.
“How the hell did you hide this?” Sienna asked, turning to her at last.
“The outer defense is a mirage,” Sophie said. “Maintained by a meta with Rakshasa powers strong enough to fool even the satellites.”
“You have a Rakshasa?” Sienna asked, eyes narrowing. “What else do you have?”
Sophie smiled. The town was growing closer with every passing minute, and soon they’d be there. “You’ll see.”
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Reed
Upstate New York
 
“You sure this is a good idea?” Augustus asked as we crept across an empty field, dead of night surrounding us, wrapping us up in its darkness.
“This is where the signal originated,” Jamal said, fingers twitching. We’d left all electronics behind in what Jamal had called a “null box.” I had a suspicion it was a Faraday cage, just an electromagnetic dampening device, like a microwave. He’d collected everything just before we’d made landfall. Which was a fancy way of saying that Greg stepped out of the plane and grew us to full size less than a mile from the old factory that was our destination.
“Is there anything nearby that’s going to give us away?” I asked. “Any electronic signatures or whatever … ?”
“I’m not sensitive enough to detect that sort of thing without my phone,” Jamal said. He was the only one of us who had one, but it was powered down. He looked a little twitchy without it. Greg was huffing slightly behind him, Eilish trailing a few steps behind. Angel was bringing up the rear, casting furtive looks back, guarding us against attack from behind. She had a big rifle in her hands, not the sort of thing I’d usually be in favor of, but …
I was carrying a pistol myself. The reality was that we were about to come face to face with whoever was behind Sienna’s frame job, and I wasn’t big on meeting these people unarmed. This Custis family had shown themselves willing to play deeply dirty, doing a frame of Augustus and Jamal that had nearly stuck. I figured it was better to be safe than sorry at this point.
Hopefully we wouldn’t end up safe and sorry.
“Greg … if things get hairy here …” I whispered into the night. We were in tall grass, slinking our way through, and the tips had wet my pants and shirt all the way up to mid-chest.
“I’ll pull us out,” Greg Vansen said in a clipped tone. I knew he was good for it; his power set as an Atlas included shrinking and growing, and he always tended to have something cool on hand in case of emergencies. I’d seen him bring out an SR-71, a Concord, an Apache helicopter, even a Bradley Fighting Vehicle once. I suspected he had more military surplus secreted away on his person, shrunk until he needed it, and that included a full arsenal of weaponry embedded under his fingernails (or so he’d told me). Guns at his fingertips.
“Man, I wish Friday was here to make a pulling out joke,” Augustus said, leading the way. I hadn’t tasked him to go first, but he’d taken up position at the fore, his eagerness pushing him ahead. For some reason, he seemed to take Sienna’s guilt personally.
“Instead you gotta go and hint at it,” Jamal said.
“Well, yeah, someone had to,” Augustus said.
“I don’t think anyone actually had to,” Eilish said, her Irish accent lilting as she joined the conversation. All of us were speaking meta-low, so quietly no one but a metahuman in close proximity could pick us up.
“Factory is a hundred meters ahead,” Augustus said, keeping his eyes forward. “Not detecting any footsteps on the earth around there. There’s a pad of concrete ahead, though, and I don’t have a real good read on it.”
“How big?” Jamal asked. “Does it surround the factory?”
“Probably,” Augustus said. “Kat would have had a better idea, if we’d brought her. She can feel plants and grass working their way up through the cracks. I’m not that sensitive on disconnected earth.”
“Anyone see watch towers?” I asked. “Cameras?”
“No obvious ones,” Augustus said. “Might want to send Greg ahead for recon in something small and fast.”
“I can do that,” Greg said with a curt nod.
“Bad idea,” Jamal said. “These people can hack anything electronic. Modern aircraft fit that definition.”
“You think an SR-71 or Concorde has wifi?” Greg asked, lips pursed in amusement.
“No,” Jamal said, “but I think a minor EMP of the sort I can produce if I want to make a little noise can shut you down.”
“Then I would shrink, recover my aircraft, and switch to either running or some other vehicle,” Greg said, and patted his jacket. “My arsenal is fully protected from electromagnetic discharge.”
Jamal shrugged. “Okay.”
“Probably better than sending a drone,” I said, doing a shrug of my own. “No radio signals. In and out in five minutes, okay?”
Greg nodded, and then disappeared into thin air.
“That … is not something I’m going to get used to,” Angel said, shuffling through the grass to close up our formation, clenching her rifle more tightly.
“You think this is more or less nerve-racking than being where Sienna is right now?” Jamal asked, brushing his hand over the wet tips of the long grass. It made a pleasant whooshing noise that normally might have soothed my nerves, but now only served to agitate me.
“Well, she’s in jail, mostly surrounded by people we, her loyal friends, have put there,” Augustus said. “So I’m guessing she’s up to her eyeballs in trouble. As usual.” He swallowed visibly. “You think they let her keep her powers?”
“I don’t know,” I said, squeezing my fist tightly, feeling out for the winds all around us. I could start a tempest in an instant, and I wanted to, to get rid of emotional churn spinning inside me like a tornado. “What I do know is that we need to get her out. And the only way we do that is by squeezing these clowns for all they’re wo—”
A klaxon sounded in the distance, and lights flared on all around the factory. Augustus stood up in the semi-dark, a fence line standing out between us and the derelict structure. “Oh. Now I feel ’em. Ten guards—twenty—thirty—” He swallowed visibly in the light. “Fifty. Seventy …”
“Madre de Dios,” Angel whispered.
“Ninety,” Augustus said. “One hundred and twenty …”
“What the hell are we dealing with?” Eilish asked, her face visible in the pale light shining from the countless spotlights around the factory. “To have that many guards on it—out here—in the middle of bloody nowhere?”
“Doesn’t matter,” I said, squeezing my hands together and summoning the wind around us in a rush that blew down the grass in all directions. “Let’s get in there … before the Custis family gets away.”
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Sienna
 
The nurse had barely gotten the needle out of my arm when Gert, Clara, and Marta came at me in a mad rush. “Better skedaddle,” I told the lady in the white gown, and she heeded my advice, booking it for the exit. The guards were just watching the whole thing unfold, nobody calling out so much as a warning against Gert and her crew.
Sigh. So it was going to be like that, I guess. Color me not surprised.
“Any chance you want to help a sister out?” I asked June as Gert grew to hulking proportions and stepped over the table two away from mine.
“Not really,” June said. “I’ve got a good behavior record.”
“So glad I saved your life,” I muttered, getting to my feet to greet Gert as she charged me at impossible speed.
Well, not impossible speed. But she was damned fast to my now-human eye. Effing suppressant.
Fortunately, she was charging like a bull, unconcerned about my human reflexes. Her teeth were bared in a scowl, now one table away, and stepping over them like they were kid’s toy tables thanks to her size and dexterity. She lowered her head like she was just going to charge right through me, eyes lit up in anticipation of the kill.
I tossed my nasty breakfast in her direction and dove for the next table over, hitting the surface—and a couple of gross meals—and rolling off the other side. I noticed Gert caught my tray in the face—I’d flung it up with pretty decent aim considering I’d lost my meta dexterity with all my other boosts—and she’d been so focused on charging me down she didn’t get a hand up in time to block it.
Never lead with your chin. It tempts your foe to aim for it. I mean, unless you have an iron jaw.
Oh, how I missed my iron jaw.
Wet eggs seeped through my prison jumpsuit, and my knees hit the benches on the other side. Two of my fellow prisoners jumped away from the table, wanting no part of my fight. Or more accurately, as they probably saw it, my death.
Gert, blind, hit my table with her shin and you could hear her suck in the breath. Then she let out a caterwaul, a scream worthy of a banshee, and went tumbling over the table, shouting to the heavens and clutching at her wounded leg. Blood ran through the orange cloth, but I didn’t take it as a victory, because there was no way she was going to be down for long.
“Oh, shit, I’m sorry,” June said. I hadn’t even realized it, but she was lingering close to Gert. A little purple cloud bloomed over Gert’s face, her mouth wide to scream her agony, and the cloud disappeared like she’d just taken a big hit. She choked, eyes bugging out of her head, still clutching her shin, and a wet, gagging noise was all that came out. June stepped back from her. “I don’t want a fight. I don’t want a fight,” she said, eyeing Marta who was coming at her from the side.
“Then you shouldn’t have done that!” Marta shouted, spines sprouting from her skin like porcupine quills. She launched a whole assload at June, who dodged behind Gert.
“I didn’t do anything!” June shouted back, putting her hands up. I had a feeling this theater presentation was more for the guards, who maybe hadn’t seen June shoot her poison gas right in Gert’s face, than it was for Marta, who definitely had. “I don’t want to fight you, Marta!”
As much fun as it might have been to watch Gert choke on poison or Marta keep screaming over June’s beautiful, lying denials, I had my own problems, and they were racing at me fast in the form of plate-faced Clara. Her hands were on fire, and so was the damned rest of her. She shot a burst of flame at me and I tried to dodge.
Too slow. My shoulder caught fire, and I yelped, beating it out with a hand as I fell back, stumbling.
Clara could smell the kill, and she leapt the last table between us, tragically not shinning herself the way Gert had. She rushed me, and all I had was a nearby table with shitty food and a couple cups of water—
Heyyyyyy.
I snatched one of the cups and threw it in Clara’s face as she charged, bursting into flame. She was probably planning to slam into me in a superheated ball, burning her way through my internal organs and neatly flame-cutting me in half.
Sizzling steam burst out where the water landed, blinding her for a hot (haha) second as I jumped up on the table. She dashed past at incredible speed, flames sputtering, and slammed headfirst into a nearby pillar.
The noise of her collision was epic, and it sounded like something broke very badly. Her fire died, and she crashed to the ground, leaving a huge indent in the pillar. Blood oozed out of her head and she did not move.
“Leave me alone!” June shouted, and I saw her dodge behind another table as Marta came at her again. I wasn’t sure how the guards would view her after this conflict, but it seemed unfair to make her have to fight on the up and up with Marta, given that she’d just done me a solid by taking Gert out of the fight for me. Gert, who was still choking on her own bile, and was in no danger of being rendered assistance by the guards, who had suddenly made themselves very scarce to allow my own personal Thunderdome to play out unimpeded.
I leapt down from the table I was standing on and slid over the next, heading for Marta. She was closing on June, who was running out of places to run and had a very dangerous look in her eyes that I recognized from when we’d clashed before. I didn’t think this was going to end well for Marta, but then, it probably wouldn’t end well for June, either, since she’d be depowered for sure if she got violent.
Sliding over the last table, I landed just behind Marta as she stiffened at my approach. She definitely heard me, but she wasn’t about to turn her back on June—a for-certain foe—in anticipation of me, a possible foe.
Her mistake.
Last one ever.
I reached up and grabbed her around the forehead, and she burst a quill through my hand.
It hurt. A lot. It was a footlong needle the diameter of a quarter, and it ripped through flesh and tendon and bone and muscle and ohhhhhhhh my, my, my, did it hurt.
But it wasn’t even in the top ten for pains I’d experienced. Probably not even top twenty.
And it anchored my hand to her forehead.
She was off balance, had been in the middle of a step when I’d grabbed her. Now she was standing on one leg, trying to set the other down so she could toss me, the weaker party, around.
I didn’t let her.
I yanked Marta back with all my force, dragging her tiny body with everything I had.
She might have been stronger than me, but that counted for nothing when I had all the balance and all the leverage. She had nothing to push that strength against, so she came back in the direction I pulled her hundred-pound mass of needle-point shitbag.
My hand screaming at being treated like a knife’s sheath, I ripped Marta down and slammed the base of her skull against the nearby bench. Skull and skin met their match against steel, and the crack of her spine was loud enough to make it through the first wail of what I assumed was the lockdown alarm.
Marta’s eyes went wide in the second before impact, when she realized how she’d messed up.
They stayed wide the second after impact, because her body relaxed in death.
She slid to the floor, her quill dragged from my hand as I stood over her corpse. The prisoners around me were scattering, except for June, and the still-fallen Gert and Clara.
“Welp,” I said, looking over at Gert, “guess I’ve done it now.” I stepped closer to her; she was choking, gasping for air. June’s little maneuver wouldn’t kill her, though, which meant if I let her walk away from this, she’d be back for me, probably tomorrow, or maybe the next day—or whenever it was she got her powers back.
Mine were coming back never, I was guessing.
That was fine. I could handle myself.
I surveyed the scene as the door opened at the far end of the room. Guards were flooding in now. I guess they didn’t like the show. I didn’t have much time.
“Nice knowing you, Gert,” I said, grabbing her by the hair and lifting her head up. I was going to bring it down and slam it into the concrete, over and over if necessary—
She threw a stray hand at me, and that was all it took.
Her meta strength collided with my human frame, and I went flying. She hadn’t even done it intentionally, there was no rationality in her eyes. She was in a panic, a drowning person trying to catch a breath.
Instead she’d caught me, and I went for a little flight.
I didn’t even see the wall coming, but I felt it as I hit.
Lots of things broke. Things that shouldn’t have broken. Things I’d probably broken before, but back when I had a reasonable expectation of them healing quickly.
Here … that was not going to happen.
I crumpled into unconsciousness, my broken, bleeding body slumping to the gel-filled floor, and embraced the darkness.
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I awoke under artificial lights, the disinterested face of Dr. Helen Slaughter/Sigourney Weaver watching me from a few feet away. I was gasping, like I’d just burst out of deep water, a long submersion that had been filled with nightmarish visions and terrible pain.
The antiseptic smell of the infirmary nearly choked me, and my tongue tasted of bile, as though the entire contents of my stomach had decided to expel themselves while I was sleeping. Dull, grey paneling covered every surface of this sci-fi medical hell, and I blinked as I looked into the almost bored eyes of my savior.
“‘Oh, good, you’re awake and going to survive, I was so worried!’” I said after Sigourney said nothing.
She offered me a kind of half shrug, face not moving a millimeter toward concern. “You seem fine.”
“Gotta work on your bedside manner, doc,” I said, testing for aches and pains. There were none. “You let the suppressant wear off, didn’t you?”
“It seemed the most effective way to heal you, short of dragooning some poor Persephone in here to give of themselves.” She was looking at a chart in her hands, making notes on it with a pen.
“Not going to ask me how I feel?” I kept a wary eye on her.
“You feel fine.” She didn’t look up from the chart.
“You sure about that? Are you a telepath?”
She looked up at that. “If I were, I suppose I’d be president of the United States and not taking care of prisoners.” No reaction as she delivered a line that suggested she knew exactly who and what Harmon was. That was not exactly common knowledge.
“Really?” I asked. “Because it seems to me that Gondry is a former college professor who thinks he’s super smart but is actually a giant nimrod. A common affliction of college professors.”
She didn’t evince any reaction to that, just went back to making notes on her clipboard.
“Hey,” I said, mild annoyance seeping out, “am I boring you?”
“Yes,” she said, eyes scanning her notes.
“Well, golly, let me get out of your way,” I said, and started to sit up. Head rush; I felt faint and almost toppled over.
“I had to keep you drugged while the suppressant was off,” she said, still more interested in her paperwork than me, “so you’re experiencing a double whammy. Fresh suppressant plus the last effects of the sedative. I wouldn’t sit up yet if I were you.”
“Well, I gotta do something or I’m going to die of boredom watching you fill out my chart or a crossword puzzle or Sudoku or whatever you’re doing.” I readjusted myself under the covers. “What’s your deal, Dr. Hell and Slaughter?”
She looked up at me. “I’m a doctor. My name is Helen Slaughter. I’m new here. What else is there to tell?”
“You’re a meta,” I said. “You saved my life back in January when I got into a clash with a guy I called the Terminator on I-94 …”
“That’s very speculative. And also a terrible name for a villain.”
“Well, your voice is distinctive,” I said, “and you carried me like a baby. Even with my weight loss this last year or so, I’m not light.”
“You seem very sure of all of that,” she said, turning again back to the clipboard.
“And you seem to not be denying any of it.”
“If a patient comes to me and says that they’re suffering from some affliction, I don’t argue with them. I diagnose the problem, if there is one. Then we both go on with our lives.” Now she looked up. “As you will, shortly.”
I groaned. “You’re sending me back in? Don’t I need a night of observation or something first?”
“The warden’s orders were very clear,” she said, and here I caught the first flicker of her eyes, a movement of her mouth, that suggested she was not entirely pleased. “You’ll be back in the general population within the hour.”
“That’ll be fun,” I said. “Tell me this, at least—Marta’s dead, right?”
She nodded, slowly. “Yes. But I’m afraid her friends are fine order.”
Damn. Clara and Gert were still walking around, and Gert had that chip on her shoulder because of Reed. I couldn’t really find it in myself to be mad, though, because I could easily imagine the situation being reversed and hoo boy, my brother would be in deep shit, because I’d pissed off A LOT more people over the years than he ever had. “But … they’re declawed for a few weeks, right?”
“The guards wrote the whole thing up as some sort of accident,” she said. Another flicker of emotion, but it was impossible to tell what it meant. Playing poker with this lady would be a cast iron bitch. “So, no. They’re quite powered. I’d watch myself if I were you.”
“Greaaaaaat,” I said. “Not much chance you could let my suppressant evaporate off for about a day, could you? Because I wouldn’t mind some help tidying up a couple loose ends real quick.”
“I’m afraid I can’t do that,” she said, eyes scanning the page in front of her before she flipped it, the rich crackle of paper almost louder than her speech.
“Yeah, because this job—which you just got the night I arrived—is clearly vitally important to you.”
She almost smiled. It was so close. “Clearly.”
“What kind of omelet is the warden making here?” I asked, and for this, she looked up. “Since he seems committed to breaking my particular egg.”
“I don’t know,” she said, meeting my eyes with her own, steely blue ones.
“No words of wisdom and warning?” I asked, as the infirmary door buzzed. Hanna Owens appeared, smiling more with the half curl of her lip at sight of me than Dr. Helen Slaughter had the entire time I’d been in her infirmary.
“You’re a big girl,” the doctor said, unmoved as ever. “I’m sure you’ll figure it all out.”
“If we meet again and I have powers,” I said, so low only a meta could hear me, as Owens made her way over, “I can’t guarantee I won’t kill you for sheer obstinacy.”
Having not looked up and concentrating on whatever the hell she was concentrating on, she must not have realized I’d switched to meta low. “Good luck with that,” she said, and turned away.
“How’s it going today, Nealon?” Owens said as she arrived at my shoulder. “You feeling like a million bucks?”
“I feel like a dollar dragged through the mud,” I said. “I missed shower day, and I can feel it. I guess the doc here doesn’t do sponge baths.”
“Nope,” the doctor said, not looking up.
“She good to go?” Owens asked.
“Take her,” the doctor said, and walked off without another word.
“She must have learned bedside manner at the elbow of the greats,” I said. “Like Mengele.”
That got her to turn around, and there was a dangerous spark in her eye, but she didn’t say anything.
“Wooooo,” Owens said, taking hold of my gurney. “Let’s get you out of here before you need another round of treatment, shall we, Nealon?”
“Bye, doc,” I said. “See you again soon, I’m sure.”
“I’m sure,” the doctor said as Owens unstrapped me from the table. Dr. Helen Slaughter disappeared into her office, a little room built into the corner of the infirmary and shut the door.
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“Well, you sure made a stir in here,” Owens said as she walked me back through the corridors. I knew where we were from my days in charge here. The configuration of the Cube wasn’t complicated—the prisoners were housed in a five-story high cube structure, ringed by an ovoid, five-story series of corridors with offices or administrative rooms, storehouses, and an exit. The exit was north, admin to east and west, and there was some empty space that used to be storage at the south.
That was not exactly all that lay at the southern facing, though.
One day in prison, and I had already killed someone and been bushwhacked. That fight could have gone much worse than it did, if not for June, and if not for Gert & Co. being deeply stupid.
This was not how I’d planned my stay in prison. I’d thought I’d be dispassionately punished for my supposed crimes, but …
It was sure looking like the warden and the guards were totes cool with me being killed. That … was not justice.
And it was starting to make me think about escape.
This was not going to be something I could easily execute. Not without powers. And not from here.
“This is what I do, I shake and stir,” I said, walking alongside her. There were no other guards with us. “I’m a martini shaker.”
“Wouldn’t you also need a stirrer if you were going to shake and stir a martini?”
“Don’t try and poke logic holes in metaphors, Owens,” I said. “I’m guessing with the IQs around here that’d be a full time job.”
“You’re not wrong,” she said. “So … Gert and her single surviving friend aren’t exactly cowed by your first encounter.”
“Which is a shame, because they are all, actually, cows.”
“They’re gunning for you,” Owens said. “And they’re still—”
“Empowered? I heard. One of the few useful the nuggets the doctor gave me.” I chucked a thumb back the way we came as a giant armored door buzzed and slowly opened in front of us. “Seriously, what is her deal?”
Owens shrugged. “She’s new. And this place is weird. It works on you, you know?”
“It works the body. With punches. That much I know.”
Owens laughed. “I think that was more Gert and Clara.” Her smile vanished. “Seriously. They are after you. As someone invested in your success to the tune of thousands of dollars—”
“You put thousands of dollars on me?”
“No,” Owens said, shaking her head. “I put fifty bucks on you. Those were the long odds, though, so—”
“Nice,” I said. She took my elbow and guided me past a couple guards, who shot me resentful looks behind their standard issue helmets and body armor. “Surprised these guys don’t collect their winnings by ‘accidentally’ breaking my neck in a hall.”
Owens shook her head. “Terms of the bet are clear—one of the meta prisoners has to do it. This goes on long enough? You might get some guards trying to pay some prisoners to do it, but for right now … the early birds are content to let nature run its course.”
“Nature is an ugly beast, with lots of blood on her teeth.”
“How are you going to deal with Clara?” Owens asked, almost whispering over the honking of the klaxon before the next door.
“I don’t know that I can,” I said. “Without weapons, I’d need her to do something stupid, and even dumb people seldom make the same charge-into-a-waiting-pillar kind of mistake twice.” I shrugged. “She’s gonna be a problem, unless I get issued a flame-retardant jumpsuit or have my next fight with her in the shower.” I cursed myself for not pausing and breaking her neck cleanly before going off to deal with Marta. Stupid me and my stupid loyalty and mercy and shit.
Well, more loyalty to helping June than mercy, I suppose. Somehow coming in here—and maybe even the clash at the quarry—had reaffirmed in my mind that yes, it was okay to kill people who were trying their little hearts out to kill you. If someone was half-assing it, maybe I’d apply some mercy there.
But really going for the kill? On me?
Yep. I was going to mess ’em up. To death.
“I want to live,” I muttered.
“Don’t we all,” Owens said under her breath as the last door opened. We were back at the Cube.
“No, we don’t all,” I said, and she gave me a funny look. I’d clashed with a Japanese fellow only a few months ago who had very distinctly not wanted to live, and unfortunately, thanks to the shit I had on my plate and how much of a monkey wrench he was throwing into things, I’d had to grant his fondest wish. Funnily enough, I felt worse about that than any of the hired guns I’d killed at the end of a rifle barrel back in the quarry before I’d landed here.
But the little grain of truth remained—in spite of being in prison, trapped with people who very definitely either wanted me dead or actively wanted to kill me—
I wanted to live.
Even this pathetic shell of a life … I wanted it.
Part of me thought that giving up at the quarry, giving up my freedom after being pursued to the ends of the damned earth—or at least Scotland, which was kinda the same thing—maybe I was just … done with life.
Maybe I was ready to die.
But here I was, in the heart of freaking darkness … and I wanted to live.
I wanted to see the outside world again. Walk barefoot on the grass. It would have been nice to fly without a plane beneath me, but … since that wish would end in death …
I wanted out.
“I’m going to walk you to your cell,” Owens said, her eyes searching. The prisoners were in their social area, and I saw Gert and Clara stand up and follow me with their eyes. Lost in my own thoughts, Owens had caught the danger while I was mentally napping, or enjoying a revelation or whatever. “After that …”
“Yeah, I know,” I said. “On my own and all that.”
“Your celly skated for her part in what happened, too,” Owens said under her breath. “So you maybe have one ally, if you sweet talk her.”
“You’ve known me for a few days, now, Owens. My talk is all sour. Maybe occasionally trashy. Never sweet.”
“I think you’re underselling yourself with ‘occasionally’ on the trash talk.”
“I’m a subtle person.”
“I doubt that,” Owens said, as we reached the door of my cell. “Good luck.” She nodded, and then she was off.
Looking across the room, Gert and Clara were still just staring at me. I couldn’t decide if they thought I was coming to them, or if they were waiting for an opportunity to come at me when there were fewer guards present.
Haha. Joke was on them; the guards were going to ignore it all. If they hadn’t been so intensely focused on murdering me last time, they might have noticed the guards pulled back behind the big doors to let nature—or at least the law of the jungle—run its course.
“Welp, might as well get this show on the road,” I said. Raising both hands high, I flipped a double bird to Gert and Clara. That done, I didn’t wait for their reaction; I ducked into my cell.
“How you doing?” June asked, hanging out on her bunk, cool as if I’d just stepped out for a minute instead of spending the night in the infirmary healing from a near-deadly battering.
“I figured out I want to live,” I said, “but conversely, I just flipped off Gert and Clara, so …”
June raised both eyebrows but did not get up. “You’re still suppressed, right?”
“Yep.”
“I’m not sure your behavior is consistent with wanting to live.”
“I’m a hot mess,” I said, looking at the bed she was lying on. “Those things move at all?”
She looked down at the bed. “Uhm …”
“Never mind,” I said, and ripped the sheets off my bed.
“Nealon!” Gert’s voice. She was just outside. “Come out and face us, you chickenshit!”
“Big talk from the big lady,” I called back, taking my sheets and quickly dumping them in the toilet hole. They splashed when they hit the water, which was about four or five inches from the top.
“Are you nuts, starting a fight with these two again?” June asked, hissing as she rose off the bed.
“The fight was going to start regardless, I just maybe moved up the timing a little,” I said. My sheets were now doused in toilet water. And probably more sanitary than they’d been after going through the prison laundry, sadly.
“Okay, unlike you, whose words are at odds with your suicidal actions, I actually do want to live,” June said, “so please, keep me out of—”
“Yeah, yeah, stand back,” I said, waving her off. “Your grandmother would kill me if I got you murdered in prison.” True story. Grandma Randall was not a pushover. I kinda wished she was here now, though it’d be pretty iffy that she’d be on my side. She’d likely be standing back like June, trying not to get killed.
Oh, who am I kidding? Any sane person would be.
Starting fights with metas in jail when you’re not powered is sheer crazy. But when you know they’re coming for you, it makes more sense to start the fight than to sit back and wait for death to take you from behind.
That probably wasn’t a Sun-Tzu quote, but it really should have been.
I got up next to the door frame with my sodden sheets and put my back to the wall. Neither Gert nor Clara were in sight, which meant they were hanging out, apparently planning to ambush me the moment I stepped out of the cell.
Good move. I was planning to do the exact same, except I was going to lure them in.
“Come out, chickenshit!” Gert called.
“There’s two of you and one of me,” I whispered, trying to disguise my location by not yelling and giving them a chance to echo locate me. “And I’m depowered, so … who’s the chickenshit here, Gert? Is it Gertrude? Gerty? Girth-uh—”
Gert, unfortunately, came around the corner right then, and I was left with no choice but to deploy my shitwater net—a.k.a. my toiletwater-doused sheets. They covered her over, and she didn’t quite manage to escape. It was a distraction, nothing more, but I followed up by slamming into her and knocking her over. She let out a shriek of panic and I rode her to the ground, following up with a single punch and then rolling off her, aikido style.
Holy smokes, was I slow without my powers. Sooooo slow. And I almost tripped rolling back to my feet. If I hadn’t practiced these moves about a billion times, I would have been so much worse off.
Clara didn’t come at me, so I bolted to get clear of Gert, who was now swinging for the fences, rustling and fighting to get free of my shitwater net. It should have been easy but based on the gasping and shouting and guttural noises, she might have been experiencing a claustrophobic response, which I was pleased to observe. Lucky me, for once.
“Okay, hot stuff, let’s get this thing going,” I said to Clara plate face, realizing I had not a single weapon on me and was about to face off with someone who outclassed me in every physical domain. And could also shoot fire.
Damn.
Out of luck again.
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I ran for it, because standing my ground against someone who could beat me to death with her pinky finger and then burn my corpse was a terrible, stupid idea. I dodged around a pillar and Clara shot a blast of fire that burned it, scorching through the steel and setting the tips of my hair alight.
“Thanks, that’s really taking care of my split ends!” I shouted over my shoulder as I ran for the tables in the middle of the room. Sturdy, steel construction, damned shame they were bolted down, though, given my human strength, I might not have been to lift them anyway at this point.
The prisoners were scattering—some of them, at least—and Clara was standing her ground, hurling fire at me. That was sort of predictable; she didn’t seem to have a very solid grasp of her powers, probably because they were new. That was the curse of most of the people in this room, their abilities almost certainly having come from a serum in the last few years rather than from being long-time metas who’d lived through the “gods rule” phase of the world.
It was kinda sad that I was one of the “old timers,” but it did give me an advantage or two.
Clara’s “stand-and-fire” approach was one of them. A well-practiced meta could have walked and chewed gum at the same time—or run and gunned, rather. But she was stuck in place, angry look plastered across her plate-like face, like a turret in concrete, secured to the ground as she fired at me.
She led me by a foot with her shot, I dodged and went sideways as the burst of flame hit a table and burst on the two prisoners sitting at it, staring dumbly as it went off like a blast of napalm, blanketing them. They screamed, flames billowing off their bodies, and I cringed as I slid over a table and ducked behind it, finding myself face to face with a really scrawny girl with dark, lank hair and some pits in her complexion that hinted at a history with meth that predated her meta healing powers.
“Hey,” I said, pointing at her, “aren’t you Belle McEvers? That mass killer that destroyed a whole church out in Wyoming?”
She just blinked at me. She was taking cover, which meant she wasn’t completely bereft of brains, like those two that had been burned alive sitting at the table. “Yeah. But they was asking for it.”
I blinked. “A whole church filled with people was asking for it?”
“Damned right.” Her eyes danced, and she smiled. “They were shitty to me. All of ’em. Gave me a raw deal. Wouldn’t help me none after I asked ’em.”
“They … didn’t help you?” I asked, peeping up to see where Clara was. She was aiming a blast at me, so I ducked back down and hoped the table would work the way I thought it would. Cuz I was winded and needed a second anyway. To confirm something and execute a plan I was formulating. “Ever?”
“Well, they helped me for a while, then they stopped,” Belle said, pitted face rippling as she tried to deal with the contradiction she was spouting. I’d read the press reports on her, but I didn’t really trust the news anymore since I’d read their reporting on me. Small town papers, though, tended to get it righter on these things than the big national ones, who would dip into a local crime story like this only if it was sufficiently horrifying to generate a little interest. “So they might as well not even have helped me at all.”
“Damn, girl. You think that’s justification for killing an entire church of people?” I asked, waiting for the fire to land. What the hell was Clara waiting for? Rain? “I mean, I kill people, but here’s how I justify it—they’re trying to kill me, or have killed other innocent people in the past. Not ‘They’ve stopped enabling me by giving me charity with which to buy drugs.’ See the difference?”
“You’re just like them,” she said, and turned away, started to scoot off.
“We’re about to get fire shot at us,” I said, clapping a hand on her shoulder, stopping her retreat. “You don’t have your meta powers, right?”
She listened to reason and stopped, scowled. “No.”
“Good,” I said, and slugged her across the jaw as the fireburst hit.
It didn’t spread like actual napalm, fortunately, just went up like a bomb. Belle wasn’t a very big girl, thankfully, more like a Marta-type slip of a person, so I rolled under her and hid my face beneath her small frame. She didn’t cry out as I used her for a human shield, and as soon as the initial burst was done, I grabbed her around the neck and dragged her up, keeping her between me and where I assumed Clara would be.
What? She was a mass murderer who’d killed fifty people who had given her charity. They didn’t even cut her off cruelly, from what I’d read—they politely declined to continuing paying her to go buy drugs and she lost it, killing them on a beautiful Sunday in September, then promptly going to someone else’s house, robbing them and buying drugs with the proceeds. Chase and Veronika had caught up with her at her house, and she was so high she hadn’t even put up a fight. On the contrary, she’d giggled about how that flock had died—which was at her hand, one by one. Even the children.
So I didn’t feel bad about using her this way and neither should you.
Holding Belle in front of me, looking over her shoulder, through the flames, I saw Clara taking slow aim at me. My arm was going to get a little singed where it was, but that was better than the entirety of me getting burnt to a crisp. Belle as my shield, I charged at Clara, who, thankfully, had somewhat closed the distance before loosing her last blast. She must have been at least dimly aware of how bad she sucked with powers.
“You know what your problem is, Clara?” I shouted as I ran at her, Belle held in front of me like a ragdoll, still slightly on fire.
Clara, being not swift of mind and busy taking aim, did not answer.
“It’s that you were a dumbass before you got powers, and you’re a dumbass after.” I kept up my charge, slowed a little by the dead weight of my meat shield. Gyah, I could have used meta strength. Belle was a dead weight and getting heavy.
Clara unleashed a blast, and I ducked behind Belle as best I could. I knew it was coming at some point, and I’d kinda hoped she’d miss clean because of my insult.
Nope.
Belle McEvers caught the full heat of Clara’s attack, with only a little break where my left arm had been holding her up. It was screamingly bad, lighting across my forearm and left hand, nerves flash-frying and skin melting. I didn’t want to look at how horrific the damage was, but I suspected it was the sort that was going to send me into catastrophic shock within a minute.
Which meant I had that long or less to kill Clara.
“Heads up!” I shouted, and Clara looked at me, horrified. I was probably the first person in her life—other than maybe whichever of my meta friends had arrested her—who’d not been so impressed with her powers that I folded the second I was exposed to them.
I’d had my skin burned off more completely and horrifically than this, though, and although it effing HURT, my mind was on priorities first, pain later.
Faster, pussycat. Kill, kill.
Clara froze, full deer-in-the-headlights as I charged her down, tossing the limp and burnt body of Belle McEvers at her—or more like heaved it when I was less than a foot from colliding with her.
The Belle carcass hit her, the stink of burned flesh and barbecue overwhelming, and I slammed into the body a moment later, knocking it into Clara, and Clara off her feet. Again.
We tumbled over in a crush of limbs, her panic rising as she hit the ground, a burnt, lifeless ragdoll atop her and me atop Belle. Reaching around Belle’s head—which was completely black and mostly hairless at this point, like Anakin Skywalker just after he burst into flames—I punched Clara in the face.
She was shocked. Shocked that anyone would dare to hit her in this way.
That wouldn’t last. It never did, unless someone was super weak. But I used my fist to drive the cartilage of her nose up into her skull, squirting blood everywhere. The shock in Clara’s eyes was replaced by dullness. I’d done enough damage to concuss her, drive her close to unconsciousness.
I hit her again. And again. Now was not the time to let up.
“You … bitch …” A scratchy voice reached me, and I looked around to find the source. Gert was staggering about twenty feet away, coughing a little hint of pink mist and struggling for breath. She was not heading for me, but was trying to get the hell away from June, who was standing by the entry to our cell, next to a bundle of soaked sheets, looking innocently indifferent, a bystander to all the action. It didn’t take a Cassidy-level genius to figure out she’d done it again, gassed Gert while she was down, thus buying me a little time to deal with her sidekick.
I didn’t plan to waste it.
I hit Clara around the corpse of Belle, again and again, trying to drive that nose cartilage up into her brain. If I could just kill her, I’d be down to fighting one overgrown giant pile of shit one-on-one rather than this bullshit overwhelming odds thing.
I mean … considering I was depowered and Gert was stupid, it’d almost be a fair fight.
Clara’s eyes were rolling back in her head, and I knew I was close. If I’d had my powers, she’d have been dead ten hits ago, brains dashed out all over the floor. As it was, I was having to really work for the kill. My burnt arm and hand hurt, was getting weak. It was tingling, numb with a side of pain. Shock was starting to set in.
“Stand down, Nealon!” someone shouted behind me, but I did not obey. I punched Clara again, throwing everything I had into it. If she survived, Clara was going to continue to be a threat to me.
I had to kill her, even if it was literally the last thing I did. Because if I survived this encounter … there was no way I was going to survive my next with her. She’d be way too wary to ever let me get close again, and I doubted there was any other prisoner the size of Belle McEver that I could physically lift and use as a human shield while not feeling guilty about using her in that way.
“Die already,” I said, raising my hand over me and driving it down into Clara’s face again. Her nose was just about gone, her cheekbones crushed in. But my hand was also numb, and I’d probably broken just about every bone in it doing this. My punches were turning into wet smacks of meat on meat, little force behind them and little impact from the sad state of my fist.
I couldn’t clench my hands, ruining my secondary plan of lifting her head and slamming it into the ground until her skull popped open like a piñata, but with less candy and maybe more delight (from me). Pain, my old friend, my old enemy, was physically shutting down my body in a way that normally never happened. I had fought on through incredible damage before—losing limbs, being burnt, having every bone broken …
But now … I was numb and tingling and yet the pain was still slipping in. Something heavy impacted across my back and knocked me off of Belle and Clara. I hit the ground face-first and rolled through momentum, no control of my own, coming up on my side.
I couldn’t move.
One of the guards was there, baton raised high. Like Burke, but not him, because he was dead. The baton rose and fell, and the impact—shit, the impact—hurt, yet … felt far away. Like it had happened to someone else. I jerked from the hit, but the pain was distant.
I felt the next even less, and the one after that …
My eyes closed … and I barely felt it at all.
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Sophie
Four Years Ago
 
“What the hell is going on here?” Sienna asked as they parked on the downtown street, right in front of a mom-and-pop café that could have been torn out of any small town in America.
“Life,” Sophie said, slamming the car door. “Life is happening here.”
“Really?” Sienna asked, looking around. It was warm, but not as warm as outside the mirage. And humid. “Cuz it seems quiet—oh, wait, no. There’s a mob gathering.”
Sophie followed her gaze. There was a small crowd heading their way, a half dozen people led by a dark-haired woman at the fore. “I know you’ve been through a lot in your short time … but that’s more of a welcoming committee.”
“Until they get angry there’s a succubus in their midst,” Sienna said. “Are they all metas?”
Sophie raised both eyebrows. “Yes. Why did you assume that?”
“You’ve got a Rakshasa putting the mirage up,” Sienna said, a jaded look on her face. “That takes a lot of juice, so … they’re powerful. Old, too, I’m guessing. And the greenery? In the middle of the Texas plains, which are basically a desert? That’d take a hell of a Persephone to pull that off.”
“Indeed,” Sophie said. The committee was almost to them, crossing the street.
“Hey there,” the woman in the lead said. Her smile was warm, her skin tanned. Dark hair fell loose around her shoulders, and her green eyes sparkled like shining emeralds in the midday sun. She wore a thin smile, the tired kind that had faded from years and years and decades of hard wear on the soul. Sophie regarded her with an indifferent eye, because she knew the formulation of that smile. The woman looked young, in her late thirties at most, though that was obviously a deception. “My name’s Penny.”
Sienna looked at her through slitted eyes as the woman approached and held out her hand. Sienna stared at it for a moment, then grudgingly took it and gave it one shake before letting loose. “Hi. You know my name.”
“I do,” Penny said, the smile not missing a beat. “Thanks for coming.”
“Not to skip over the pleasantries, but … why am I here?” Sienna asked. Her bare arms were folded in front of her, and she’d left her jacket in the car. The gun on her hip seemed like a message.
“Because you accepted an invitation to investigate a meta-related curiosity.” Penny’s amusement was genuine, twisting her lips as though she were trying to contain a laugh. “And look—here’s one now. A whole town of us metas, smack dab in the middle of Texas.” Penny’s drawl was unmistakable.
“You’ve been here a little while, then?” Sienna asked, not warming up, but … she was so young. Curiosity oozed out in spite of her desire to maintain a thorny facade. “With that accent, you’re not a recent transplant.”
Penny’s smile turned more genuine. “Nope. Been here a good long while.” She turned around, looking out the far end of town toward the green fields in the distance. “As you can see … we’ve done what we can here to turn things a mite more pleasant. Bring the fields of home to the fields of … well, nothing.”
“You the mayor, then?” Sienna asked, her tone bordering on indifference.
“We do more of a council thing here,” Penny said, and her guard was up, too. Penny had dealt with difficult people before, Sophie knew. Hell, her whole history was dealing with difficult people, starting with one of the most intractable that had ever lived. She made a gesture to the people behind her. “You want to stand there and glare, or you want me to make some introductions?”
“I can do both,” Sienna said.
Penny almost chortled. “Good grief. Yes, I imagine you can. All right, then.” She turned to the first fellow on her left, a dark-skinned man who was tall, formidable, and who looked like he’d never smiled in his life. He wore a white shirt and black slacks, even in this heat, and his tie was perfectly crisp. “This is our … sheriff, I guess you could say—Anbay.”
Sienna snorted. “Middle Eastern God of Justice … and now he’s a small-town sheriff in Texas. There’s some irony there, not well buried.”
Anbay inclined his head. “I would shake your hand,” he said, words still softly accented, “but I think you don’t care, and I like my soul and powers right where they are.”
“You can always tell the people who’ve been living a while by the risks they run,” Sienna said. “That’s smart. A handshake doesn’t much impress me, so why even bother burning some of that valuable skin touch time. I’m guessing you’d make a good big city cop—or an army officer.”
Anbay did not budge. “I have done both in my time.”
“Of course you have,” Sienna said, and she looked at the next of them. “Who’s this?”
Penny, watching the whole exchange with eyebrows raised in amusement, turned to the next in line. “This is Ang.” The man she indicated was dressed in a much more casual style and looked to be in his thirties. He had what they called these days ‘dad bod,’ though Sophie remembered when it was just called soft living. His Persian ancestry was hinted at in his skin tone, and his posture was a slouch that made Sophie want to slap him in the back to get him to stand up straight.
Sienna stared at him for a second. “Would that be … Angra Mainyu? Persian God of … well, all hell breaking loose?”
“You’ve studied your mythology,” Ang said, similarly not extending a hand. Sienna seemed to take this in, only a flash of her eyes to mark her observation. “Very impressive.”
“When you’re tasked with kicking the ass of any mythological a-hole that turns up and causes trouble, it helps to know a thing or two about them,” Sienna said. “Myth says you brought intemperate weather, darkness, plague, a long winter and smoke to ancient Persia. That’s a lot for a single meta.”
“My legend is … exaggerated, perhaps,” Ang said with a thin smile. “Or perhaps not. Who can say?”
Sienna’s look got even more guarded. “Well, you could, but the fact you’re not being forthcoming tells me a little something about your intentions here, so …”
“You can’t blame anyone for not being excited to talk about their powers to a succubus,” Penny said. “I mean … we’re welcoming you in here, but … old habits. I hope you understand.”
“And I hope you get around to explaining,” Sienna said, “you know, after the introductions. Lemme help you with the next one: Uncle Bjorn says hi, Modi.”
The next one was a tall man with a shock of blond hair that had been shaved on the sides. His face was long, and usually emotionless. To this, though, he pursed his lips, and his eyes narrowed. “Tell that filth I have nothing but contempt for him,” Modi said with a thick Nordic accent.
“I think he got the message already,” Sienna said, smirking, then turning her attention to the next man in line, a similarly tall fellow. “Are you gonna shun your uncle, too, Magni?”
Mag was darker of hair, more open of face, and kept himself a little more classically maintained, his dirty blond locks pulled back in a tight ponytail. “He was a filthy bastard in life; I don’t imagine I have any more to say to him in death than I did then.”
“He’s still a filthy bastard,” Sienna said. “He’s just got a smaller audience these days.” She tapped the side of her head. “So, Mag … you’re a frost giant?”
Mag matched her posture, folding his arms in front of him. “Perhaps.”
“Related to Erich Winter in any way?” she asked. Her eyes were ten degrees cooler than they’d been a second earlier.
“Every Norse meta is related in some way,” Mag said. “But you have my condolences for what he did to you.”
“Thanks,” Sienna said. “Coming from you that means … absolutely nothing.”
“Look, Sienna,” Penny said, “we all have … plenty of fertile ground for grievance between us. Metas are long-lived, powerful beings. We run afoul of each other constantly—or we used to. It’s less the case these days—”
“Cuz most of us were wiped out, yeah,” Sienna said. “Nothing like a genocide to clear away old grievances.”
“It wasn’t the genocide that did it,” said the red-haired man just behind Penny. “It predates that.” He spoke with a faded Irish lilt. “It was the Great War that did it. Finally convinced us that our day was over. Sovereign may have come in and done the deed of wiping most of us out, but our psychology changed forever after 1918.”
“A history lesson from an Irishman,” Sienna said, staring at him shrewdly. “And a good insight, at that.”
“This is Cu,” Penny said. Cu offered his hand, and Sienna shook it, once.
“Gavrikov says you’re Cuchulainn,” Sienna said. “The ‘Irish Achilles.’”
“I am indeed,” Cu said. “On all counts.” He flexed his hand.
“Hm,” Sienna said. “Who are the guys in the back, there?”
“That’s Men and Shen,” Penny said, nodding at the two Asian gentlemen standing behind her. They were in traditional garb, and both bowed, low, to Sienna, who registered a hint of surprise with only her eyes. Then she was back to neutral.
Sophie and Penny exchanged a look; this girl … had been through some shit. Especially for one so young.
“Chinese Door Gods,” Sienna said, then looked to Anbay. “Are they your deputies?”
“Everyone’s a deputy if need be,” Anbay said, still forbidding as hell.
“Well, Sophie,” Sienna said, looking sidelong at her, “that leaves you. And Penny.”
“I’m no one of importance, I assure you,” Sophie said. “My place in myth is virtually unknown.”
Penny just smiled. “What about me?”
“What about you?” Sienna asked.
“You want to try your guessing game with me?” Penny asked.
“I wasn’t guessing for anyone but Anbay and Angra,” Sienna said. “Bjorn knew your Norsemen, and Gavrikov met Cu back in the day at—I dunno, a meta mixer for singles for all I care.” Her eyes glittered a harsh, steely blue in the sunlight. “Wolfe’s being real cagey right now, which means he knows you but doesn’t want to say. If you call yourself Penny, I’m gonna guess …” Her mouth tightened into a line. “… Penelope.”
Penny nodded, almost imperceptibly. “And what do you remember of my legends?”
“Married to Odysseus, in Homer’s account,” Sienna said. “Wise and clever. I always wondered if Odysseus was a meta, given all the crap he went through to get home to you.”
“Odysseus was most definitely a meta,” Penny said. “No mortal man could have survived all that he went through.”
“Yeah, by all accounts he went through hell,” Sienna said, “and all to get back to you.” She gave Penny the once over. “I wonder why.”
Penny’s eyes flickered, but only for a moment. “He had his reasons, I’m sure. Well. Now that you … know us, Sienna Nealon—”
“I don’t know all of you,” Sienna said. “This town … it’s built for hundreds. I’ve met nine. Are the rest hiding?”
“Yes,” Penny said.
“I told you this was the welcoming committee,” Sophie said.
“So you’re here to … judge me?” Sienna asked. “To request something of me?”
“Yes,” Penny said.
“Which is it?” Sienna asked.
“Both,” Penny said. “And more.”
“Great, which comes first?” Sienna asked, and here she stirred, evincing the impatience that had been so evident in the car ride but had disappeared once they’d reached the border. “Judgment or request?”
“Judgment always comes first,” Penny said. Now her smile was gone.
Sienna brought her arms back, put her hands on her hips, breaking the wall she’d constructed in front of her for the first time since they’d arrived. Sophie saw it. So did the others, she knew. “You want to judge me? And then ask me for something?”
“Yes,” Penny said.
Sienna laughed. “How about … no.” Her brow knitted itself into a thick line.
“What … do you mean?” Penny’s face became still, instantly.
Sophie knew that look. All too well.
“I mean how about we flip the script,” Sienna said, and that impatience, hinted in the car ride, bloomed into full-on anger as she set her feet, “and I judge … you.”
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Reed
New York
 
The alarm wailed in the distance as we charged over the field toward the supposedly abandoned factory. I could have taken the lead and flown over on the winds, but I needed to be at least a little careful about how crazily I threw those around, given that Greg Vansen was out here somewhere, miniaturized and flying. Me creating a tornado for him to be sucked up into wouldn’t be doing any of us—or at least not him—any favors.
“How’d they detect us?” Augustus asked. He was talking in a normal volume, but the sound of the alarm would have drowned it out with any non-metas.
“The electrical activity coming off Greg’s plane, or a motion sensor,” Jamal said. “Finely tuned, with enough resolution, it could probably pick him up moving at high speed.”
“They’d have to know they were looking for small things, too, right?” Angel asked.
“If they know metas well enough—and us,” I said, running through the field, “they’d know to look for just that.”
There was a fence ahead, and it was a tall one, ten plus feet of chain link. Designed to keep out the riffraff, and with signs posted every few yards warning against trespassing.
I jumped it, easily. Augustus followed, and then Angel, who seemed like she might stumble but caught herself, perfectly. Those reflexes—so enviable.
“Um, some of us are not quite so strong and fleet of feet or whatever as you lot,” Eilish said, standing back outside the fence.
“Yeah, I have deep insecurities from that time I almost failed gym class,” Jamal said.
“You should have dressed out, fool,” Augustus said. “That’s literally all you had to do. Put on your gym clothes, show up, try.”
“I didn’t want to undress in that locker room,” Jamal said. “It was humiliating. And this was before I had powers, and before ‘bullying’ was a watchword, back when it was just an assumed part of your school experience.”
“Pipe down,” I said, and thrust both of them up over the fence with a gust apiece.
“Whoa!” Jamal said, coming down in a rush. I kept the tornados as confined as I could, hoping Greg hadn’t decided to steer within a foot of either of their bodies at the exact moment I was bringing them over.
“We got incoming,” Augustus said. “Fifty yards that way.” He pointed to the rising hill that separated us from the factory ahead. “They’re about to crest.”
“You want to handle this?” I asked.
“I s’pose I could,” Augustus said, cracking his knuckles. He squinted into the darkness, concentrating, hand extended.
Guards were shouting over the wailing siren. The first came up over the hill, silhouetted against the shining light from the factory—
And promptly disappeared.
Augustus started to whistle, a slow tune that put me in the mind of Ella Fitzgerald. But one of her peppier tunes, maybe. I hardly knew them all.
After a minute, he brushed a sleeve against his forehead, wiping away beads of sweat. It was not warm. “Okay, that’s about it for me for now.”
“How many did you get?” Jamal asked.
“Close to a hundred,” Augustus said. “They’re buried up to their necks in tightly packed earth. Not going anywhere for a while, and definitely not shooting at us. Their guns are all stripped away.”
I let out a low whistle of my own. That was some precision control on Augustus’s part, trapping them like that and then ripping their weapons off to be absorbed by the soil. It was finesse way beyond what he’d had before Harmon had injected us, along with Scott Byerly, with the power enhancing serum.
“How many does that leave us?” I asked.
Augustus concentrated, breathing heavy. “Uhm … forty or so? Maybe fifty? I dunno, I’m kinda wiped. If y’all could handle the rest, I could really use a break.”
“Sit down, old man,” Eilish said, “let me show you how this is done.” And she started up the hill.
“Uhm,” I said, taking off after her. The last thing I needed was our new Irish compatriot taking a bullet to the head while trying to save all our butts from harm. “Careful, okay?”
She waved back at me and broke into a run.
I managed to catch her just as she crested the hill, and she took a knee, dipping in below the long grass. “Hey, you lot—would ye kindly—”
A steady rip of gunfire drowned her out and I tackled her, thumping down on her small frame as bullets whizzed over our heads.
“Maybe you should have done this from behind the hill,” I shouted over the thundering of shots that flew over us, the lowest of them missing by a foot or less.
“Can’t,” she said, a little muffled from my weight atop her. “How are they going to hear me back there with all these sirens going?”
“I’m getting you a bullhorn when we get back,” I said, rolling off her and grabbing one of her belt loops as I tried to crawl backward. “You carry it everywhere from now on.”
“That’s not a bad idea,” she said as I pulled her over the hill, creating the smallest lift beneath us—less than a half inch—to break up the ground’s resistance as I yanked us back behind the cover of the earth.
“Okay, new plan,” I said, retreating to where the others were coming up, ducked down to avoid the enemy fire.
“Give me a minute,” Angel said, hitting the earth and crawling forward in the grass at meta speed. She was gone in seconds.
“What’s she gonna—” Jamal started to ask.
Gunshots were our answer. About ten of them from just above us, then they ceased.
It was hard to tell in the thunder of the night, because a whole lot of shooting was still coming from the factory, but it seemed … diminished somewhat.
About thirty feet to the left of where she’d opened up the first time, Angel fired again. Another six or seven shots, then she fell silent.
But the incoming fire against us diminished again. Noticeably, even with the ringing in my ears.
“She’s killing a few, then speed-crawling to a new position, then killing a few more,” Jamal said.
“Classic sniper stuff,” Augustus said. “How long you think that’s gonna last?”
“Hopefully until she wipes out the opposition,” I said, thinking. I wanted to give her some air cover, but—
That proved to be completely unnecessary, as an Apache helicopter appeared out of nowhere, rotors whipping in the night, unleashing an onslaught of missiles and gunfire onto the enemy below.
“Or Greg could just do his thang,” Augustus said. “Wipe out everything. Hopefully not our friends inside—”
“Man, the Custis family ain’t no friends of mine,” Jamal said. “They tried to put us in the pen. For life.”
“How is it you’re so smart but you can’t understand understatement for the purposes of expressing sarcasm?” Augustus asked. “Of course the Custis family are not my friends. They’re my enemies. Only a literal minded idiot would think that I was going to hang out with them and like, have a brew or something.”
The Apache was laying down fire over the hill, and it was impressive to behold. I was canceling out the wind from the rotors before it utterly swamped our position, leaving us nothing but the roar of sound to deal with. “On your feet, people,” I said, waving them up. “I think Greg and Angel have just about wrapped things up for us.” I squinted into the night as I strode up the hill. “Now let’s get in there and find these clowns …”
And prove Sienna’s innocence, I didn’t have to say, because everyone already knew it. They were only steps behind me as I charged up the hill with a purpose.
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I awoke gasping, again.
In the infirmary, again.
To the sight of Dr. Helen Slaughter standing a little distance back, with a clipboard, working on it with a pen, not even raising an eyebrow as I gasped to life strapped to a gurney.
Again.
“Damn, is it Groundhog Day?” I asked. My body felt perfectly fine, which told me she’d done the same thing as before, taking me off suppressant to let my body heal, then dosed me with it again because my bonds felt nice and tight and immovable compared to how they would have been if I’d had my powers.
The doctor did not look up. As per freaking usual.
“You probably don’t know about Groundhog Day,” I said, testing my bonds just to be sure I couldn’t Hulk out of them. “It starred your old pal Bill Murray. Andie McDowell was in the female lead role, though you could have done it in a walk. She’s got a little more of that sweet innocence thing over you, though. Your turn as Ripley in Aliens was bound to affect how people perceived you—”
Apparently, that was enough to finally draw the doctor’s ire, because she let the clipboard slip to her side. “Feeling better, are we?”
“Yes, and thank you for asking, doctor,” I said. “I was beginning to worry on your behalf. I mean, I’ve had some shitty doctors before, but you were getting dangerously close to taking the cake. It was between you and my brother’s girlfriend, kinda neck and neck there, but asking about how I feel? You pulled it out at the buzzer. Well done. Isabella remains in pole position for worst doctor. Bravo.”
She stared at me evenly. “I like you better when you’re unconscious.”
“Well, you’ll love me as a cadaver, then,” I said, lifting my head, the only part of me not strapped down. “Which is where I’m likely to be headed if Clara survived.”
“She did.” She cocked an eyebrow. “Gert survived, too, but you don’t seem worried about her.”
“The beast?” I shook my head. “All brawn, no brains. Get her alone, I can kill her. This two-on-one shit is for the birds, though.”
The doctor just stared at me, cool as ever. “Gert can grow her strength to the point where she can kill you with one hit.”
“She can kill me with one hit without growing herself, doc,” I said. “That’s the point she regularly misses, in her attempts to inflate herself to look cool. Even a low-level meta can kill a human with a single punch if they know what they’re doing. But Gert’s an idiot who doesn’t have a clue. She’s all about pain and humiliation. That’s her weakness. She wants to make me suffer. Clara just wants me dead at this point, and she’s damned wary of me.” I swore under my breath. “That’s going to be a problem.”
The doctor took in my words without much in the way of expression. “You talk about them so coldly. So analytically. And you’re planning to kill them.”
“I notice you’re not reporting me for saying so.”
“How do you know that?” She brandished her clipboard. “I could be filling out a report right now about your scheming.”
“Well, if you are, I imagine no one around here gives a damn,” I said. “I’m impressed with the Darwinian ethos in this place.” I looked around for something interesting and failed to find anything. The infirmary was completely squared away. Whatever Dr. Slaughter’s faults, messiness was not among them.
“Isn’t that how you’ve lived your life?” the doctor asked. “‘Might makes right’? Or at least, makes you right?”
“No,” I said. “Might makes me able to protect people who can’t protect themselves.”
“Is that so?” The doctor’s eyes flashed with amusement and she took a step back to a gurney behind her, covered over with a white sheet. She flipped it back, and Belle McEvers’s charred corpse lay there, scorched to the skull, exposed teeth grinning at the ceiling.
“She made her choices,” I said, probably a touch defensively.
“So did you,” the doctor said, leaving the corpse uncovered. “Ones that led you here. Just as hers did. What’s the difference between you?”
“I don’t kill people simply because they’ve pissed me off,” I said. “Or for fun. It’s a serious business to me. I kill for self-preservation or the preservation of others.”
The doctor’s eyes flitted to Belle. “Where did she fit in? Self-preservation, I imagine?”
“It wouldn’t have been my first choice,” I said, “but I guess when pushed, choosing to throw myself in front of the flames took a back seat to throwing an unrepentant mass murderer on that grenade.” I didn’t blink away from looking straight at the burnt corpse. My guilt was barely a twinge.
“Why?” the doctor asked, very coolly. “What makes your life worth more than hers?”
The answer came immediately. “I don’t know that it is, but I know what I’m going to do with mine when I get out of here.”
She almost smiled here. “Oh, you’re going to get out, are you?”
“I am,” I said. “It’s inescapable fate.”
“Hmm. And what is it you’re going to do when you get out?”
“I’m going to save the world,” I said. “I’m going to save people. It’s the only thing I’m good at, so … I’m going to do it.” I looked right at the corpse. “You know what Belle was going to do if she ever got out?” She cocked her head at me. “Not a damned thing except maybe kill some more people.”
The doctor stared at me, some sort of storm brewing behind surprisingly calm eyes. I could only see a hint of it; her control was master level. “You seem so very certain of that, for a woman who’s not a Cassandra.”
“Most people don’t know about Cassandras,” I said, staring at her. “The fact that you do marks you as … somewhat special, doc.”
“I’m the prison doctor for a metahuman supermax,” she said, putting her clipboard behind her back. “It’s my job to know.”
“Two funny things about what you just said. One … this isn’t a supermax.” I stared her down. “In a supermax, the inmates are basically in solitary confinement all day, every day. That’s the damned point of a supermax. But we don’t have that here. Which is interesting to me, since if any class of inmates justified that level of supervision and clampdown … superpowered would seem to be the class.”
“The Supreme Court ruled it unconstitutional,” the doctor said. “You know this. And there are a few meta prisoners here under that level of care. I’m sure you know this as well.”
“Am I heading to solitary after that fight?” I asked.
She wavered, only a little. “Solitary’s just being confined to your own cell. But no—you’re going back to gen pop.”
“Then something is rotten in the state of Denmark,” I said. “I’ve killed one inmate and damned near killed another, but they won’t put me in solitary? The fix is in. Someone wants me dead, fast.”
“What was your second ‘funny thing’ about my previous statement?” the doctor asked.
“As near as I can tell—and keep in mind I was the head of the FBI’s metahuman hunting division for years—there’s no real record of different types of metas available to the government. What is there is woefully incomplete.” I stared down the doctor. “Cassandra types aren’t something that the US government would have regular access to—”
“I read your mission report from London five years ago,” the doctor said, turning back to her clipboard very casually. “You encountered one there. A Philip Delsim, I believe.”
“Huh,” I said. “Yes … I did. But how did a prison doctor get access to FBI reports?”
“I’m cleared for quite a few things,” the doctor said. She was so lying. “I’m a Department of Justice employee at a prison that’s never been toured by the press. Working here requires a security clearance.”
“Yeah, but why would they give you access to FBI reports?” I asked. “That makes zero sense. You’re just a doctor.”
She looked up again. Completely indifferent. “A less secure person might take that as an insult.”
“A more effective liar might have come up with a story that smelled less like bullshit on the face of it.” I struggled against my bindings, to no avail. “Come on, doc. Don’t BS me. You saved my life in Minnesota in January. You came out of nowhere and delivered me from the cops, from the damned Terminator—”
“I don’t know a Terminator—”
“Come on, Ripley,” I said. “Let’s get right to it—you’re not from here—”
“Minnesota? You’re right about that.”
“You’re here for me,” I said, staring her down.
“You’re a prisoner in the most secure facility in the world,” she said, meeting my eyes. God, she was good. There was nothing there, just a dull disinterest in having a conversation at all. “What possible reason could I have to be here for you?”
“If I knew the answer, I wouldn’t ask the question.”
“If I had your answer, don’t you think I’d tell you?” She took a step closer to the table. “If I was really, truly, here for you … why I wouldn’t I just say so?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “Why would you go through the trouble of saving my life before?”
She sighed. “Well, I am a doctor. It is part of the oath.”
“Where were you in the month of January?”
She looked at me like a mother looks at a disobedient child. “I’m not accounting for my whereabouts to you, prisoner. You’re not a detective, this isn’t an investigation. You’re a patient under my care—for another few minutes, at least, until the guards get here to remove you.”
“What do you want from me?” I asked. “Why would you come here? Why was your first day the day I started?”
“Why did you choose to give yourself up the day I started?” she asked. “Why wouldn’t I take a job with as much prestige as this one—”
“It’s a black site,” I said. “There’s no prestige at this job. No one knows you’re doing it. Try again.”
“You don’t think there’s a circulating list of doctors in classified government positions?” Her eyes showed the slightest hint of levity. “You know better. You worked at the higher levels of the FBI.”
“If you’re a career climber in the federal government, I’ll eat my own hand.”
“I wouldn’t do it just now,” she said. “You are suppressed, so it won’t grow back.”
“Until the next time I get my ass whipped and land in here, at which point you’ll take me off the suppressant and—boom, instant hand. Or at least, overnight—”
“I’d be a little careful about that,” she said. “If you take a serious injury while suppressed and it doesn’t fix itself immediately … it may not fix itself at all once the suppressant wears off. Damage done while your powers are not in effect works differently. You may very well have some scars from your recent fights.”
That was an interesting tidbit. “Where was your last job?” I asked. “How do you know so much about meta physiology?”
“Still not an interrogation,” the doctor said, looking away from me.
I rattled against the gurney. “Why are you being so damned obtuse? You’re here for a reason—”
“Maybe I’m just here to look after the well-being of the inmates,” she said, looking at the heartbeat monitor and pulse ox readout.
“Bullroar,” I said. “You’re here for me. You’re here to look after me.” My mind was racing. “Who do you work for?”
“The Bureau of Prisons, Justice Department.”
“Is it Vlad?” I kept my eyes on her. She flinched, nearly imperceptibly. “It is, isn’t it? He sent you? Why?”
“I don’t know who you’re talking about—”
“This is the mystery to me, see,” I said, “cuz it feels like he’s been sending all sorts of hell my way the last few years. But now he sends someone to watch over me? To minister to my health? How many times have you saved my life now?”
“I’m quickly losing count.”
“Why keep trying to kill me, then send someone to save me?” I asked. “Because—come on. You could inject my blood with something fatal—hell, you’re a meta. You could snuff me while I’m out and powerless. But you keep … not. Which means … for some reason, Vlad wants me alive.” I shook my head. “Suddenly, all the warnings, all the future nonsense … it’s starting to make sense. I end up Revelen because Vlad wants me there.”
“You’re doing a stretch of life in prison,” she said, turning on me, a spark of anger in those blue eyes. “If you think you’re getting out—”
“I am getting out, doc,” I said, smiling. “And you’re going to help me. I’m just wondering about the when and the how.”
She actually froze, her mouth slightly open, eyes narrowed at me, head cocked in question. Her lips moved, almost imperceptibly, and though I didn’t have meta hearing, I could read lips on a basic level. “How did you know?” She paused, looking down, thinking. “Of course. Your boyfriend. The Cassandra.” Still whispering.
“The government definitely doesn’t know that,” I said, blood going cold. “And just FYI—we broke up.”
She blinked and looked away. It was the most telling tell of them all, like she was resetting herself back to Doctor Helen Slaughter, washing away the brief lapse of surprise—the first real surprise she’d evinced since I’d met her. “That all sounds very … fortunate for you. But it’s all fantasy, I’m afraid. The delusions of a mind railing against the realization of being trapped inside this place for the rest of her natural life.”
“My natural life is a pretty long thing,” I said. “I think the will to hold me will run out of steam before I do.”
“I guess we’ll see,” the doctor said, and pushed a button on the cell phone hanging off her belt. “Guards. Prisoner 4413 is ready for collection from the infirmary.”
The doors opened, and two guards came in, clattering their boots on the floor as they made their way over to me. They unstrapped me from the table without even asking if I was suppressed—dumb on their part—and stood me up.
“See you soon, doc,” I said.
“You planning to get your ass kicked again already?” one of the guards asked, sounding vaguely excited about the possibility.
“Well, it’s happened twice in two days, so … probably,” I said as they started to lead me off. I looked back over my shoulder at the doctor. She was watching me go, her expression frozen, eyes blurred in thought, staring at me in … what the hell was that? Surprise? Awe?
 … Concern?
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“I’ll take her from here, guys,” Owens said, one door away from the general population. The infirmary guards nodded, shrugged, and let her have me. Owens rested a hand on my arm and started to lead me, though she didn’t exactly tug very hard, letting me set the pace. “How you feelin’, Nealon?”
“Nice rhyme, Owens,” I said. “And I feel fine. Though that doctor of yours …”
“Yeah, she’s a little quiet, isn’t she?” Owens asked as she walked me down the hall, hand resting lightly on my arm. “Better than the last doc, I hear.”
“You didn’t know him?” I asked.
“Oh, I’m new here,” Owens said. “I got hired in from Brushy Mountain down in Tennessee after you got apprehended.” She grinned, and I noticed for the first time her front teeth were big. “See, they staffed up in anticipation of you being a huge pain in the ass.”
“Smart move,” I said.
“Prophetic, even,” she said as we approached the last door into the general population area.
“You don’t sound like a Tennesseean,” I said as the door alarm honked when Owens triggered it.
“Didn’t say I was from there,” Owens said. “It’s just the last place I worked.”
“Mmhm. How are the betting odds in the guard pool these days?”
Owens broke into that grin again, those two front teeth showing big. “You’re scaring people now. Everyone figured you were toast without your powers. It’s very disappointing for everyone but me.”
“Well, I strive to disappoint those who hate me and delight those who don’t,” I said. “Unfortunately, the list of those who hate me is doing nothing but growing, so pissing them off is getting to be a full time job.”
“Hell of a purpose you’re carving out for your life there, Nealon.”
“Would you rate it higher or lower than babysitting a bunch of convicted criminals with superpowers who act like they’re in Lord of the Flies?” I asked.
“I’m helping maintain the thin line between order and chaos,” she said lightly, and I knew she didn’t buy into that one iota. Which did beg the question—
What was Owens’s motivation? It didn’t seem like this was just a job to her …
“This is where I leave you,” Owens said, turning me loose and unlocking the cuffs on my wrists and around my ankles. “I should probably tell you to play nice with others but I don’t really feel like casting my pearls of wisdom before you.”
“You calling me a swine?” I asked. “Because I’m guessing when I head over there,” I chucked my thumb toward the prison populace, all gathered in the middle of the room for their social circle jerk time, “I’m going to get called worse. Again.”
“I’m not calling you anything,” she said. “Stay out of trouble—or else cause lots of it and win. The middle ground? Is death. But you probably already know that.” She hung the chains and cuffs over her shoulder. “Rock on, Nealon.” She held up her hand in a fist-like salute, then turned and walked away.
“Uh, yeah, I’ll do that,” I said, and shook my head as I headed toward the crowd gathered in the center of the room.
There were guards lurking all around the perimeter, hanging near the support pillars, a few upstairs looking down from the second floor. I noticed that in the far corner of the room was a staircase leading up. It had been there back when I ran the prison, too, but I took note of it now because I was running out of effective ways to kill by surprise. A good fall might help me if I could arrange one for Gert. Every little idea helped.
June was sitting alone on the outside of the sewing circle, head down, pretending not to notice my approach. “Howdy, celly,” I said as I plopped down.
“We have got to stop meeting like this,” she said, eyes darting around. Not at me; at the threats surrounding us.
“Well, until they assign me a different roommate, I think you’re kinda stuck with me.”
She took a deep breath and sighed, hanging her head. “Everything was so peaceful here until you showed up. Sure, there was violence every now and again, but this …” She shook her head. “I mean, holy shit. Two fights in two days, no punishments, no depowerings handed out.” She looked to either side. “The lack of response from the warden is … well, it’s messing with the hierarchical structure of this place.”
I looked around, taking the temperature of the room. Lots of hateful glares. “Hmm,” I said. “It would appear this particular prison is being turned up to a boil.”
“It’s a pressure cooker and it’s going to blow,” June said under her breath. People were definitely listening in. “Clara’s back. So’s Gert. They’re vowing to kill you. Others are talking about joining them, since there don’t seem to be much in the way of administrative consequences. This next round …”
“Where are Clara and Gert?” I asked. I stood, looked around. I hadn’t seen either on approach.
“Gert’s over there, with the three harpies,” June said, nodding at a little cluster in the corner. Ah, yes. Three harpies was right. Gert was in the middle of them, speaking very seriously, her back to me. The other women weren’t casting me death looks, but I could see why June called them harpies—they looked like triplets, skinny like birds, hair dark and unkempt, as though they’d come straight out of a nest. Or built one in their hair.
“And Clara?” I asked.
“Went into her cell when she got back,” June said, nodding at a cell in the far corner, near the stairs. “Haven’t seen her since. Probably napping, or just lying low, plotting her revenge on you.”
I stole another look at Gert and her friends. They were so absorbed that they hadn’t noticed me yet …
And Clara was on her own, in a cell in the corner.
“Okay,” I said, springing to my feet. “See ya.”
“Wha—where are you going?” June asked as I headed like an arrow straight for my target, no hesitating. She sat up in her seat.
“Shhh,” I put a finger over my mouth as I looked back at her, then smiled. I wasn’t heading for our cell.
I was heading for Clara’s.
Hooking around, I ducked between two pillars, catching a stray look from a couple guards. As far as I knew, going into other inmates’ cells was totes fine, and they seemed quite okay with it. I noticed the guards glance at me, but somebody made some noise back at the center of the room, and that drew all their attention. Maximum win.
“What are you doing?” June whispered, only a few steps behind me. I hadn’t heard her coming.
“Confronting my problems head on,” I whispered right back. I was three cells away, and I shushed her with the finger over the lips motion again.
June looked at me in vague, wide-eyed horror, but she followed.
Clara was not going to get any weaker than she was right now. Gert was across the room, gathering allies, which meant I had a very narrow window to confront my (current) biggest threat alone. Maybe Clara was sleeping, maybe not, but my choices were attempt to sucker punch/kill her now, or face her later with Gert and the three harpies. Or wait for something miraculous to save me.
I’m Sienna Nealon. Miraculous things saving me was a nice cherry on top every now and again, but it wasn’t a plan. I always preferred a plan, even a bad and/or possibly suicidal one, to waiting for someone to come save me. As Reed once quoted from one of his video games, “Better dead than a damsel.”
He said it made him think of me. For once in my life, I was touched beyond the capacity for words.
Coming around the corner of Clara’s cell, I tried to keep it quiet. She had meta powers and supercharged senses, so the odds were already deep against me, and I didn’t feel like stacking more on in her favor. One of my fists was balled, the other was formed into a straight, knife-edged hand that I intended to jam as hard as I could into her throat in order to crush it. Even a meta would have a hard time fighting back if she couldn’t breathe. I could stand back for a second, watch her knees get weak, then go in and finish her hard.
That was the plan.
And it lasted until I came around the corner and saw into Clara’s cell.
“Oh, shit,” I said, plan going right out the window.
“What?” June was a step behind me. She’d caught up, following right on my heels for reasons unknown. “Oh.”
Clara was in her cell.
But she was no longer going to be a problem.
“That is …” June just stared, mouth slightly agape. “… Uhm … that’s …”
“Clara,” I said, because it was.
“Really?” June asked.
Yes. Really. It was Clara.
But she’d been turned to glass … and shattered across the floor into a thousand crystals. All that remained of her that was recognizable was a five-inch section of her face, sparkling like an oversized diamond under the prison lights.



 
 
 
 
28.
 
 
“Holy shit, did you do this?” June asked as we both stared into Clara’s cell, at the remains of the prisoner in question.
I gave her the “you moron” look she deserved. “I literally just got back from the infirmary after resting up from another near-fatal injury. When would I have found time to sneak into her cell, turn her into a glass statue with powers I don’t have, presently or ever, and then deliver the coup de grâce and turn her into the accessory for an Annie Lennox song?”
“Honestly, I have no idea how you do half the shit you do,” June said, shaking her head at the sparkling mess. “This could easily fall into that category.” She started to turn her head, opening her mouth to call out to the guard.
I landed a hand on her face and turned her back around. Her eyes widened. I shook my head. “Nuh uh,” I said, and stepped into Clara’s cell.
June’s frown was the sort my mom used to warn me not to make for fear of it freezing like that. “What the hell are you doing? They’re going to think you did this!”
“They’re going to think I did this anyway,” I said, putting a foot down at the extreme end of Clara’s pile and sweeping it into the cell. “I might as well get some mileage out of it.”
“How?” June hovered at the entrance.
“Is anyone watching?” I asked. “Try to look nonchalant.”
Her eyes almost popped out of her head. “I’m standing outside a cell where a woman has been murdered via being turned to glass and busted up like a dropped chandelier … how do I pull off nonchalant?”
“Pretend like we’re talking about the dinner menu,” I said, sweeping the remains of Clara toward the toilet hole. I stooped, dumping a few of the biggest pieces in, then hit the little button to flush her down to fish heaven. Most of her had been shattered to damned near dust, but there were a few choice pieces that remained good glass. I tried to get rid of these first, save for two, which I held close to my chest. “‘What are we having tonight’? ‘Oh, I don’t know, probably what we have every night. Fecal matter placed on a bed of more fecal matter, with a little crostini of poo.’ ‘Mmmm, sounds like shit.’”
In spite of herself, June snorted a laugh, then coughed trying to cover it up. “That’s … not funny.”
“It’s actually hilarious,” I said, scooping more of Clara into the toilet and flushing again. These were good sturdy pipes, and were accepting lots of Clara at a time.I was suddenly thankful that I’d gotten involved in the engineering process and thus knew the exact volume each flush could theoretically carry. I pushed those limits. “How are we looking out there? What’s Gert up to?”
“Still talking to the harpies,” June said. “The guards are looking over here.”
“Of course they are,” I said, sweeping a little more of Clara closer to the toilet. There was going to be a ton of glass dust left, but if I could get the big pieces out of here it’d really slow down their identifying of her corpse. “Shit.” Pricked my finger on a shard, and blood ran down onto my hand in a wet streak.
“What? What is it?” June stuck her head around the cell door.
“Clara’s revenge,” I said, holding up my pricked finger. “Oh, and evidence that ties me to the scene.” Little droplets of blood were falling out now, all over the floor. “Good thing I don’t need to worry about defending my reputation as an innocent person anymore. It’s really freeing me up to do the kind of mayhem I excel at.”
“Gah, why?” June asked, slumping against the wall outside the door.
“Why did they make us cellmates?” I asked, dumping another pile of Clara into the toilet, watching the crystals float for a second before I flushed them down and they warred with each other for which got to go down the hole first. “Isn’t it obvious? You almost killed me last time we crossed paths, and they must know it from Scott’s final report. They probably assumed you wanted to kill me.”
June was quiet for a couple flushes. “But they didn’t know I … kinda walked out of that owing you?”
“If they had, they wouldn’t have made you my cellmate,” I said, flushing again. “It’s becoming blatantly obvious I’m not supposed to come out of here alive, ever. I’m supposed to die—as a story, as a person. I bet they don’t even mention my death on the news for a little while. It’ll be a quiet item released on a Friday news dump night, six months from now.”
“How do you know this?” June asked.
“I’m starting to see the patterns,” I said. Two more good flushes would rid me of the majority of Clara, except for the useful parts I was going to hang onto—two improvised shivs made from … hell if I knew which parts of her they were made of. But they were sharp and they were long, and I could bury them in someone’s neck and end my feud with that person immediately.
“What does that mean?” June asked.
“I’ll explain it … probably never to you,” I said. “Don’t sweat it. I’ll suspect we’ll return you to your regularly scheduled prison sentence in the next few days, one way or another.”
“The hell is that supposed to mean?” She was standing in the cell door now.
“You said it yourself.” I flushed, watched crystal spiral down, cast a look over my shoulder at her. Her eyes were wild. “This is building to a head. This prison is going to go up like the proverbial powder keg, and one way or another, I’m going to be gone after it does. If I were you, I’d stand well clear of me, June. I mean, after I finish disposing of this body. Because I really need you for another thirty seconds or so to watch my back.”
“It’s so nice to be needed,” she said, turning back to look out. “Oh, shit.”
“What?” I hurriedly scooped the last bunch of big shards into the toilet and hit it. They rushed down, leaving me nothing but powder and smaller shards. I kicked some of that into the hole and let ’er rip again, the sound of flushing echoing through the cell once more.
“Gert and the harpies are walking toward the tables,” June said. “It’s a matter of time now. You better hurry.”
“Understood,” I said, and surveyed my handiwork. There was probably fifty percent of Clara’s body mass remaining, but unless June had a dustbuster secreted away somewhere I didn’t want to inquire about, it wasn’t going anywhere. I stood up, brushed myself off, and grabbed my two improvised weapons, slipping them up my sleeves and drawing my wrists tight so that I could hold them up there. I headed for the cell entrance, and June moved aside to let me out.
“What now?” she asked, looking around a little too stiffly to be convincing. There were a lot of guards looking our way, and I had a feeling if I hadn’t emerged when I did, they’d have been coming over to check on us pretty quick. “Hunker down in the cell?” She licked her lips. “Wait for things to hit the fan?”
“Nope,” I said, and started to meander toward the middle of the room. “I have two weapons right now, and the moment the guards realize that Clara’s gone—or dead—they’re gonna toss every cell.”
June paled. “They’re going to find them, and we’re going to be in deep shit.”
“Exactly,” I said. “So … I might as well go get in deep shit earlier and flush a few more turds out of the bowl in the process.”
“Oh … oh f—” June said, but I stopped listening.
I was headed for the middle, my eyes already on Gert and her new best friends.
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When you really want to do someone bodily harm and don’t want them to see you coming, it’s best to play things very cool. I did just that, ripping my eyes off Gert as I got close to the perimeter of the tables, kind of lazily surveying the people who were giving me the stink eye and giving it back twice as hard as I got it. I got a few growls, a few, “What’s up, Nealon?”, and some assorted unkindnesses thrown my way.
But nobody got up to challenge me, which was both good and disappointing. Good in that I didn’t want to waste my shards killing them, and bad in that I was disappointed in the general level of catty chickenshittery in this prison.
“Bunch of sorry bitches in here,” I said, loud enough that everybody heard me but nobody did a damned thing. They’d already watched me kill one of their number, while depowered, and damned near take out two more. No one was eager to rush in on me. I sat down at a perimeter table, reveling in my anti-feminist sentiment, because let’s face it—this was not a place where we were going to build each other up.
This was a place where I was going to tear down everything that got in my way, and a fair number of these women were in my damned way. Some would move of their own accord, some would die. I was fuzzy on which were which in most cases, but I was very clear-eyed on a few.
I looked at Gert and sent her my most evil of evil eyes.
She caught it. It would be hard to miss.
“Oh, man,” June said, finally catching up to me. “What the hell, Nealon.”
“I like how that’s not even a question. You know what’s about to go down. You should walk away, June.”
“I … can’t,” she said, almost grunting to get that out.
“You can,” I said. “Furthermore, it would be wise. Your obligation to me is nil. I saved your life because that’s what I do—and maybe just a tiny smidge because your grandmother is scary. Neither of those is on you.” I looked up at her and caught motion from Gert. She and the harpies were heading my way, but slowly, savoring the walk, trying to look badass and brave.
They weren’t going to be looking nearly so badass when bleeding out from the neck, but they’d figure that out in their own good time.
“Just because you would have done it for anyone doesn’t mean I shouldn’t be grateful it was me,” June said, drawing a little closer to my shoulder.
“I spared your life and now you get to sit in here for the rest of it,” I said. “Yeah, you should totally fall all over yourself thanking me for that. Why aren’t you my prison bitch yet?”
“Because you missed shower day,” June said. “Also … just no. But seriously, this fight stuff—”
“Okay, well, play it on the edge like you have the last couple times,” I said. “There’s no point in you getting depowered unless I get in way over my head.”
“When are you not in way over your head?”
I didn’t answer. Gert and company were ten paces away now.
“What’s up, Nealon, you little bitch?” Gert asked, her flat face twisted in a rage-filled smile.
“A gel-filled ceiling,” I said casually, leaning back a little, like her approach was no big deal. “That’s what’s up. Above that, some very bad guys. And eventually a sky, which you will never see again.”
“Only one of us is dying in this prison, Nealon,” Gert said, eyes narrowing.
“Spoiler alert: it’s you,” I said. “I’m going to go on and have a very eventful life post-prison. It’s inescapable fate.”
Gert balled her fist and started to swell. Her new alt-swing trio, The Harpies, were just a couple steps behind her, and moved back to give her the space to achieve her full hugeness potential. “Fate’s coming atcha, all right. In the form of me.”
“Fate could stand to lose some body fat percentage, then,” I said. “How do you maintain on the food in this place, I’m wondering? Because I’ve had like half a meal here, and I feel like I’m all set for a good long while, y’know … ?”
She raised her fist—
“ASSEMBLE IN THE CENTER,” came a voice over the loudspeaker. I felt like there were words missing, but I got the message. It repeated again a second later, in case I didn’t.
“Warden’s here,” June said. Gert froze, her fist raised a dozen or so feet from me. She probably could cover the distance in a couple seconds, maybe less, but she hesitated.
“So, Gert,” I said, my shard daggers ready to drop out of my sleeves, “are we doing this thing before or after the principal does the very special assembly where he cautions us against drugs and bullying and—I dunno, whatever other fundamentals you clearly ignored the hell out of in your life’s race to end up here. Dental hygiene, probably.”
Gert stared me down, but suddenly she looked less dangerous than before. “We’re going to rumble after, Nealon,” she said, pointing at herself, then me. “After. Put it in your calendar.”
“I’ll just be trembling in my slippers over here then, until after you’re done listening to the very important words of the authority figure you clearly have nothing but undying respect for,” I said. “You’re a real badass rebel, Gert. It’s just terrifying being opposed to you.”
She shook a fist at me, but apparently really did not want to step on the warden’s moment—lending a little more credence to my theory that my death was, if not state-sanctioned, at least sanctioned by a certain servant of the state.
One Gert respected enough to not interrupt.
“What the hell was that?” June asked, sitting down beside me.
“A solid hint,” I said, my blood feeling just a tad colder than it had been a second before, “that this whole damned place is about to go really hard against me.”
“Shit,” June said, and her dismay was apparent. I couldn’t blame her; any sensible person would have felt the same standing this close to me. The icy hate looks we were getting from the inmates around us?
They were looking for my blood.
They were being sanctioned by the warden.
My only defender was my cellmate, who did not want to be involved and especially did not want to die.
Anyone would have been terrified out of their mind in this situation.
Anyone … reasonable.
But for some reason, as I sat there, surveying the odds all stacked against powerless me, I couldn’t help but …
Smile.
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Warden Bletchely made his way out of the gate into our area harrumphing to the heavens, and tut-tutting to anyone who could hear him, which included unpowered me. So his audience was, presumably, everyone, and he made his way right to the center of the room, as fearless as if he were backed up by a crack platoon of Marines.
That told me a little something about the warden’s confidence level. He didn’t fear people with powers. A whole room full of ill-tempered people with powers.
And the ill-tempered people with powers? They feared him. At least enough to sit down and shut up.
I’d been in prisons before, on tours and such. In addition to the smell—it’s distinct; a brand of bodies and hopelessness—respect for administration is usually fairly thin on the ground. Most places I’d been didn’t edge as close to a riot as we were heading right now—but of course our current predicament was largely on me.
Clicking my fingernails against the steely tabletop, I assessed. They were not long enough to serve as weapons yet. But I still had my glass Clara daggers.
“Get everyone out here,” Bletchely said, snapping his fingers at a couple guards. “Who are we missing?”
“Clara Martin,” one of the guards said.
I snickered, and June looked hell at me. “Seriously? Clara Martin?” June shrugged at me. “It rhymes with Clara Barton, founder of—never mind.” I shook my head. It was probably only funny to me.
“Martin!” One of the guards shouted into her cell. “Martin, get out here!”
I tensed, still tapping my fingers against the table. I let my gaze drift around, falling on the harpies and Gert. How was this going to play out when they realized Clara was not coming out?
I couldn’t predict it exactly, but I had to guess … not well.
“Martin, present yourself for counting and proceed to the tables for the warden!” The guard shouted. Boy, he was going to be disappointed when he realized he was talking to a pile of dust. 
“What do we do?” June asked, leaning over to whisper directly in my ear.
“Be cool,” I said. Everyone was focused on the guard shouting at Clara. The last thing we needed was to draw attention to ourselves by talking where most of the metas could probably hear us if they tried.
“I don’t have all day,” Bletchely said, tapping his wrist watch. It made me stop tapping the table just for fear I’d be associated with his arrogant ass.
“Okay, riddle me this,” I said, leaning over to June. “Why is Gert terrified of this guy?”
“He’s the warden, it’s a prison,” June said.
“I know, I know,” I said. “But she could grow to five times his size and rip him into tiny pieces, or tear him another hole and use him like a puppet.” I frowned, thinking. “Actually, she wouldn’t even need to tear him a new hole for that, just maybe expand the current—”
“Because they can gas us all in seconds,” June said, tension ratcheting through her voice. “There’s a suppressant sprinkler system built into this place that they can flip on at a command. If things ever get what they deem ‘out of control,’ boom, they flip a switch, no more powers, and everyone is—why the hell are you laughing?”
And I was. Oh, but I was. Slapping my thigh, bent near double, tears practically streaming down my cheeks. “Because this is so, so sweet.” I looked up and found Gert staring at me. I waved back. “Coming for you real soon, big girl,” I whispered, knowing she’d get it.
“Oh, shit,” June said, “you’re going to do it, aren’t you? Get us gassed?”
“You gotta admit,” I said, steadying myself as the guard finally stepped into Clara’s cell in order to check on her, “it’ll level the hell out of the playing field—in my favor.” I cracked my knuckles. “Bet these other bitches never learned to fight by doing so every damned day, whether you felt like it or not.”
I’d trained with my mom, who was meta, back when I didn’t have powers yet, and she never once let me win. Not a big believer in letting her child have easy victories, my mom. “Unearned self-esteem is a badge for losers,” she said one time when I confronted her after reading a pop psychology book she’d brought home for me to study. “Go win and you’ll feel great about yourself.”
“Thanks, ma,” I said for the thousandth time since I’d left my house, rising to my feet.
“Martin’s gone!” the guard shouted across the room. Must have missed the accumulated dusty remains of the lady in question. Which had kinda been the purpose of my flush operation.
“Impossible,” Bletchely said, snapping his fingers and sending a few more guards into action. “She’s in here somewhere. Who saw her last?”
“Nealon was in her cell,” one of the guards answered, some guy with a deep voice.
“She wasn’t there when I was in there,” I said, shrugging, as every eye in the place flew to me. I pretended I was stretching, very casually.
“What were you doing in there?” Bletchely asked, looking at me with narrowed eyes. He was so pasty he’d be certain to fade into the background of any cloud rolling by. Not many of those down here, though.
“Well, I went to try and make peace so as to avoid getting burned to death,” I said, “but when I found her not so much there, I uh … used her bathroom and, uh … wiped my ass with her pillowcase a few … dozen times.”
That produced a ripple of laughter from my fellow prisoners, as well as a solid glare from Gert and her new pals. I remained standing, beaming back at her. I could feel the sharp edges of my glass daggers against my palms, just waiting to drop out of my sleeves.
“Go cell by cell,” Bletchely said. “She’s here somewhere.” Orders given, he turned his attention back to me, giving me an unsubtle glare. I stayed standing, stretching for effect.
The guards sprang into action, and it was all win for me. Only a couple remained in the middle of the room with Bletchely; all the rest tore off to go toss the cells, looking for signs of a dead woman whose remains had already mostly left the prison.
“Someone has seen Clara!” Bletchely said, his voice rising in pitch as he looked around at the other prisoners. He sounded a little like a parent who’d lost sight of their kid in a park. He knew they were still there, and most probably just fine, but that irrational edge of worry was cutting into him anyway. He was probably feeling that heart-drop effect, where you feel like your stomach lurches when something bad happens. Oh, he was trying to keep up a brave face, but … I could see it plain, he wasn’t that brave. “Tell me where she is.”
Moving right to the implied threat. Amateurish. I would have gone with the carrot, then moved to the stick when it didn’t work.
“I’m telling you, Nealon had something to do with this,” Gert said, and every eye in the center of the room came right back to me.
“What do you think I did, Gert?” I stared her down. “You think I murdered the shit out of her and then dismembered her, flushing her body down the toilet piece by piece? Cuz, lemme tell you from personal experience—taking a person apart? Would have left a bit of mess.”
Unless someone else had turned her to glass and killed her, leaving me to dispose of a crystalline, bloodless body.
Gert flushed a bright red, her fat face puffing. “You did something, Nealon.”
“Moi?” I asked, pointing at my chest. “Why, like the rest of you, I’m completely innocent, Gert. Pure as the driven yellow snow.” I grinned.
“That’s enough out of the two of you,” Bletchely said. He wasn’t even looking at us, he was staring at the upper level. “You—have you found her yet?” A guard on the upper story just shrugged and went into another cell. I could hear them overturning some of the bunk beds as they conducted their sad, exhaustive search.
Bletchely looked back at all of us. “We will find her. And when we do—”
“Does she win a prize the longer she stays hidden?” I asked, raising my hand. “Like, if she can make it an hour, does she get declared hide-and-go-seek champ?”
“Sit down, Nealon,” Bletchely said, paling, probably at the thought of this search stretching into an hour.
“How ’bout …no.” I said and started around the table.
There was an audible gasp in the room.
Bletchely’s eyes went wide. “Sit down, Nealon, or—”
“Or what?” I asked, threading my way through the tables. Gert was ahead, sitting at one of the circular ones, directly opposite where I’d been. Her three harpies were between us. “You’ll … disempower me? Too late. You’ll have your guards beat me …? Good luck doing more damage than what Gert and her thuggish ho-squad have already done.”
I stared Bletchely down, and he visibly paled another shade, before reasserting some control over himself. “My guards may not be metas,” he sniffed, “but I assure you … you will feel the pain.”
“You think that your pussywillow guards,” I eyed the two of them that remained in the area, moving subtly toward me, batons in hand, “can match what I’ve been through in my life, Bletchely? I bet at their best they couldn’t deal out a beating to me that’d crack my top twenty. Hell, they probably couldn’t even crack my skull.” I flashed a smile.
All the drama was here in the middle of the room. Every prisoner was watching. Glaring, in most cases. Smiling, in some. Everyone wanted to see Sienna Nealon catch hell.
Or death. Most of them wanted to see me die.
“I think we’re about to find out,” Bletchely said with a smile.
I was almost to Gert’s table, but I wasn’t focused on her. I was looking past her, at Bletchely. Everyone in the room was watching me do so, and the guards subtly altered their courses. They were thinking of me as a meta, even depowered, because that’s what they were used to. One of them whispered into his mic, and I heard it—“Stand by.”
That’s right, boys. Set the table for me. Dinner was going to be delish.
I took it nice and slow, eyes on Bletchely, not paying one whit of attention to Gert and her crew, and they seemed quite content to watch my little power struggle with the warden play out. Bletchely, like most oblivious, overly secure idiots, hadn’t caught on to the threat to his personal safety that the guards had picked up on immediately. He was arrogant, looking angry eyes at me, assuming he was inviolable, like those morons who jogged down city streets with earphones in, unaware of the dangers lurking all around them.
“Hold,” the guard said into his mic. “Be ready—on my command, to unleash—”
“Hell,” I said to him, sliding my gaze to him.
You could have heard an ant fart. The prison was utterly silent, Bletchely staring at me, me staring back. I was two steps away from the two closest harpies, and they were just watching in awe as I walked right up to them, never looking, never betraying my intent—
Silence. My heartbeat was a slow thud, probably a few beats per minute higher than usual, but a calm thing. I was either about to win, or I was about to die, or maybe get horrifically injured—no matter what, there was no reason to fear. Things were about to go in one of several directions. My choice was at hand, but the consequences were out of my hands.
A faint gasp from behind me. Someone else was more likely to have a heart attack from the tension than I was.
My palms were dry as the daggers slid down into them. I avoided the sharp ends and gripped at the center, hiding them from sight. Razor-like threads of glass cut into my palm, exacting a price of blood for my use of them.
Fair trade. I was about to pay in a whole lot more blood anyway.
Just not mine.
“We can’t find her, sir!” A lone guard called from above.
Bletchely swallowed, visibly, not breaking eye contact with me. For the first time, he’d started to realize a predator was stalking him. One that was unafraid of him. He’d noticed the guards drawing closer to him, his own Praetorians, and my fearlessness seemed to be draining the courage right out of him.
It fell quiet again. So quiet you could hear my final step even if you weren’t a meta.
A bead of sweat tumbled down Bletchely’s forehead to his nose.
I licked my lips. They were a little dry. “Hey, Bletchely.” He looked right at me. “You want me dead?”
Bletchely let out a ragged breath. Apparently I was getting to him. “I want you to sit down, Nealon, or we will be forced to … deal with you.”
“I’ll give you a deal,” I said. I was right behind the nearest two harpies. Arm’s length. Weapons in hand.
They had no idea. They were just watching me approach, heads turned, dumbfounded, jaws slack, looking up at me.
“You tell me who wants me dead,” I said, staring Bletchely down, “and I’ll seriously consider leaving some people alive. Deal?”
Pin drop.
Or maybe “mic drop.”
Bletchely laughed nervously. “You don’t fool me, Nealon. You’re a big talker, that’s all. You certainly haven’t—”
“Killed anyone lately?” I smiled.
“A fluke,” Bletchely said.
Gert stirred for the first time, a little uneasily, across the table from where I stood.
I looked at her. “You will die, before this is done.”
“You can’t threaten me, Nealon,” Gert said, glaring back at me.
“That wasn’t a threat, Gert,” I said, and looked back at Bletchely. I felt the tiniest swell of pity for what I was about to do to his afternoon.
But then I remembered: he was letting the law of the jungle do its thing, and hoping it’d cull the weak …
Namely, me.
“It was a promise,” I said to Gert.
And I drove my knives into the necks of the two nearest harpies.
The strike surprised them both; I caught the carotid artery on one and the jugular vein on the other. I didn’t rest on my laurels, though; when you had a small knife and were trying to kill a meta, large quantities of damage were the name of the game.
I pulled my daggers out and thrust them in, again and again, ripping and tearing and generally annihilating every square patch of skin on the neck I could find.
The first hit prompted a murmur of surprise to ripple through the audience. They didn’t quite believe what their eyes had seen.
The second and third? That was when the blood started to flow in earnest. Screams and shock, people leaping over tables and tumbling over backwards trying to get the hell away from the bloody violence that had broken out in their midst.
I watched what I was doing only dimly, out of my peripheral vision, as the two harpies tumbled over, to the floor, clutching at themselves.
They’d bleed to death very shortly, and no meta powers short of Wolfe abilities were going to spare them.
I looked at Gert, spared a glance at Bletchely—he’d turned a whiter shade, something approximating pearl, and his mouth was open, hanging there in horror, and his guards were starting to move—
“All right, a-holes,” I said, letting my bloody daggers show as people leapt tables and screamed and generally unleashed chaos and sowed horror trying to get the hell away from the crazy depowered murdering lady that was me. “Let’s do this thing.”
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Sophie
New Asgard, Texas
Four Years Ago
 
“How about I judge you?” Sienna asked, eyes fiery, her anger coupling with the humidity to produce a steady drip of sweat down her forehead. Her dark hair was matted and frizzing, and her eyes were drifting between the whole lot of them but resting mostly on Penny in the lead.
Penny had that calm look, a steadfast rock in the middle of a ridiculously stormy sea. Fury would ebb and fall over her and she wouldn’t even notice. She’d suffered much worse wrath, Sophie knew, than that of Sienna Nealon. “We are thousands of years old, child,” Penny said, but the tone was simple, matter-of-fact, and lacked the sting of condescension that so many others of her age would have imparted, especially adding child to the mix. “If you think we lived those years without making … considerable mistakes … I don’t know what to tell you. If you want to judge us for them—”
“I’m not talking about mistakes,” Sienna said, pure acid washing out. “Mistakes are you walking down the street, going to wave to someone, your meta strength kicks in and you accidentally bust a human’s head to pieces on your backswing. Whoops. That’s a mistake.”
Mag stared at her. “Has … has that happened to you?” he asked in a tone heavily accented by Norse.
“No, but it would be a mistake if it did,” she said, not losing a degree of the heat rolling off her voice. “An accident, a poor choice. If you really wanted to push it, a lack of control and discipline. A whoops.” She looked at each of them in turn. “I’m not talking about anything like that. No misjudgments …
“I’m talking about all of you … you ancient dungheaps … being a giant collective pile of chickenshits.”
She delivered her judgment in a thunderbolt, and it landed like one, though with perhaps more effect, given Mag and Modi could—and had—taken more than a few of those in their time.
Modi’s ruddy skin was dark, his face twisted, pride wrecked. Sophie just watched, a faint hint of interest that she didn’t dare show rising within. “How dare you,” Modi whispered.
“Yeah, I dare,” Sienna said, leveling her gaze at him. “You know how I dare? Because I have guts, unlike you worthless turds.”
“Wow,” Angra Manyu said, slipping into a thin smile. “You … do indeed have those. Brains … not so much. To come into our home and throw around baseless accusations like—”
“Oh, they have a base,” Sienna said, turning on him. Her skin was subtly on fire at the hands, so light it was barely noticeable. Everyone noticed nonetheless. “They have a big, fat base. Like the kind that holds up the Statue of Liberty. And you know damned well what that base is if you have an ounce of honesty.”
No one spoke until Penny broke the silence. “Sovereign.”
“Bingo,” Sienna said with a tight smile of fury. “You’ve got a collective commune down here of hundreds of metas … hundreds.” She threw a hand behind her. “You think I don’t know what this is? This is your hideyhole, where you ducked out of the war to save your own asses—”
“That … is a vast oversimplification,” Anbay said, though his voice strained.
“My friends and I fought Century, a hundred of the meanest, toughest metas that Sovereign could pull together,” Sienna said, anger flooding out, “and then I took him on myself—and where the hell were you, old gods?” She snapped her gaze to Cuchulainn. “Where were you, Irish Achilles? Chilling with a whisky?” She looked at Anbay. “Where was your justice when our people were being annihilated? Because I was fighting the good fight, and you were—what? Banging your gavel in children’s court? Rendering judgment on some spray-painting vandal?” She waved a hand at a mural in the distance, painted on the side of the general store. “I see before me old gods so famous for their power I picked every last one of you out from just your names—”
Sienna looked like she was ready to throw fire, but she stopped.
Sagged.
And then she just stood there, all the fight gone out of her.
“I lost friends in that war you didn’t want to fight,” she said quietly. “I lost … so much. And where the hell were you people?” She turned an eye toward the green fields. “Here? Hiding? Seriously?”
“You don’t know what we went through during—” Modi started.
Sophie hid the blanch that was her first instinct; she had long been practiced at hiding all her reactions. It was a product of her upbringing.
“Was it the death of ninety percent of your species?” Sienna asked, cold fury radiating. How could so small a girl, so small a voice, so young … hold so much malice?
Oh, right, Sophie remembered. Fruit of a poisonous tree.
“Was it the death of the people you held dearest?” Sienna asked. “Because Omega fought. To their frigging deaths, Omega fought, and they were gangsters and criminals. Alpha fought. Hera … I watched her die. I watched Omega ministers eat it. They were on the field to the end. I may have hated a lot of them, but … they went out fighting.
“While you were hiding under your dome here,” Sienna said, her malice was spent. “Hiding. You cowards.” She spat it at them. “That’s my judgment. Good luck with whatever your problem is.” And she started to rise from the earth, feet leaving the ground.
“Sienna … wait,” Sophie said, in the face of the overwhelming silence of the rest of them. No one had dared to speak against her, against what she’d said.
And Sophie knew … it wasn’t because what the girl had said was wrong.
It was because what she’d said was true.
“You’re right,” Sophie said, meeting her gaze evenly. “None of us wanted that war. But we were prepared to fight it.” She glanced away, just for a moment, to recompose herself. “I was on my way to Minneapolis when you killed Sovereign.”
“Bullshit,” Sienna said, hovering there. But she wasn’t flying off—yet.
“Believe me or don’t,” Sophie said, “but if you’ll wait five minutes—” She looked at the others, caught the subtle nod from Persephone, “—talk to me … alone … for five minutes … I’ll explain.”
“You had umpteen hours alone with me in the car to explain,” Sienna said, staring her down. “You chose not to.”
“You blame us for our lack of courage, but you won’t even face our cowardice for five minutes without jetting off,” Penny said. Her words were calm, reasoned—
And struck home. Sienna’s eyes flared, and she drifted down, glaring at Sophie. She treated her to a solid thirty seconds of silence, a silence which no one else—gods of old, every one—dared break.
“You have five minutes more of my time,” Sienna said, her voice raspy as she walked toward Sophie, and then past her, clearly expecting her to follow, away from the old ones. “Don’t waste it.”
Penny nodded, almost imperceptibly, and Sophie suppressed the sigh she felt inside, then turned and broke into a very slight jog to catch up with Sienna Nealon.
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Reed
 
“Remember how we were going to do this nice and quiet?” Augustus asked as we came up over the hill. Bodies were laid out everywhere, screams of the dying ringing out on the impromptu battlefield.
Angel popped up next to him out of the grass, causing Augustus to yelp in surprise as she drew her rifle to her shoulder and fired a couple rounds. The yelping ceased. “I don’t think we were anticipating a small army being between us and our objective.”
“Don’t think this is just going to dry up the resistance, either,” Jamal said, pacing up over the hill. “The Custis family has powers of their own. I wouldn’t be surprised if they provide a harder fight than these gun-for-hire yahoos.”
“I don’t understand where they keep finding these people.” Greg’s voice echoed over a loudspeaker as the Apache shrank down and disappeared. Greg himself popped up a second later, snatching something small out of the air and placing it, gently, back in a case. It was the Apache helo, shrunk down to the size of the Micro Machines I played with in my youth. He snapped the case shut and put it back in his breast pocket. “At some point one would think the world’s supply of idiots willing to go up against metahumans would run dry.”
“I know,” I said, “Sienna keeps killing them and more keep spawning, like enemies in a video game. I can only assume there is no shortage of morons willing to do violence for cash, relying entirely on their illusions of foolish immortality in the face of blindingly obvious statistical horror. Their workplace death rate must be near fifty percent by now. Actuaries should start placing extra risk surcharges on their life insurance premiums.”
“I don’t really know what you just said there,” Eilish said, a little out of breath as she came up the hill, “but I’m just glad I didn’t have to help murder any of these people, because that seems like a bad thing.” She listened carefully. “Also … why are there no sirens in the air? Do you not have police in this country? Is that why everyone has their own gun?”
“No police nearby, no,” Jamal said, phone in hand, holding it up like it was a tricorder from Star Trek. He must have gone active on his electronics again after things went sideways. “I’m not getting any 911 calls, either. I think the Custises own enough land around here that the gunshots and the explosions were distant enough not to trigger any worry among the neighbors.” He shrugged. “Or maybe they’re used to weird stuff happening out here, I dunno.”
“What have we got inside, Jamal?” I asked. We were still on the hill, overlooking the complex, which was … not that complex. To our left, down the hill and across a central parking lot lay a small office building. Across the lot, to our right, was a silo. And straight ahead, sitting on the far side of the parking lot square, was a massive factory building with a sloped roof and windows built into the sides, open to the night air.
“Dead zone, electronically speaking,” Jamal said, finger anchored to his phone’s charging port. “If the Custis family ain’t here, their powers are creating a mighty fine decoy.”
“Greg … can you give us some recon so we don’t go stumbling blindly into a trap?” I asked, then launched into the air on a couple tornados.
“Certainly,” he said, reaching into his pocket. “Jamal, care to help me … broaden the reach of your eyes?” He came out with a dozen miniaturized drones, each the size of a cockroach.
Jamal’s response was almost lost to the wind, but I got it just before I flew out of hearing range. “Oh, hell yeah,” he said.
Then I was above them, above the factory, hundreds of feet up, doing my own overflight. I needed to make sure, given the noise we’d just made, that there wasn’t anyone running away. I squinted at the back roads, looking around for any hint of cars. Then I tapped my earpiece. “Jamal … you have satellite overhead imagery?”
“I’m a little busy right now,” Jamal said. “You might want to talk to support back at HQ about that. They can probably do something about—oh, damn, Greg. You really do have the coolest toys.”
“Thank you,” I heard Greg say in the background.
“Yeah, you go play,” I said. “But first, you mind tying in—”
“On it,” Jamal said, and then there was a faint crackling.
“Uh, hello?” J.J.’s voice came into the line with a distant hiss.
“J.J., it’s Reed. I need overhead, real-time, downlooking satellite imagery. Need to make sure the bugs aren’t running off before we get to them.”
“Abby, my dear … we’re on it, Reed the steed.”
“You use that one all the time,” Abby said in the background.
“Because it plays,” J.J. said. “How goes it in the uppest part of upstate?”
“I can see Canada from here,” I said, waiting for him to deliver and scanning the roads visually while I waited. “Can practically smell the maple syrup and lumberjack body odor.”
“Eww, you just had to go there, didn’t you?” J.J.’s voice crackled in transmission. “Okay, got a visual … no running cars within twenty miles. No heat signatures except your team and some small … ish woodland creatures. There’s a bear about two thousand meters behind you and hauling ass away. Guess you scared him.”
I frowned. “Hope that’s not a skinchanger like Parks. Tag it and keep an eye out. In case I need to mop it up later.”
“Dude, it’s probably just local wildlife. Don’t poke the bear.”
“If I poke the bear, it’ll be with wind from a distance,” I said. “Anything outside the complex?”
“No movement except for your team, no heat signatures … nothing in the office or that … silo, I guess?”
“Good guess,” I said. “I think this might have been some sort of corn processing plant or something. See anything in the factory proper?”
“No go on that,” J.J. said. “Walls too thick, and there’s machinery everywhere. I have no visual there.” He paused. “Reed … it’s kinda set up perfectly for—”
“A trap, I know,” I said, cutting the wind and letting my body drift down, back toward my team. “I’m not stupid, J.J.”
“Never said you were, bro. Just trying to watch your back.”
“You’re doing a fine job,” I said. “Keep overwatching.”
“On it.”
I drifted back, flaring a wind burst just before I touched down on the hilltop, landing between Angel, Jamal and Greg, who were all deep in their own business. Angel was looking through the scope of her rifle, scanning every window of the factory. “You catch that flash from J.J.?” I asked.
“Yep,” Angel said tightly, not stopping her scan. “There’s nobody watching from the windows. If they’re waiting, they’re huddled up inside.” She spared me a look with the eye not glued to her scope. “Ambush?”
“After they threw a hundred-plus-man army at us?” Augustus asked. “That’s some depth of defense right there.”
“This family could hold all the marbles, at least when it comes to proving Sienna’s innocence,” I said. “Seems like this group, whoever’s behind them … they’re very invested in making sure that doesn’t happen. If they’ve already hired a cast of hundreds to protect the secret, they’re putting a ton of money into this.”
“So what’s a little more, right?” Eilish asked. “But they’ll run out at some point, won’t they?”
“Maybe,” I said, and looked ahead to the factory. It was just sitting there, silent and forbidding. This wasn’t all there was in terms of defenses. It couldn’t be. “Probably.” I nodded. “Let’s go find out.”



 
 
 
 
33.
 
 
Sienna
 
While starting my own, personal prison riot just a dozen paces away from the warden and a couple guards may have seemed like the kind of stupid that usually required one to first strap a GoPro to your head in order to cement the Darwin Award, it was actually kind of genius.
Or so I was telling myself until the third harpy leapt across the table at me with meta speed.
She hit me like a fighter jet launched off an aircraft carrier, boom, right into the ribs. I barely had time to throw up a hand with a dagger in it, and when she slammed into it—and me—she buried that sucker six inches into her chest.
But she also broke my right hand in the process. I heard the crack, listened to something—maybe several somethings—break, felt the spike of agony …
Ouch.
I hit the ground and rolled, fortunately, sparing myself adding broken ribs or a busted ass to the pain toll I was already paying. My latest victim rolled, too, but it was more a sideways, unprompted, out of control thing that ended when her momentum carried her into a table leg welded to the ground. She lay there, gasping and bleeding out and thrashing with ever less effectiveness, until she finally went still.
I clenched my right hand, and it crackled like popcorn in a skillet. That … was not good.
A roar that sounded like the Incredible Hulk startled me into sitting up, disregarding my most recent ouchie.
Yep. There was Gert, swole, pissed off, leaping onto her table, looking like she was ready to pound her chest and then, probably, me.
I still had one good hand and a dagger, and I was gonna need both of those if I was going to make it out of this alive. I looked up, hoping to see suppressant gas falling from the skies.
Nada. Clearly I had not caused enough of a stir yet.
“Well, okay, then,” I said, and tripped someone as they ran by. I didn’t know who and I didn’t care, I was trying to start a riot here, and I was willing to throw whatever tinder I had on the fire. When that poor soul hit the ground, I kicked them, and they slid a few feet, then let off a burst of some sort of fine energy. It was a weird shade of green and burst up to the ceiling, lasering through.
“Seriously, you don’t suppress that?” I asked the empty air above me as I jumped another table. Gert roared after me and leapt, and I dove, thumping off a welded bench and under the near-useless cover of the table as she landed on top of it. It strained under her weight.
People were running like mad, all willy nilly, in every direction. I sensed I was the only one in the room with a plan, and right now it was pretty flimsy: cause enough havoc to get them to gas us with suppressant. That was it.
But hell, if I could make it happen, it’d look like a genius plan compared to what the rest of them were doing, which was basically “Run for your lives!” in whatever direction they could.
Actually … given that Sienna Nealon, killer of, uh … people in general … was in the middle of this with Gert the Herc … that was probably a very sensible plan.
Gert ripped the table from over top of me. I heard it go and scrambled to my feet, just barely dodging her swipe at me. She threw a fist, her reach and the fact that she had a bench or something at her knees the only things stopping her from crushing my spine with a single punch and sending me, crippled, to the ground.
Yeah. Running away was seeming like a more genius plan all the time.
“Oh my gah—” someone shouted as they ran past, and Gert just clocked the hell out of them on a back swing. Something in me told me that this sort of accident was inevitable. In fact, I was surprised I’d never seen it happen before. Bones broke with a sickening sound, the body flew, orange jumpsuit stained red in a dozen places from bones ripping out of flesh. I didn’t see where she landed, but I did hear it across the room, and it stirred a chorus of screams from those who did witness her coming down.
“Yeehaw,” I said as I ducked under another table. Gert leapt and landed on the seat behind me. The steel buckled under her swollen weight and force of landing, and she grunted, trying to keep from spilling over the side and busting her ass on the floor.
Then she grabbed the side of the table and ripped it clean off. Brandishing it above her head, she held it there for a second like a stone, raised high—
And brought it down, releasing it about five feet from my face.
Only a blind person could have missed that throw. It was right there, and she had super strength.
Well, a blind person …
Or someone who missed June grabbing me by the arm at the last second and ripping me out of the way.
The table top impacted the ground like a frisbee from hell, wedging in the steel floor. When we’d built the place, we’d saved the gel packs for the areas where the prisoners were supposed to be, and apparently my genius successor hadn’t considered that fact when he’d renovated the place to its current, social environment standards.
It suggested a dangerously arrogant over-reliance on suppressant, a real fault in the design and the thinking of the people responsible for this place. I would have counseled not to do that, but it worked out really well for me that I was a fugitive on the run and not consulted when it happened, because I was about to exploit the shit out of it.
“What have you done?” June asked me as Gert screamed in rage at her missed toss.
“Kickstarted the most epic party this place has ever seen,” I said, rolling sideways as Gert leapt—rather dramatically and stupidly—between us. June moved, too. It wasn’t difficult. If I’d had my powers, Gert would have come down to her death, because telegraphing a jump like that left her wide open to a solid counterattack.
But I wasn’t in much of a position to counterattack. I was slow as snot on a January day in Minnesota compared to Gert. She landed and was after me again immediately. Someone trying to flee darted between us and caught one of Gert’s fists as she swung it at me, and boom, just like that, another stupid idiot prisoner got ended by accident. They went flying and I wait to see where they landed.
I bolted for the next table, catching movement that wasn’t orange jumpsuited out of the corner of my eye.
Bletchely’s guards had reached him and were hauling ass for the exit.
Shit.
“Oh, no you don’t,” I said, taking off after them. Gert was not that far behind me, though, which was going to prove a big problem. I needed these idiots to dump suppressant on this joint, though my prison riot seemed to have floundered into a prison fight. I needed to put Bletchely in real peril, get these stupids to depower all these moron inmates.
We’d see who the queen of the damned jungle was then.
“Graaaaaaah!” Gert roared behind me, and I could sense her leap. It was a high-arc one, because she was an idiot. She should have leapt low, off the ground for a shorter period of time, more forward momentum and less upward. She could have bowled me over.
As it was, I had time to react, and my reaction was to dive and roll to the side. Bletchely and his goons were opening up the gap between us, pounding toward the exit, one of the guards already screaming in his walkie-talkie mic to get it open. I guess they didn’t want to go into lockdown until after they’d saved the warden’s lily-white ass from possible trauma.
Gert landed in front of me, blocking my path forward. She had apparently figured out my game, or at least figured out I was heading this way and not really caring about her, at least for the moment.
“Why can’t you just take a number and get in line?” I asked, readying my remaining dagger. I’d bury the damned thing in her face or her fist or whatever I could, and maybe that’d distract her for a minute or two—
A blur of orange blasted past me and slid, jumpsuit against floor, under Gert. I blinked at the blurry speed.
It was June.
A toxic cloud of purple gas burst out of her hand as Gert bent to swing at her. The big woman took it right in the face, dazed for a second, and then she started choking, all thought of flinging a punch forgotten, hands grasping for her throat.
“Nice timing,” I said, and hooked wide around Gert as she thrashed, slamming to the ground face first, motor control failing. Having been hit by her stray swings once, I didn’t feel the need to experience that again.
“What the hell is your plan here, Nealon?” June asked, running with me as I hauled ass for the door. Bletchely was standing there, waiting for the buzzer to sound and open it.
“Well, it was to start a riot and get everyone suppressed so I could even the odds and beat their asses—”
“There are like a hundred inmates in this block! Your odds would still be a hundred to one!” She kept running but paused for breath. “Or to two, I guess, since I seem to have thrown in with you. Either way, those are not great odds, especially if I don’t have my powers.”
“Yeah, but I like my odds better when everyone else is as disarmed as I am,” I said. “I can work with that. A shit ton of people throwing powers at me when I’ve got none? What the hell am I supposed to do against that?”
“Keep your head down, serve your time, and hope it all blows over?”
“That’s a loser’s plan, Randall.” I hauled ass for the door, trying to catch Bletchely. “And I mean to win this shit.”
The door buzzed. Bletchely’s guard threw it open, and they dodged inside, dragging the warden with them. The second guard was a little slower to get in, but once he was, he started slamming the CLOSE button as the first guard kept dragging Bletchely forward, toward the next door.
I threw a glance over my shoulder. The guards from the upper floors were coming at us, but they had a disadvantage of distance, having to funnel through the lone stairwell, way on the other side of the Cube. One of the guards who’d been searching a nearby cell came swinging at me, and I dodged, meeting his baton with my broken hand. It hurt, but not enough to make me do anything but scowl, which surprised him.
Kicking him in the gut, he doubled over, and I laid an elbow like a hammer across the back of his neck, stole his baton, and raced after June, who had a real advantage in distance over me now.
Man, I needed my powers back.
June was clashing with the guard at the door, gassing him. He staggered back as the door started to close, a split metal jobby that worked like teeth, super reinforced steel with gel packs laid over it. I remembered them installing it, going back and forth about the advantage of using it versus a traditional cell style door.
Advantage: it was super heavy, sealed with gel to keep bad metas in even when they used their powers.
Disadvantage: it moved really slow.
“Come on, come on!” June shouted.
I sprinted for it, baton in hand, and leapt as it started to close. I barely made it through the teeth before they shut, locking me out of the Cube—
“What now?” June asked, halfway down the hall. She was out of breath from the run, and up ahead was the intersection where the ovoid loop branched left and right. Ahead lay the exit, which, of course, was massively guarded and also included a very long elevator ride. That was not going to be the way to go.
Bletchely … was already out of sight. Which meant he’d hooked right or left, not fled for the exit. Smart move.
I looked at June quizzically. “What do you mean, what now?”
“Your riot plan failed,” June said, staring at me, cheeks slightly flushed. “The warden is …” She waved a hand toward the right branch. “We missed him. Gert’s back there, down for a short bit, but … when she gets up …” June shook her head. “And when we go back in … they’re taking my powers for sure.”
“Yep.” I nodded.
“You better have a plan here, Nealon,” June said, running fingers through her hair, which was all manner of tangled from the fighting and running and nominal rioting. “Please tell me you have a plan.”
“Sort of,” I said. Because I sort of did.
“Oh, man …” June slumped. “‘Sort of’? I threw my powers away for weeks on ‘sort of’?”
“We’ll make it work,” I said, “it’s inescapable fate.”
She just stared at me, then turned, looking down the hallway. “Fate? Wonderful. I love being in the hands of fate.” She sighed. “So … what now?”
“Now,” I said, “we do the only thing we reasonably can do at this point.”
She looked at me again, face scrunched up in non-understanding. “Which is … ?”
“We escape,” I said, and took a right turn at the intersection, headed down the corridor after Bletchely.
Because it was really the only thing left open to me at this point.
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“I’m sorry,” June said, catching up to me as I started running, “but aren’t you the same person that just talked to me the other day about—facing consequences and being tired of running and—and—and—something about—”
“Look,” I said, the stale, quiet corridor air slightly suffocating, like a tomb. The normally white overhead lights had all shifted to red, and I couldn’t help but notice the overwhelming number of surveillance cameras that lined these hallways. We were being watched right now. “I wanted to end my run because I thought maybe—just maybe—I’d get a fair trial. Be judged on the merits of the things I’d done, get a chance to argue against the things I hadn’t, but—no. They not only didn’t give me a fair trial, they shammed it so hard it made an arranged marriage to a child bride look totes legit by comparison. Which, fine—I mean, not fine, but fine-ish. I could cope with that. I could deal with the proposed lifetime prison sentence.”
The corridor was long, curving slightly to the right, steel walls with no gel-pack coating stretching into forever. I ran along it. “I figured … maybe I deserve this. I’ve done some nasty things. Some of which I was pardoned for. Some of which … I wasn’t even accused of. Okay, sure, they convicted me of a lot of stuff that was really me defending my own life against people trying to murder me, but y’know … if you’re a real lily-white knight pansy ass, I could see the argument against me doing that stuff. It’s not absolutely unreasonable, just pretty far from the way I view the world. I could see that as an honest disagreement thing—‘She’s a terrible person who sows chaos and violence everywhere she goes.’ Makes sense. I mean, I’d argue against it at trial—if they’d let me.
“But they didn’t,” I said. Another toothy security door waited ahead, locked open, as the corridor curved, circling around the gen pop area we’d just escaped and into what—in my day—had been prepped as expansion areas for administration. Back then, there had been a complex of buildings up above, where my agency had run. There’d been no real need for admin offices down here then. But since those buildings were no longer standing … I was guessing they’d moved operations down here.
“They railroaded me,” I said, “and then, as if that weren’t enough of a kick to the teeth, they toss me in here, hobbled without powers while everyone else gets a free shot at Sienna. Okay, that could be a misunderstanding, up to a point. I’m willing to give the benefit of the doubt again here.
“Up until the second round of fighting where my opponents got to keep their powers,” I said. “And suddenly, we move from not-so-benign neglect into the realm of forced assassination attempt. Which was really stupid on their part, because the whole thing keeps getting me into trouble is that I violently, violently, violently—seven thousand more times ‘violently’—react and possibly overreact when someone tries to kill me, someone I care about, or an innocent person. Not necessarily in that order.” I reached the open door and eyed it suspiciously. It should have been closed by now, but it stood open.
“So you’re saying they’ve made you mad,” June said, keeping pace with me easily.
“It took a little bit,” I said. “I was willing to just deal with the immediate threats—Gert, Clara, Marta—but no, they had to make it obvious that ‘they’—somebody with power, somebody who wanted to use that power to crush me—were running this show from outside. The sham trial was strike one, trying to kill me was strike two. I don’t go for three. The justice system is being twisted against me, and I have no remedy through said system.” I raised my fist at her. “So this is my remedy. And I’m about to ‘remedy’ someone right in the face with it.” I clenched my fist, and it reminded me that I’d broken it. “Ow. Never mind, never mind.” I raised my black baton, held tightly in my left hand. “This. This is going up the person responsible’s ass. Sideways.”
“You really think taking the warden hostage—assuming we can catch him—is going to result in our escape?” June asked. The corridor was still taking a slow bend around. It circled gen pop, and at roughly every quarter of the circle lay a corridor that ran perpendicular, in this case the one leading to the admin offices. We were less than a hundred yards from the turn.
I frowned at her. “I’m not taking the warden hostage to escape. I can escape without his sorry ass. I ran this place, I know the way out.” I shook my head. “I’m going after the warden because I want to know who’s responsible for my current unjust predicament, and I’m going to beat it out of his soft sister ass one way or another.”
“This … is the thing we’re wasting time on instead of escaping?” June’s eyes went wide, and she pointed at the cameras. “They’re watching us right now. Probably loading up the riot gear, putting on their vests. They could be prepping to gas us with suppressant—”
“Maybe,” I said. “That’s more of an issue for you than me—”
“Confronting guards with riot gear is going to be an issue for both of us!”
“The guards will be coming from that direction,” I said, pointing back. “That’s the way to the exit, see. It’s where the guard quarters are.”
“What the hell is this way?” June asked. “Wait—there’s no way out in this direction?”
“Technically, there’s only one way in and one way out of the Cube,” I said, shaking my head, continuing my leisurely jog. “And we’re buried under so many tons of earth that tunneling would be a problem for anyone short of an earth-type meta, any of whom inside are probably under some sort of special protocol, suppressant or something, to keep ’em from tearing through the place. So no, the way out is back there.”
“We’re … why couldn’t we have just gone for the damned exit?” June asked, her mouth hanging slightly open. She was in now, no point in sugarcoating it. “It was straight ahead at the intersection, right? I mean—”
“It’s a no go,” I said, shaking my head. Our footsteps clunked along the corridor, and ahead I could see the turn into the admin areas, as well as the continuation of the circle loop, running straight ahead until it curved out of sight. “They may not have had the Cube itself, where we inmates were, under control, or even this ovoid ring—which is weird—but trust me, the exit goes into super guard mode if so much as a cafeteria tray goes missing. A dozen guards with real big guns cover the hallway, ready to fire with the least little hint of warning.” I’d seen those slitted walls when we came in, hiding the guards behind them with orders to kill on sight anything that tried to escape. I presumed they were still back there; they’d certainly been there in my day and I doubted there was anything in the Supreme Court decision that would have changed that up.
“But … you know another way out?” June’s voice had a trill of hope.
“Probably,” I said, knowing full well we were being watched. “Maybe. I dunno. It was a long time ago, me running this place.”
“Oh … for crying out loud,” June said, the air rushing out of her. “What the hell have I done? I didn’t even want to escape …”
“You don’t have to,” I said. “But I gotta admit, I’d have thought twice about sending you here if I’d known exactly how effed up things were in this dump.” I hooked a left into the admin area. The corridor here was short, leading to one door, marked ADMIN. There was also a metal staircase ahead that looked like it had seen better days.
“Thanks,” June said. “Given where we are, what I’ve done, and what’s ahead … that means almost nothing.”
“Hey, lady, it’s all I got,” I said, hitting the stairs and hustling up. June blew past me, pouring a little of her anger—and meta speed—into the climb.
We came out of the stairwell five flights up, huffing. I’d checked every door on the way up, and they all read ADMIN, which suggested to me they were not exactly what I was looking for, so I kept going. Now we were on the same level as the men’s part of the prison. I didn’t know what time of day it was, thanks to there being no windows, and the lighting level, which normally might have indicated whether it was night, was turned to red for escape. I did appreciate that the escape klaxon was turned to a very manageable level—for me, anyway. June was still cringing. But that could have been at the situation in general.
“Right here,” I said, nodding at a doorway at the end of the hall. It read WARDEN. Bingo.
“Was this your office back in the day?” June asked.
I shook my head. “Mine was up in the facility above. But when we engineered everything, this was where the office part of the complex was placed, in anticipation of expansion. And this,” I pointed at the door, waiting, forbidding, hanging open just slightly, as though the locks had been disengaged, “is the biggest office in the place. Ergo, Bletchely, in his supreme egotism …” And I headed for the door.
“Gotcha,” June said, following me. She eyed the ajar door. “What’s up with the lack of lockdown?”
I pressed my lips together, frowning. “I don’t know, but … whatever. You set?”
She nodded, once, and took up position behind me.
I took one long, deep breath. I had one broken hand, the pain was producing a nice sizzle that had dipped toward not-quite-numbness, and a baton. And I was about to storm the warden’s office, where at least one guard waited for me.
Hubris, thy name is Sienna.
I came around, kicking the door open, baton raised over my head.
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Bletchely’s office was about what I’d expected from that officious ass. Desk in the middle of the large room, a circular conference table in the corner covered in papers as a secondary desk. TV displays mounted both behind the desk and along the wall to my left. The whole space was twenty by twenty, I remembered from the blueprints, and the vast majority of that space did not have any humans in it.
With one exception:
A guard was waiting to my left, but I raced through the door a little too fast for him. He brought his baton down in an overhead swing that missed my hair and grazed my shoulder blades, a pretty egregiously dumb error on his part. If he’d swung sideways at me, he could have just about clotheslined my head off.
Instead, June came charging through the door after me and grabbed him by the arm, slamming him into the TV monitors mounted on the wall behind him. It wasn’t a pretty thing; she lifted him bodily and hurled him into them. He hit them, shattering two, and bringing a hail of broken glass down with him as he thudded to the floor, helmet slipping off to reveal utterly slack features, the loose jaw and closed eyes of a man who was completely out.
That left me with one problem to deal with.
But it was a big one.
Bletchely was standing behind his desk with a gun.
A real one.
“Shit!” I shouted, lurching to a stop as the guard impacted the ground behind me. Bletchely’s gun was raised, covering the door, shaking slightly—
I hurled my baton offhand, out of instinct more than conscious thought. It was a clumsy throw, but it frisbeed through the air—
And clocked Bletchely in the face, just as he was turning the gun around …
On himself.
It fired, missing the warden and hitting the ceiling. Bletchely collapsed, blood spraying out of his nose from the baton strike. I charged the desk, but June beat me to it, leaping over and ripping the pistol out of his hand. She stretched it out to me as I came around the desk, in no hurry now that the trouble was resolved. Damn my lack of meta speed. And healing, I thought as I tested my not-quite-numb right hand. Though even with my powers, it wouldn’t have healed immediately.
“What have we here?” I took the pistol from June, giving it a quick once-over. It was a Sig Sauer P226, pretty standard government issue pistol I’d used a thousand times before. I liked it, though this vanilla variant wasn’t quite as accurate as some of the more specialized ones with crisper, lighter trigger pulls. Still, any old port in a storm. I put the front sight against the edge of the desk and pushed down, carefully racking the slide back enough to make sure there was a round in the chamber. All I needed was to get into a fight and find out then that Bletchely had fired the only round in the gun and it’d be the end of me.
“Was he going to shoot himself?” June asked, dragging the warden up by his collar and laying him out on the desk.
Bletchely just sobbed, all that illusion of power he’d carried only minutes earlier, down in the Cube, dissolved away like salt in the rain. “I … I …” Tears just rolled down his cheeks.
“What’s with the hasty, final exit plan?” I asked, staring down at him. June wasn’t even holding him any place anymore, he was just lying there, in a pose of total submission. He hadn’t even lifted his head off the desk; he lay there like he was crucified to it. I brandished the gun in front of him. “There’s no coming back from this, you know? And you have so much to live for.”
Bletchely didn’t summon a coherent answer in the timeframe I’d mentally allotted. He just sobbed for, oh, five seconds or so, and I kinda lost patience.
“I think we should try a poison version of waterboarding,” I said to June. That raised her eyebrows.
“I will tell you whatever you want to know,” Bletchely said, folding immediately, as I’d suspected he would.
“Who wants me dead?” I asked, cutting right to the nub. I hovered over him, looking him right in the eye.
“I don’t know who’s ultimately behind it,” Bletchely said, “but my contact person’s name was Berenger.”
“But not Tom Berenger, right?” I asked. “Because you’ve already got Sigourney Weaver working as doctor, and this would put us one contestant away from Celebrity Jeopardy. Which generally sucks.”
“Why does Celebrity Jeopardy suck?” June asked.
“Because most of the time celebs are tragically stupid,” I said, not taking my attention away from Bletchely. “Almost like most of them got there on looks alone.” I stared down at Bletchely. “Tell me about Berenger. Who is he? How does he fit in here?”
“It’s a she,” he said, shaking his head. “She works for the Gondry Administration. Department of Justice somewhere. She has some real power behind her, because—she got recommended—put in charge, really—by someone way up the chain. I got a letter from the Attorney General himself telling me I reported to her now.” Bletchely was breathing hard, like he’d just run a marathon. Which he hadn’t. Getting here from the Cube was a 440 at most. “I read between the lines … had a conversation with my immediate boss … her word was law for me.” He squinted his eyes shut. “Anything she told me to do … I was to do. So I did.”
“What did she tell you to do?” I asked, surprisingly calm considering I was peeling the onion of who was trying to kill me.
“She wanted you to go,” Bletchely said. “Quietly. We had … discussions. Knew you’d be a problem.”
“You called that one,” June muttered.
“She wanted that problem gone,” he said. “Minimal fuss.”
“What about my trial?” I asked. “Who quarterbacked that fiasco?”
Bletchely shook his head. “That’s … Department of Justice. Not my bailiwick. I only dealt with this side of things, in the prison, unrelated to trial.”
“Who did handle that side?” I asked, leaning over him.
He made a limp shrug, still lying lifeless upon the top of his desk, pale as if he’d bled out on the beautiful cherrywood. Bet that cost taxpayers a small fortune. “Department of Justice. I dunno. The Attorney General? The meta court? No idea. Like I said … my purview was narrow, and I … I did what I was told.”
“And this, to you, is a valid excuse for prisoner mistreatment?” I put a little cold fury into my voice, even though I was actually relieved to hear him say that I wasn’t just being paranoid, that indeed, they were out to get me. Yay.
And boo.
“I … you’re a bad person,” Bletchely said, squeezing his eyes tightly shut. “You’ve killed … so many people … I don’t need this trouble, I—”
“You’re a good person,” I said, “who follows orders, helps facilitate show trials, and arranges the murder of powerless prisoners in your custody.”
He opened his eyes, and somewhere in his cowardice, he found it in himself to smirk, disgustedly, at me. “Oh … you’re powerless, are you?”
“Comparatively,” I said. He had a fair point there; I was standing over him with a gun, after all, in spite of his best efforts. “So … why try and end it now? You rolled on Berenger pretty quick. Why not just cough up the answers the minute I walked through the door?”
He closed his eyes again, shook his head. Said nothing.
“The hell?” June nudged his leg.
Bletchely opened his eyes, and let out a new sob, though he was plainly trying to hold it in. “Please … just kill me.”
I hadn’t even pointed the gun at him. I traded a look with June; she was as confused as I was. “Why?” I asked. He didn’t answer, so I leaned in. “Is it Berenger? Are you afraid of her?”
He laughed, then broke into a sob. “No. No. Not at all. What’s she going to do? Fire me?” He laughed again, and once more it deteriorated into a full-blown ugly cry. “Please … if I tell you … will you promise to kill me? Before you go?”
I looked at June. She was moving from curiosity to slight alarm, a pose I was with her fully on. I turned back to Bletchely. “What the hell, man?” I raised the gun to point at the ceiling. “What did you do?”
He shook his head. “I … I’m ruined.” He sniffled. “I knew … knew you’d come for me. And that’s … bad … but …”
This was getting worrisome.
“But … you’re not getting out.” He laughed and cried again. It was really quite manic. And alarming. “The front entrance is sealed tight. They’ll shoot anyone who approaches … before they even get close.” He forced a smile, but failed, and it turned down. “There’s no way out.”
“That’s … not entirely true,” I said.
He seized my sleeve so fast that June slammed him back into the desk, thinking it was an attack on my person. Bletchely gasped, but the pain didn’t keep him down for long. “You—” He looked me in the eyes, a faint flame of hope. “You can get us out? From here?”
“I … maybe could …” I said, staring down at him, a tingle running across the nerves of my scalp. Every alarm bell in my head was going off. First, he wanted to kill himself, then he wanted me to kill him …
Now he wanted to escape?
With me?
“Oh, shit,” I said, taking a step back from Bletchely. The monitors behind him were tuned to news channels, but there had to be … there—
“What is it?” June asked as I snatched up the remote. It wasn’t quite a standard TV remote, but it did have a SOURCE button, which I hit, and it flipped the TVs from network television, which was a series of boring reports about diplomatic tensions with Russia over some foreign military exercises in the Baltic to—
To—
“You dumb motherf—” I said, taking a step back from the wall of monitors. It was all there, in the schematic of the prison, the same one that showed the state of affairs in every guard control room, probably. I turned my fury on Bletchely. “Why? Why, you—you—you ginormous frigging idiot? Why would you—”
“Because … you were going to kill me,” Bletchely said, sniffing, tears running down his face. “I knew it … you were going to get me and … do things to me and … and I couldn’t get the doors to close in the ring, so …” He closed his eyes, and the salty drops just ran down his pale cheeks, mottled with red, “… so I did the only thing I could and …” He turned his eyes toward the monitors, showing the doors to the Cube highlighted in red—
Unlocked.
Open.
“—I let them loose … to stop you …” Bletchely said. His eyes were back to hopeless. “And now … they’ll be coming … for all of us …”
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I cold-cocked Warden Bletchely with my Sig, slugging him so hard that if I’d had my meta strength, his head would have dissolved into paste. As it was, I knocked his cowardly ass out right there on his desk. He went slack, almost sliding off, but his upper body weight kept him in place, leaving his legs to dangle loosely over the edge.
June was staring at the prison schematic. “This is, uh …”
“Bad,” I said. “The word is ‘bad.’” There was a lot of red on that map. Every door in the place was wide open.
“You think he ordered everyone loosed while he was running from us?” June asked. She shook her head. “That’s crazy. He could have locked us in. He could have—”
“Maybe,” I said, staring at the scary hellscape rendered in map form. One of the schematics was 3D, and it looked like he hadn’t just unlocked the ladies' prison. The men’s prison was open, too, which—considering men tended to get jail time at the ratio of ten to one, was … worrying. “He said he couldn’t lock down the corridors in the ring. Maybe he panicked.” I looked at the warden, now sleeping blissfully on his desk. “Scratch that. He was definitely panicking. I don’t know why he panicked in that stupid direction when there were clearly saner ones—”
“People lose their minds in fear over you,” June said, shaking her head. “They see Sienna Nealon after them and they don’t even think—‘Hey, she’s human. She makes errors.’”
“Spoken like the person who once preyed on my very humanity in order to empty my brains out the side of my head.”
June shrugged. She didn’t look particularly repentant. “I knew you were human. Everybody else seems to miss that.”
“Shit,” I muttered, tearing my eyes off the monitors.
“Can we still get out of here?” June asked. “Using your planned exit?”
“Yeah, it’s on the very bottom of the wheel,” I said, pointing at the map. We were at the 3 o’clock position, my putative escape lay at 6 o’clock. “We can get there, probably before any of the escapees even reach this part of the complex.” I took a step toward the door. “Let’s—”
And I stopped.
June was halfway to the door and sensed my stop. “What?” She looked back at me.
The monitors next to the door were tuned to security camera footage. The riot I’d been aiming to start? It was in full swing in the men’s section of the cube, a rampaging meta battle going on in the square. Another monitor showed the front entrance, and the firing squad was drilling attempted escapees on their way out, shooting them down every time one of them appeared in the junction before the elevator. Flashes of gunfire turned the camera displays white with their heat. The guards were lined up in two rows, the first kneeling in front of the second, shooting straight into any prisoner that tried to make a break for it.
I couldn’t tell from the low fidelity of the monitor, but there had to be twenty, thirty bodies already piled up there. And with the fracas going on in the men’s section …
“We should go,” June said.
“We should,” I said. But didn’t move.
“Uhmmm, Sienna?” June was moving her head, weaving a little, trying to get my attention. “Exit? Immediatamente? Uh, now-o?”
“That last one is not Spanish,” I said, staring at the monitors. At the chaos. “It’s not even Pig Latin.” I sighed.
“What are you doing?” June asked, more quietly this time.
“Agonizing,” I said, looking down at the pistol in my hand. “Sinking into my own head for a minute. Dwelling on consequences.”
“You didn’t olly olly oxenfree this entire prison, okay?” June tried to catch my gaze. “You didn’t ask for this. You wanted to do your time, and—you heard it straight from the horse’s ass mouth—they wanted you dead.”
“That’s the problem, isn’t it?” I chewed on my lower lip. “Every time … I always have to hit ’em back. You hurt the innocent, you break the law … I’m the hammer of that law. The thin line between order and chaos in the meta world.” I pushed my fingers through my hair, pulling it as I hit tangles from days without a shower. I must have looked like a dirty animal. “Even when I was a criminal … I’d go out of my damned way by thousands of miles to mess up other criminals. To put things right. To cut off the toes they put over the line.”
June looked at the monitors with great significance. “I don’t think you’re going to be able to cut off this many toes. It’s more than just a dance line.”
“Yeah,” I said, shaking my head, going for the door. “You’re right. I don’t have powers, and this gun only has 15 shots left. Time to vacate the premises.”
We burst out of the office and into the hall, heading for the T intersection ahead. “We go left, circle around,” I said. “There’s an old air shaft they used during construction. I made sure they didn’t plug it, just in case I ever needed a way in during a lockdown. But it’s got a pretty thick casing of concrete around it, and it’s buried a foot or two below the ground, so—I hope you don’t mind bruising your knuckles.” I held up my useless right hand. “Because mine? Not so much of help, even if I had my powers.”
“I can break through two rounds of concrete if it means getting the hell out of here,” June said as we hit the crossing. She veered left, and I—
Stopped.
Again.
“Um?” June asked, pausing twenty feet down the loop.
“I know,” I said, looking back around the ring. “I know.”
“If you know,” she said, jogging over to me and taking me by the arm, “why don’t we goooooo?” She rhymed and made a stupid voice to drive the point home.
It was right there, just a quarter of the way around the perimeter circle. A storage room, a wall, boom, an exit. I had all the necessary ingredients, and we’d be popping out in the woods above the prison while the rest of the damned world was still waking up to the fact there was an epic level riot going on in the country’s only supervillain prison.
And I’d be back on the run.
Again.
“I can’t do it,” I said, and the strength went out of my legs. June tugged at my arm, but not hard, and I pulled back.
“Yes, you can,” she said. “We can. Bust out, we’re free. Zoom, zoom.”
“You’ve been down that road, June,” I said. “They’ll come after us … they’ll kill us this time, no questions, no nice attempts to subdue us first. They will shoot us down like dogs. Just like they did to—”
“Ell,” June whispered. Her face fell, all that hope that had been there a moment earlier … gone with the memory of her lost love.
“Yeah,” I said.
She let go of my hand. “I don’t want to stay here.” She pointed at the hallway behind me. There were sounds echoing down it. “I don’t want to fight … all that.”
“You don’t have to,” I said. “Go to the storage room. Hardly anyone’s going to make it all the way around the horn to there. Turtle up. You can surrender when they send in the troops—and they eventually will. Play dead, even, then they’ll have no reason to shoot you. They’re not going to massacre the entire place, it’ll look way worse for them that way. And it’s already going to look bad enough as it is.”
“Okay, so, let’s do that together,” she said, and waved me toward her.
I took a long breath. “I … can’t.”
Her mouth hung slightly open. “… Why not?”
It was like a clarion call in my mind.
“I’ve forgotten a lot after my little Scotland excursion,” I said. “I got my ass kicked … hard … by another succubus. She took some of my memories, made me forget … lots of things.” Little chills ran up and down the skin on the back of my neck. “I’ve been back in the USA for six months … running … til now.” My face settled, a cold sense of unreality falling over me as I put into words an uneasy sensation that had been plaguing me for months. “It’s like … some days I wake up and look in the mirror and … I don’t even know who I am.”
June listened in silence, though there was a faint noise in the distance. “That sucks. But if we keep standing here—”
“I’ve forgotten a lot,” I said, “but I remember this one thing about myself that seems to have gotten lost in the last couple years, even before Scotland …” I felt my jaw tighten. “I don’t run from the fight. And this … jailbreak, riot, whatever … is a fight that no one else ought to have to wade into.”
“You have no powers at the moment,” June said. “None.”
“I’ve got a gun and fifteen or so rounds,” I said, brandishing the Sig. “I’m no daisy.”
“There are literally hundreds of prisoners back there, male and female, that would like to tear you to pieces like a chimpanzee.”
I stared at her. “Chimpanzee?”
“Yeah, they actually go to war with each other,” June said, “and it’s brutal. They have six times the strength of a human and zero compunction about massacring their fellow chimp during fights. They will literally shred them.”
“Ewww,” I said, “And also … that sounds a lot like metas. Sort of.”
“You are going to walk into that,” she said. “Your gun runs dry, you’ll be fighting metas hand to hand without powers—and they can touch you, Sienna.” She looked at me with great significance. “These female prisoners hate you. But those male prisoners that are on the loose? Probably also hate you … and haven’t seen a woman in a while—”
“That’s a real subtle implication, there, June,” I said. “But I’m kinda done with the running bullshit.” I ejected the magazine and checked the number of rounds. Yep. Fifteen, counting the one in the chamber. I slammed it back home. “I’m sick of the running. You run from your fears and they just get worse. They own you, forever. Stand and fight back … maybe you do die—but you do it on your feet.”
“Like a man?” she asked, mockingly. “You can go out with your boots on, if you want, Doc Holliday—no way for me.” She shook her head. “I’ve tried to save you throughout but—this is insane. You are throwing yourself into the teeth of—pick a beast. Lion, tiger—”
“Bear, oh my,” I said.
“Death,” she said, eyes wide. “You are literally throwing yourself into death.”
I smiled, wanly. “Well, Death was my great-grandfather, so … you could say I’m just following a family tradition.”
She looked pale and took a step back. “Come with me, Sienna. Don’t do this.”
“I’m not running, June,” I said, keeping the Sig by my side. “But you should. Find the storeroom. Either hunker down or escape. Whatever you do, I don’t blame you a bit.” I turned back to the right, to the long hallway toward the front of the Cube. “But I gotta go do this thing.”
I started off at a run.
“You’re going to die!” June called after me.
“We all die sometime,” I called back. “And when I do go? It’s not going to be helpless, on my knees, or with the knowledge that I did less than everything I could to smash back the tides of chaos.”
“You’re going to lose!” she shouted down the hall.
“It won’t be the first time,” I said, done with shouting. She could hear me anyway. “But at least a dozen assholes are going to lose before me. Plus...To thine own self be true,” I muttered, thinking of Harry's words. And off I went. 
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Sophie
Four Years Ago
 
“Why does Wolfe think better of you than every one of the rest of these assholes combined?” Sienna asked the moment they were alone, standing in the shade of an old barn that someone had rehabbed into a home.
It was steamy, the normally dry Texas heat coupled with the high humidity required to keep the plant life growing in this pocketed corner of the state into a potent mixture. Sophie felt the sweat roll down her back at a trickle. “I hate suits,” Sophie said, unbuttoning her collar. “Blouses. I don’t really care for the climate of Texas, either, especially during the summer months.”
“The hell does that have to do with my question?” Sienna asked, eyes slitted.
“I don’t believe that Wolfe has told you a damned thing about me,” Sophie said, staring off into the distance.
“You’re right,” Sienna said, “but that in itself tells me something about you. He could barely hold back his snarls of contempt for your posse back there—exempting Penelope, because he apparently he had nothing to say there, either—but you—you—you show up, and the world’s biggest psychotic douchebag goes radio silent except for a slightly affirming word two days ago?” She shook her head. “You have history.”
“I’ve lived long enough and traveled far enough to have history with just about everyone in our world,” Sophie said. “If you manage to survive as long as I have, you will, too. It won’t be a good history, based on what I’ve seen of your personality—”
“Now you’re critiquing my personality? Screw you, Sophie—or whatever your name is,” Sienna said, turning away.
“You don’t have many friends at this point, Sienna,” Sophie said. “You might try not alienating the few people who do come your way.”
“People seeking my help are not my friends,” Sienna said. “The government employees at various levels I have to work with to solve meta problems? Not my buds. Nice guys and gals. Sometimes we have drinks after a job—but not my friends. And you don’t know who my friends are, okay?”
“I know your brother is the only one working with you at this point,” Sophie said.
“Well, when you’re as awesome as I am, who needs lesser metas to trip over?” Sienna asked. She was smiling tightly. “Besides … I’m never lonely. My head’s completely full.”
“That’s hardly the same as having friends who can save you if you get in over said head,” Sophie said.
“I beat the ass off of Sovereign,” Sienna said. “I don’t get in over my head.” She stared to turn to leave.
“You’re a damned lightweight,” Sophie said, finally snapping. “You beat one guy.”
“I beat a hundred and one,” Sienna said, whirling on her. “You forget about Century?”
“Flash-frying them doesn’t count. And if you know the number of the people you’ve killed … you’re still an amateur.”
“You want to test me?” Sienna raised a hand and it burst into flame.
Sophie just smiled, brushing hair out of her eyes. “You shouldn’t tangle with someone whose power you don’t know. It’s a good way to get killed.”
“Have you killed lots of people, Sophie?” Sienna asked, brows furrowing as her eyes narrowed.
Sophie took a long, slow breath. “There are whole battlefields sowed with bones because of me.” She let the breath out. “In my day … humans were disposable.”
“Your day is done,” Sienna said.
“Don’t I know it,” Sophie said. “This is why I don’t go around killing all willy-nilly anymore.”
“And here I figured it was the invention of the gun that put the fear of not-gods in you.”
Sophie felt a smile curl across her face. “You’re so young … but you think you know everything. I wish I remembered what that felt like.”
“Being young? I can tell by your face it’s been a long while. Don’t blame you for forgetting. Do metas get Alzheimer’s?”
Sophie felt the slight burn. “You’re really quite good at getting under peoples’ skin, aren’t you?”
“Runs in the family,” Sienna said. “My mom was really good at pissing people off, too.”
“You don’t know everything,” Sophie said.
“Plainly. I didn’t know you people were hiding all this time while I was fighting the greatest meta battle ever in history.”
“I can understand your anger, feeling like you were alone in that. But you weren’t—”
“I doubt you understand my anger,” Sienna said, letting flame creep out of her fingers again.
“You think you’re the only one who’s been angry in your life?” Sophie asked. How hot was it out here? She felt like there was a fire under her collar, as sure as if Sienna had lit it. “Mad enough from the hurts you’ve suffered—from your mother or father stomping all over you—to look for targets to take your rage out on?” Sophie stared her down. “You think you’re the only one who’s killed and not given a damn? In my day we didn’t need a moral excuse like you do to fit in with modern society—and you’re failing at that, by the way.”
“I’m failing to fit in with society? What a stunning revelation you’ve gifted me here. Why, I had no idea. Also, you could have been a little more subtle about where you were heading in the lead-up to that bomb, since you already told me I have no friends.” Sienna raised her hands beside her head and mimed a bomb going off. “Whoa. Totally blew my mind. Amazeballs.”
“I’m starting to see why your mother locked you up,” Sophie said. “I think it might have been more for your protection than hers.”
“You don’t know shit about my mother or me,” Sienna said. “So … pipe down, peanut gallery, or—”
“Or what?” Sophie asked. Yes, it was warm under her collar.
“Or I’ll show you my anger,” Sienna said, and she was completely over the top, burning from both hands now. “Up close, personal—and all up in your face, Sigourney.”
Sophie turned away, drawing a steaming hot breath. It was sweltering, wasn’t it? She shed her jacket, limp and soaked from sweat, tossing it to the ground. “You’re a child.”
“And you’re totally the adult in the room,” Sienna said. “Any room, actually. Except maybe when you’re standing with the rest of your crew over there, since apparently they consider you their errand girl. Tell me something—does it ever get old, being the bitch for a bunch of washed-up, chickenshit gods—”
There was a kind of snap in Sophie’s head, a feeling she hadn’t experienced in … so very long …
And she was suddenly there, in Sienna’s face, a fist racing through the space between them, a punch thrown at such a speed that she wondered if she’d aged back in time. It had been a long, long while since she’d thrown a fist in anger, and it felt so … strange …
It caught Sienna on the chin and she tumbled backward, feet flying over her head from the force and the surprise.
She hadn’t even seen it coming.
Sienna tumbled through the dirt and back to her feet, rising to float a few inches above the ground. Blood seeped out of her nose, and her teeth were out of alignment. “Whooo,” she said, brushing fingers against her mouth as everything straightened out of its own accord. Wolfe at work. “That was not a bad punch, there, grandma. Fast, too. Surprisingly little telegraphing.”
“I was born before the telegraph,” Sophie said, staring her down.
“You were born before the stars themselves,” Sienna said. Blood dripped down her lip, and Sophie couldn’t take her eyes off it. “But at the rate you’re going, you won’t survive another five minutes—”
“Wait—” Sophie said. She had a regret. “I shouldn’t have—”
“You’re right about that,” Sienna said, and suddenly she was there, right next to Sophie, and the punch was like a meteor streaking out of the sky.
Sophie went airborne, feet off the ground, her jaw cracking as she flew.
“But like I said—you won’t long survive it,” Sienna said, already there as Sophie came down, fist raised high. It came down on Sophie’s face, again and again as the dust of Texas rose around them.
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Sienna
 
I only made it about a hundred feet down the hall before the roots of a plan took hold and turned me around. I jogged back to the intersection where I’d left June, but she was already gone. The sound of her footfalls rang out on the metal floor, moving swiftly away from me, toward the storeroom.
Good. That was the smarter play for her. Hell, for me, too.
But I never was one for making the smart moves.
I took off toward Bletchely’s office, listening as best I could with my human ears, clutching my pistol in my left hand and hoping the right would go really numb soon. It was still aching badly, but I knew from training that a busted hand, once it went numb, could be thrown viciously and without concern for damage. I could use it like the most brutal of clubs because I wouldn’t be able to feel any damage to it. It wouldn’t be a ton of use against metas, but still … any little edge I could get would be nice, since now it was just dead weight hanging at the end of my arm.
Bletchely was still unconscious on his desk when I slipped back in. He did not stir as I made my way over to him, set down my Sig, grabbed up a cup of cold coffee and threw it in his face.
“Gahhhhhh!” He shot to life, bleeding from the nose and mouth and wild-eyed.
I seized him and kneed him in the gut, then slammed him back down to the desk, putting my weight on him and manhandling him with one hand. He didn’t fight it, even though—all things being equal—he might have been able to overpower me if he really tried. I mean, I’d probably kill him before he could pull it off, but … he might be able to if he tried. And didn’t die in the process.
“Okay, dickhead,” I said, “let’s talk turkey.”
“Wha—I answered your questions,” Bletchely said, sniveling into a whine. Okay, maybe he couldn’t overpower me. “What do you want from me?”
“How do I activate the suppressant in this place?” I asked. “Really douse every surface, you know disinfect it of all powers?”
He shook his head. “You can’t.”
“Like hell,” I said. “I know you can do it.”
“You can do it in the Cube itself,” Bletchely said, “but not in the ring hallways. They cut our funding before we could implement that.”
That … was not good. And also incredibly stupid. “What the hell?” I asked.
“It was the ducting,” Bletchely was shaking his head. “The place is built underground, adding the new piping in the hallways would require tunneling … and—”
“Okay, I don’t give a shit about the intricacies of what you deal with in budget meetings,” I said. “No suppressant anywhere but the cell blocks. Fine. Tell me how to turn that on.” And then let’s hope that the vast majority of meta prisoners were still in there. For no particular reason. Decency? LOL.
“It’s—it’s over there,” he said, indicating a keyboard nested below the displays behind his desk.
I dragged him in that direction, plopping his near dead-weight against the small table it rested on it like I was shoving around a willing—albeit heavy—toddler. Not that I would ever shove around a toddler. Probably. “Tell me what to do. And for the first time ever, I’ll actually listen to you.”
“It’s in the … countermeasures menu,” he said, and I one-handed typed and point-clicked my way through a few menus until I found COUNTERMEASURES. He was nodding encouragement. “Yeah, there … you see it?”
It was hard to miss. SUPPRESSANT, big bold letters. I clicked it. “Authorization code?”
“Uhm … Password1,” he said. “With an exclamation point at the end.”
“That is the dumbest password I have ever heard,” I said, typing it in.
“Well, I need to be able to remember it. And they require numbers and special characters.”
“Whatever,” I said, and hit enter. “You need a lesson in infosec, badly.”
I looked up at the monitors by the door to see gas spraying down on the cell blocks. There were a surprising number of people still in there, hanging out, enjoying the companionship of being part of a riot, I guess, but not really committed to busting out. Or maybe they were looking for me or avoiding me. Either way, I doused those assholes like insects, then headed back to the doors menu and re-initiated lockdown, something I should have done ten minutes earlier, the last time we’d been in here with Bletchely, if I’d been thinking straight.
“How do I lock down the rest of the ring?” I asked, once it was done. I flipped the security monitors from the cell block in the Cube to the exterior hallway and admin areas. The infirmary was, as near as I could tell, on the 180 degree opposite side of the wheel from where I was right now.
“You … can’t,” he said, shaking his head, blood running down his cheek. “I told you, it wasn’t working.”
“Why not?”
“I don’t know,” he said, sighing. “The only online door locks out in the corridors were the ones to the exit.”
“Okay, I’m locking those down,” I said, tip tapping away. I flipped up the monitors to the exit hallway, and damn, there was a big body count unfolding there. Guards were still letting loose like crazy with full auto rifles, and it was like a wall of corpses had formed with people scrambling for the exit and failing perpetually.
The door started to shut as a male meta scrambled for it, the partition rising between him and the long corridor with the guards taking aim down it. He was scrambling, using the door as cover. He leapt at the last second, and I cringed.
He got cut in half by the door closing. It caught him at the waist, severing him neatly. The guards peppered him to death with shots as his upper body just hung there, writhing, then crashed down to the floor once the door closed, severed in half.
“Oh my God,” Bletchely breathed. He turned a sickly shade of green.
“You’re such a wuss,” I said, rolling my eyes at him.
“Do you realize what you’ve done?” Bletchely asked, croaking.
“Yeah, I’ve just redirected the flow of prisoners who are out of the cell blocks out into the ring,” I said, taking a deep breath. With the exit cut off, anybody who hadn’t gotten caught in and suppressed was now wandering the circular road that led basically nowhere. There were only three stops on that wheel, with the entry now cut off—the storeroom area at 6 o’clock, where June was, the infirmary and whatever else lay at the 9 o’clock position, and finally the warden’s office here at 3 o’clock, as well as the admin offices on the floors below. I looked at Bletchely. “Who else is working in this section right now?”
“No one,” Bletchely said, shaking his head. “It’s midnight. Graveyard shift. The administration that’s on is all in the area past the exit. Where you were kept during trial.”
“Thank heaven for small blessings,” I said. “And no one works in the storeroom areas?”
“No.”
“What about in the infirmary?” I asked. “What else is over there?”
“Guard breakroom,” he said. “But they’ll be all … out dealing with this.” He squinched up his face. “You probably locked most of them in the cell block.” He shivered.
Okay, that was bad. “I’ll … deal with that later,” I said. At least the people who were abusing them were unpowered. Maybe they could be negotiated with. Maybe they’d take hostages and make demands.
Or maybe they’d just kill the guards in a fit of rage.
Ugh. That would be kinda on me.
“One thing at a time,” I muttered. “Is anyone working in the infirmary?”
“That new doctor,” Bletchely said. “Sigourney Weaver.”
I almost snorted. “Helen Slaughter.”
He blinked. “Oh. Wow. ‘Hell and slaughter’? How did I not notice that before?”
“I wouldn’t worry about it,” I said, trying to pull up camera feeds of the wheel. “You’ve managed to pull off hell and slaughter all by yourself, no need for help from her.” Though I had a feeling she could probably take care of herself, wherever she was. “Anyone else working? Anyone defenseless?”
His eyes darted. “Well … there’s me …”
“Someone worth saving, I mean.”
His mouth moved up and down. “I—I—I’m worth saving—I have people who count on me–”
“Bullshit.”
His eyes went up, as he tried to think. “Well … okay. But I do have a Shih-tzu …”
“I’m sure someone will adopt it.”
“But it’s already a rescue dog!”
“Is there anything else I can do from here to slow the progress of any escapees trickling around the ring?” I asked.
He shook his head. “No. You’ve done everything you can. They’ll come this way.”
“They were already going to, dumbass. You saw to that, remember?” I left him lying there and went back to the desk, scooping up the Sig in my working hand as I went.
“You’re … just going to leave me here?” he asked, sliding down a little.
“I’d take you with me, but … honestly you stand a better chance of survival here,” I said, almost to the door. I looked at the monitors. There were definitely prisoners coming this way now. I couldn’t count how many, or tell which level they were on, but they were coming this way. Probably a half dozen at least.
“Take me with you,” Bletchely said, pulling himself up. He was a bloody mess, mostly because of me.
“I don’t need any more dead weight right now,” I said, holding up my right hand in all its uselessness. “Stay here. Hunker down. Or go join June in the storeroom if you’d like—but you better run, cuz … trouble’s coming.” I smiled and turned the knob, pushing out with my back, and leaving the warden alone in his office to contemplate the hell coming his way … that he’d unleashed on himself.
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Reed
New York
 
“Office building is clear,” Greg said through the fritzing of my earpiece. “Confirmed. Got a drone heading into the silo now …” A minute passed. “… Silo clear.”
I was heading across the parking lot toward the old factory, trying to muster up my non-Dutch courage. There seemed to be little doubt that whatever remained here, it was likely to involve the Custis family, with all their meta power.
“Have you actually encountered these people before?” I asked. Augustus and Jamal were with me, but Angel was leading the way, rifle in hand. Eilish was bringing up the rear, about twenty feet behind us, watching like something was going to jump out at her.
“Just saw the patriarch across the parking lot,” Augustus said, “right before somebody put a faux boulder through the reporter he was talking to.”
“Such a nasty little frame,” Jamal said. “I still bet he shocked that poor bastard to lock his muscles. Keep him from dodging.”
“Couldn’t have happened to a bigger douchebag, but still,” Augustus said, “dude didn’t deserve to die. And we didn’t deserve to be made patsies for it.”
“These people are sidewinders,” I said. We were almost to the looming, dark main entry into the factory. The overhead lights were glowing down, shedding gentle illumination over the parking lot.
Greg popped up out of nowhere, a little remote control in his hand. “Drones are going in now. I’ll see if I can get—” He paused, cocked his head. “One of them just went down. Two. Three …”
“Someone’s using electricity in there,” Jamal said, stiffening slightly.
“That would seem to suggest at least one of the Custis family is present,” I said, holding up at the door. “J.J.—you have the exits covered from above?”
“I’m watching,” J.J. said. “Nobody’s running. Yet.”
“Ooohkay,” I said, “well, we’re in here in as big a numbers as we’re gonna get. Jamal, if you lead the way, can you absorb any stray voltage?”
“Should be able to, yeah,” Jamal said, and he started through the door.
“I’m on your six,” Angel said, sweeping in after him. “You sop up the electricity, I’ll return fire.”
“Aim for the leg, okay?” Jamal pocketed his phone. “We need these suckers alive.”
“Leg hit doesn’t guarantee that,” Angel said, “but I’ll try not to kill ’em.”
“Heh,” Augustus said. “That’s something Sienna used to say.” He exchanged a look with me. “About there not being any safe place to shoot a person.”
“Well, she’d know,” I said, ducking in after Angel and Jamal. “She’s certainly shot enough of them.”
“How many did she kill up in Maple Grove?” Augustus asked.
“I don’t know that they issued a tally,” I said. The factory was dark, and we were in an entry hallway. Jamal and Angel were ahead; the hall snaked right. “But from what I saw from the air … a hundred? Two hundred, maybe?”
“Oof,” Augustus said.
“That’s … probably not going to be easily explainable at her trial, then,” Eilish said, following in after Greg. “‘Why, no, your honor, I swear I didn’t kill all those people—some died of blood loss, y’see, not the initial shot’ …”
“She saw a problem and dealt with it,” Greg said. “They were mercenaries with illegal weapons in the employ of a drug cartel with a hostage,” he waved his hand toward Angel, who looked back and nodded, “and trespassing on private property. If the police had been called to deal with it, how many dozens of the cops would have been killed in the exchange of fire?”
“Maybe you should be her lawyer,” Eilish said.
“I could explain away almost everything Sienna has done, very easily,” Greg said, and frowned. “Lost another drone.”
“Electrical surge,” Jamal said. He and Angel were poised at the edges of a doorway that—I was guessing—led out onto the factory floor.
“Should we go quiet?” Angel asked, meta-low.
“They know we’re coming,” Greg said, looking up from his control. “I haven’t seen them on camera but they keep blasting my drones out of the air.”
“That’s no reason not to at least try,” I said. “Let’s—”
A bolt of lightning shot in through the doorway, catching Jamal flatfooted. He jerked and spasmed, the blast of lightning like something out of the last Thor movie, larger than any normal bolt had to be.
Jamal went flying into the wall, the stray voltage bleeding off into the concrete floor and making my feet tingle.
“Whoa!” The rifle flew out of Angel’s hand and her hair stood up on the ends, little shocks sparking between the strands. She staggered and took a step back.
And that was just from the excess voltage that bled through the ground from where Jamal had been standing when the blast hit him.
“Welp, either they’ve taken the superserum, or combined their powers to go full Thor: Ragnarok on our asses!” I shouted, creating a wind tunnel effect behind Jamal’s fallen form that blew him back down the hall toward us and relative safety.
Augustus caught his brother, thrusting a finger into his neck. “Still alive. Guess he just exceeded his storage capacity.”
“Think it exceeded … more than that,” Jamal said, teeth clamped together like his muscles had all been contracted.
Another flash lit through the doorway, and Angel screamed and hit the deck. Lightning surged through the wall where she’d been standing a moment earlier; her reflex speed powers had saved her as the electricity clawed through into the hallway, a tree-trunk sized bolt spending against the far wall.
“If they’ve got … power like that,” Jamal said, his jaw gradually unlocking from the shock as he spoke, “I think we can assume … they can read the electromagnetic signature of a body at this … distance.”
That was worrisome. “Everybody out!” I shouted, and blew them all out the way we came, into the night.
Except Augustus, who anchored his feet, the concrete floor busting apart, rock and gravel elements crawling all up over him. His face disappeared under a suit of stone armor, and the rocky grip disappeared as he flexed, now ten feet tall and growing. “Time for the big boys to get in here and do their thang, amirite?”
“You’re right,” I said, rising up off the ground, and raised my voice. “STORM WARNING!” I shouted down the hall.
And then I started a tornado in the factory.
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Sienna
 
I ran down the long, curving hall, alone save for me and my bestest friend, Sig Sauer. Fifteen bullets, that was all I had. Fifteen bullets and my wits. And a broken hand.
Hopefully the fifteen bullets and my wits would do the trick, because the hand? Still useless. And aching. Oh, so aching.
The clang of footsteps on the metal was worrying, especially when I heard the echo of steps approaching me. I was sure that, based on the tempo, I had metas heading my way, so I stopped and tried to make myself a silent hole in the hallway. Maybe if I was lucky, they wouldn’t know exactly where I was before—
“What have we here?” a dude with a wobbly neck asked, coming around the corner. He walked with a hand on the front of his pants, and his upper body swayed, like a snake dancer coming out of a jar. He was bald, and there was an awful lot of delight in his eyes considering where he was and what he was facing down.
“Hi, I’m Sienna Nealon, and I’ll be your warden today.”
“Pffft, you hear this bitch?” Snakeboy turned and spoke to the two guys behind him. “She think—”
I blew his brains out.
Fourteen bullets to go.
“Lay down on the ground and place your hands behind your heads,” I said, trying to give these guys the benefit of some doubt. Not a lot, mind you, because they were powered and I was not. “Or I will be forced to kill your asses. As well as the rest of you.”
“Bitch, you ain’t—” The next guy piped up. He was missing a couple of teeth, which I was thought was interesting.
I aimed for the black hole that was his mouth, and I hit it. His eyes widened slightly as the bullet struck home, blowing his spine out the back of his neck. He toppled forward.
Thirteen bullets to go.
Not bad for shooting offhand. Without my powers or another hand to stabilize my aim.
“If you make me repeat myself, it’s going to be with a gunshot,” I said.
“I hear you,” the last guy said, putting his hands behind his head, which was covered in hair as black as night itself. “And I—”
A blast of red energy shot out of his hand as he just about reached his ears. It might have singed his hair; I didn’t stay still and watch. I jumped for the floor and his attack definitely singed the back of my hair, giving me some (more) split, burnt ends along the side of my head.
I hit the deck and failed to roll forward, because I lacked momentum. The spearing pain of my landing shot through me, and instead I rolled sideways by instinct alone.
It saved my life.
That red blast zapped through the decking where I’d landed, gouging a six-inch hole as it bounced back up and down the hall. I raised my gun as I rolled sideways, more concerned with putting some cover fire in the air to mess up his aim than actually putting him down. I fired twice and he shouted; a little blood trailed out of his left arm thanks to a graze.
The world went upside down and right upside up again as I rolled and fired, rolled and fired. Two more shots, two clean misses, but he was jumping and lunging for cover that was nowhere to be found, caught between trying to run and trying to hide with nowhere to actually do either of those things.
I came out of my next roll against the wall from belly to thigh, at a forty-five degree angle, out of space to move in that direction. My head was still spinning, vision swimming slightly from inverting over and over, my now human inner ear lacking the meta balance that would have been oh so useful just now.
Leveling my Sig, I placed the sights on his upper body and squeezed, trying not to overdo it. The explosion of sound followed my shot, damned near deafening me, and my head rang as I fired again.
The dark-haired prisoner slumped to his knees, and I pumped a last shot into his head, blasting the top off of it and finishing the fight.
Nine bullets left.
Shit.
“Well, that was unfortunate,” I said to his corpse as I picked myself up. On the plus side, I’d rammed my broken hand up against the ground and the wall as I rolled, and hadn’t really felt it, so—yay. It was now numb.
I held it up, black and blue and misshapen all over. Hardly the ugliest thing I’d ever seen, but definitely not pretty by any categorization.
Staring down the hall, I checked to be sure there was no one following in the immediate wake of these idiots.
It was clear.
“Great,” I said, under my breath, to myself, since there was no one here to partake of this moment with me. “Three down, only nine bullets to go. Why can’t anything be freaking easy?”
There was no answer. I didn’t really need one, because in my heart of hearts, I knew the answer.
And it was because in some way … I’d earned this.
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I had almost made it to the entry when I ran into my next bout of trouble. Of course it couldn’t last long.
Someone jumped out at me in the intersection and caught two bullets in the chest for the trouble, and a third in the head.
Six bullets left. Damn.
“I’m gonna have to Deadpool this,” I muttered, looking down the hallway. The fact that they’d half-assed so much of the retrofit construction of this place was unsurprising to me. That they’d left out so many vital functions was … well, my years in government had taught me that stupid shit like that happened all the time. It was the one constant I’d found—you could give the bureaucracy a huge budget, and they’d find some way to blow it on crap that didn’t matter while ignoring the two or three things that really did.
It wasn’t the top reason I’d left government service, but it was a resounding frustration, and one that was in danger of biting me in the ass here. Hard.
The corridor was just long and ugly, curving its way around in a slow circle over the course of a quarter mile or better. More danger lurked somewhere out there in the form of the prisoners that hadn’t decided to wait things out in the cell blocks, or throw themselves all willy nilly into the teeth of the guards at the gates.
In other words, the smartest, most calculating, and probably most dangerous prisoners were the ones that waited ahead. Ones not docile enough to stay in safety but not moronic enough to charge into death. I was familiar with the type, and they were the sort who would probably delight in finding a twentysomething girl with zero powers to turn their attentions to.
Fortunately, this powerless twentysomething lady was possessed of six bullets and less than usual compunction about using them than most people.
Grunting. That was the first sound I heard as I made my forward. It was not a good sound, more the noise of exertion and pain, someone fighting back against a foe. I was taking it slow, trying not to make too much noise, my prison shoes soft against the decking—but not soft enough for my tastes, not when I was up against meta hearing.
Whatever was going on ahead, though, was way loud. Loud enough to cover my meager footfalls. I hurried up my pace, listening as I went, Sig at low rest. I altered that plan and raised it to shooting position, figuring pretty much anyone I ran across was too fast for me to not have the weapon ready to fire. The time it took me to bring up the barrel might have been acceptable in an encounter with a human, but with a meta? And my reflexes slowed? Too big a risk. Safety rules be damned.
I came around the curve and saw. The grunting suddenly made sense. Three male prisoners surrounded a female guard, with another dead or just out on the ground, trickle of blood across the temple. It was a knot of orange jumpsuits turned blood red by the overhead lights, everybody standing off at arms’ length.
“You got a fight in you, lady,” one of the prisoners said. He bared his teeth like an animal. “I like that.”
“Then you’re gonna love me,” I said, and opened fire as they turned.
It took four shots; the two went to the heads of the first two prisoners. The last guy juked at the last second and I missed the first shot. Second got him center forehead, drilling him and evacuating his brains. It wasn’t a bad bit of marksmanship, if I did say so myself.
“I had that,” the guard said, annoyed. Of course it was Owens.
“Sure you did,” I said, lowering the Sig. Two bullets remaining. Damn. “Glad to see you survived the lockdown.”
She looked at me with narrowed eyes. “Was that you?”
“Warden panicked when I tried to get him to douse the whole place in suppressant,” I said. “Tried to initiate lockdown, failed. So he reversed course and threw open the doors instead, hoping he could kill me by turning this place into Mad Max: Fury Road without the cars.”
“He did what?” Owens asked, giving me a double take.
“He chickened out,” I said. “Tried to turn this into The Running Man. Sort of. But with prisoners.”
Owens just shook her head. “Can you say it without the pop culture references I don’t understand?”
“How have you not seen Fury Road or The Running Man?” I asked.
“I’m not a movie person.” Owens shrugged. “I think I get the thrust of it, though, what with prisoners running around everywhere.” She kept her baton tightly in hand. “What the hell are you doing in all this?”
“My job,” I said, and started past her.
Owens busted out laughing, a kind of rough noise, like a truck starting up. “You don’t work here anymore, Nealon.”
“Fine,” I said, “I guess it’s more of a calling, especially since I’ve been doing it for free for a long time.”
“Seems like you’re doing it for less than free,” Owens said, trailing after me. “Seems you’re doing it at great personal cost.”
“Thanks for the keen psychological insight,” I said. “It might go down a little smoother coming from a therapist rather than a lady who corrals criminals for a living and occasionally hands out a righteous beatdown.” I nodded at the prisoner she’d taken out before I’d arrived on the scene. He was, near as I could tell, dead from her hit. She’d cracked him good across the temple, a.k.a, the skull’s weak point.
“Hey, I am what I am,” Owens said, picking up the pace to catch up. “Doesn’t mean I’m wrong.” She let that ring for a sec. “What are you doing now?”
“I’m going to help the doctor,” I said. “For some reason. And anyone else on that side of the complex that’s still here.”
She shook her head. “Probably not many, if any over there. Guard quarters emptied almost entirely before the lockdown, because of the Warden’s planned speech. Anyone else would have cleared out for the alarm.” Her brow furrowed. “Why the doctor?”
I had to think on that to come up with an answer. “She’s not what she seems.”
“Oookay,” Owens said. “What is she, then?”
“I don’t remember,” I said, trying to dredge it up and failing. Whatever … whoever she was … it was lost in the gaps of white noise that Rose left in my brain. Large empty tracts I’d never be able to recall again, thanks to that Scottish hellbeast. “A meta, though, for sure.”
“The doctor is a meta?” Owens sounded a little hollow about it. She paused. “You hear that?”
I did. “Movement ahead,” I said. Coming this way. Footsteps on the metal ground. “Can you tell how many?”
Owens made a face, then wrinkled her nose in concentration. “Two. Maybe three?”
“Shit,” I said, and raised the Sig. “Two bullets left.”
“They’re coming fast,” she said. “I’d get ready if I were you.”
I raised the gun, looked down the sights. I’d have to make this count. “Please be two … please be two …” I kept my eyes on the curve.
And like everything else in my life … my hopes all went to shit as three metas burst around the curve at a steady run. Their eyes lit up at the sight of us, and, ignoring the gun in my hand, they charged.
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Sophie
 
Sophie lost a tooth in the next punch, and another after that. Sienna Nealon was beating the holy hell out of her, fist raining down over and over with a fury that would only end with—
Death.
Sophie threw up a hand and blocked the next punch, a shock of awareness bolting back into her rattled brain like a dump of cold water down the back of her neck.
Her eyes snapped open. Sienna was practically sitting astride her, fists bloody, eyebrows furrowed down in a triangular line that met above her nose.
“No.” Sophie counterpunched and sent Sienna flying. The succubus tumbled once before she floated back upright.
“Looks like you got a little fight left in you after all, golden oldie,” Sienna said, spitting out blood. Her lip was split but healed spontaneously. Wolfe. Damn him.
Sophie was up in a squat, poised for another attack, her fists clenched. “I have a lot of fight left in me.” She tightened the right, lining up the knuckles.
It had been a while.
“Show me,” Sienna growled, setting her own stance. Flames burst to life on her hands, the sure sign of a killing rage come over her.
Sophie understood that innately.
Hell … for a long time, it had been all she’d really known.
The tingle of near-forgotten power felt like a bell ringing inside her, growing in its intensity. There was her target, the dark-haired, angry-eyed girl who wanted to kick her ass, wanted to beat her teeth in—
Wanted to kill her. Viscerally. Gut-level.
Sophie knew that feeling all too well.
She was feeling it right back.
That tingle started to spread, run across her skin. The thrill of battle, the knowledge that your foe wanted you dead and the urge to visit it on them first, oh, she knew that feeling. Knew it, and saw it in Sienna, knew that only one of them was walking away from this one alive—
“Stop!” Penny’s voice rang high and clear. Branches seized Sophie’s ankles, her chest, her throat, wrapping her up in a flash of movement so swift she didn’t even see it coming.
Sienna must not have seen it coming, either; she was swarmed in the branches that had burst from the ground like a sudden garden. It looked as though a tree had swallowed her, one that had not been there a moment earlier. She burned, aflame, trying to singe her way out of the confinement—
“Stop it,” Penny said, sending branch after branch, root after root from the ground, dragging her down, ignoring the fire, stifling it and suffocating it out. Penny’s voice was commanding, brooked no argument, and her powers made it even more so.
Sophie relaxed in the binding of the branches. She knew this sensation all too well. It twisted around her ankles and wrists, and she let it take hold, closed her eyes, embraced the dark.
“The sooner you quit fighting, the sooner I let you out,” Penny said tightly. Sophie kept her eyes closed.
“I wasn’t asking for you to,” Sienna said, and a blast of fire singed Sophie’s nose, face, and hair.
She opened her eyes, and they stung. Everything that hadn’t been immediately protected by a tree branch was burnt, though fortunately, a lot of her flesh had been covered over. Everything else felt flash-burned, a sudden sunburn that had been visited upon her skin. It hurt to blink.
But Sienna was there, hanging over them, blazing like a sun. Branches curled up from the ground and tried to ensnare her but failed, burnt away to ash before they even got close.
“Do you have control of your temper yet?” Penny asked. A thick knot of trees was burnt before her, turning to ash to show that Penny herself was—
Unharmed. Of course.
“I’m fine, thanks,” Sophie said through burnt, cracked lips. Though she wasn’t. Yet.
Penny kept her eyes firmly on Sienna, but walked toward Sophie, placing a hand on her face as she loosed the bonds of twig and branch that held her. It took a few seconds, but Sophie felt the tingle …
Her skin mended and healed, and she felt the curious prickle of Penny’s hand on her nose as the nerves grew back where fire had scourged them. Her teeth partially regrew, but Penny removed her touch before they finished. That was fine.
“She started it,” Sienna said, still looming, aflame, but not making any further aggressive movements.
“I don’t care,” Penny said, and all her placidity was used up. “This was a mistake. You’re not ready.”
“Ready for what?” Sienna asked. “For you to ask me for a favor? Damned straight I’m not. Forgive me for holding a grudge on that whole ‘you sitting out the war that threatened metahumanity while my friends died for you’ thing. Maybe I’m still a little raw about considering I just found out—oh, five minutes ago.”
“If we wanted to fight you—” Penny started.
“You would have joined Sovereign,” Sienna said. “Instead of hiding from him.”
Penny drilled her with a leaden gaze. “If we wanted you dead, you would have never seen us coming. We asked you here for help, but you have nothing in your heart but violence to offer.”
“In fairness, that’s how I was raised,” Sienna said. “If only I’d had a strong role model that didn’t believe in that sort of solution to one’s problems … then I might not have been able to save all your asses by employing copious amounts of violence against a guy who meant to wipe you all out.”
“Just go,” Penny said, staring up at Sienna, shaking her head. “We were wrong to bring you here. Wrong about you, in general.”
“What did you think was going to happen?” Sienna asked, still burning. “You’d reveal yourselves—after all I’ve been through the last few years, first working against Sovereign and then working to make sure our people don’t burn the world down, turn everybody against them—and you thought I’d—what? Be so excited that there were more of my kind left that I’d just … paper over you chickening out of the fight of my life?”
“We thought you’d be reasonable,” Penny said. “We thought you’d …” She looked away. “It doesn’t matter what we thought. We don’t mean you any harm.”
“She’s got a funny way of showing it,” Sienna said, pointing at Sophie. “Dragging me across Texas. Starting a brawl—”
“You started it, you ridiculous, angry child,” Sophie said. Her face still burned, even with that wound healed.
“Maybe I did, but I didn’t get there all by my lonesome,” Sienna said, staring her down.
“You should leave,” Penny said, looking up at her. “We didn’t want violence here.”
“Which explains why you didn’t invite me here until you needed my help, I guess,” Sienna said.
“Don’t worry,” Penny said, “you won’t be asked again. We’ll give you the widest berth possible, and in return, all we ask is that you let us live out our lives peacefully.”
“I don’t give a shit about your cloister,” Sienna said. “If you don’t cause any problems down here, I promise I won’t waste my time coming out to this middle of nowhere swamp hole you’ve created. I’ll be completely happy if I never see any of your sorry asses ever again.”
“You may regret saying that,” Penny said.
“I don’t care,” Sienna said, staring back at her. “I look at you and all I see are the lives we lost because you lacked the moral courage to fight the greatest threat of our time. You let a seventeen year-old win the war you didn’t have the guts to even show up to—and I paid in blood for all your lives.” She narrowed her eyes. “Enjoy them.”
And then she cracked off into the sky, breaking the sound barrier and drowning out Penny’s reply.
“You let her go,” Modi said, blurring into place beside Penny.
“I had to,” Penny said, staring up into the sky where Sienna had vanished beyond the illusion that hung over the town. “You saw what happened. She was far more volatile and angry than we’d been given to believe.” Penny shook her head. “She wouldn’t have been a drop of help to us.” She stared straight ahead across the green fields, eyes unfocused. “She hates us.”
“She doesn’t know what we stand for,” Anbay said, stepping up behind Penny.
Sophie rubbed her throat. The residual feel of the branches lingered there.
“And she doesn’t need to,” Penny said. “Let her rage for a while, and then, hopefully—forget she ever came here. If she honors her word … maybe we’ll be lucky and never see her again.”
“That’s … cold,” Cuchulainn said, stepping up beside Anbay. They had a little half circle now, Men and Shen joining them, Mag and Angra Manyu filling in on the other side. They were all the facing the place where Sienna had hung in the air before making her exit, as though they were still waiting for her to return to take her place.
“There’s no room for warmth with her.” Penny shook her head. “She’s been through too much. The war, the losses. All the people who have left her since. That interview that made her an enemy of the press. I expect it’s all taken a toll. She’s nothing but rage now. Anyone who crosses her path should be worried.”
“I crossed her path,” Sophie said, still rubbing her neck. It bothered her worse than anything Sienna had done, including the lost teeth. “I remain unworried.”
“If you stay out of it in the future, you can remain so,” Penny said, little traces of a smile pulling up the corners of her mouth. They sagged back down a moment later. “But … our problem remains. Now … we’ll have to settle it ourselves, I suppose.”
“As we should have to begin with,” Anbay said, turning away at last.
“Calling in an outsider—even her—carried too many risks,” Mag said, then a flash contrition lit his features. “Sorry, Penny.” Mag met Sophie’s eyes for a moment, inclined his head. Then moved away.
Penny shook her head. The others turned away, one by one. Heading back into town.
Sophie and Penny were the only ones left once the rest of them had moved out of earshot.
“You didn’t say she was so … angry,” Penny said, staring off across the green fields.
“She didn’t seem that mad back in Houston,” Sophie said. “But then … I only had one conversation with her, and it was … neutral … compared to anything we talked about here.”
Penny blinked. “I suppose … I’m glad that it came out this way.” She smiled wanly and turned away from the seemingly endless green that stretched only as far as the illusion that protected this place. “After all … imagine what would have happened if she hadn’t done this now? And we’d told her … everything.”
Sophie shuddered. Penny’s footsteps traced a slow, trudging path back, emotion quelling her strength and making her steps quiet.
But for her part, Sophie just stood there, looking out on the fields Penny had left behind. And the thought of what she’d suggested—that Sienna would have learned everything, if only she’d held that temper a few more minutes—chilled her even in the murderous Texas heat.
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One shot.
One kill.
I took out the first runner, who was practically blurry with speed. The trick was to lead them just a little, let the bullet find them as they stepped into the sight picture after the trigger had been pulled.
Brains splattered, my risky gambit of taking the headshot offhand paying off yet again. It wasn’t entirely luck; I had a lot of skill with guns, mostly due to long practice. I’d learned to dry fire with my mother in our basement, but that was just clicking the trigger on an empty cylinder. No roar of powder exploding, no breech getting thrown open, slide rushing back, tossing your aim off.
Pulling the trigger on an empty gun was a world of difference from actually shooting, but I’d done lots of both, once I’d been freed from my home, in a mad effort to continue the drive toward mastery that my mother had laid the foundation on, as best she could.
“Any weapon you can use to kill, to fight,” she used to say, “you should learn to. Because you never know what you’ll have at hand when the enemy attacks.”
When I really thought about it, when I had time to spare—and I’d had a lot the last couple years on the run—I wondered if my mother had prepared me for a difficult world ahead by teaching me all this stuff. Or if I’d just become a self-fulfilling prophecy for her; she’d trained me for difficulty in all things, to face superpowered enemies at all times, in all quarters.
Was it any surprise I found difficulties aplenty when I stepped out into the world?
The shot didn’t faze the other two metas charging at us. Normally, a person would duck and cover when they’re shot at. Or freeze; or run. These guys kept coming, and I could tell by the look in their eyes that they were not on a mission of peace. They were blood drunk—not literally, but it was splattered on their prison jumpsuits, dark splotches across the neck and chest of one, on the forearms of the other.
They’d already killed someone. Probably a guard.
And here they came.
They fanned out to come at us. No easy line of sight between the two of them, no one-shot, two-kills possibility axis.
So I shot the first in the head, and readied myself as best I could for the second.
“Let me—” Owens started to say.
“Stand back,” I said as the last meta came ripping through the air at me, lunging.
I cracked him in the face with the butt of the gun, really putting my weight into it. He took it across the bridge of the nose and staggered back. I did not pursue, because I was slower than him, and my best bet was to get defensive, especially since the slide of my gun had locked open rather obviously on an empty chamber.
He was just outside of my reach, and I just outside his. His nose bled, and he brought up a sleeve, wiping it. He was sporting a couple days of stubble, and his nose was now facing an off kilter angle, but it didn’t seem to bother him. He reached up and moved it back into position with a crack and smiled. “Somebody’s lost her powers. What’s the matter, princess? You piss off the warden?”
And he came at me.
“My power is death,” I said, setting my feet. His lunge was clumsy, but fast. Too fast, in fact, for me to really put together a solid defense against it. All I had was one working hand and a Sig Sauer pistol that was out of ammo.
That would be enough.
I raised the pistol to greet his rushing face, pointing it toward his eye socket. He rammed into it, meta-speed, and then into me. Bones cracked in my chest, ribs displacing under the force of impact, and he knocked me off my feet. His full weight landed atop me, knocking the air out of my lungs and making a few more sounds of breakage as I hit the deck.
It felt like someone had dropped a car on my chest, the weight of the prisoner resting atop me. He was dead, the Sig sticking out of his eye socket where he’d run full force—like an idiot—into the barrel and the bottom of the slide. He twitched, tried to suck in breath, then relaxed. The smell told me he’d reached full muscle relaxation.
“Looks like … I’ve still got it,” I groaned. It hurt to breathe. I might have killed him, but it damned sure wasn’t without cost. “And I’m … handing it out left and right today.” Still couldn’t stop myself from being an asshole, though.
Owens rolled him off. “You all right?”
My left hand was now slightly numb from taking the impact of his charge up the length of it to hold the gun in place for him to spear into. “On a spectrum, I would say ‘all right’ is in the middle … ‘wonderful’ is to the far right … and I’m sitting over here at the left end, next to ‘dead.’” I didn’t even try to sit up.
“This doesn’t seem to be going so well for you,” Owens said, finishing the job of rolling him off my legs. “You got a plan or something?”
Now I sat up. And it hurt, a lot. “Kill, basically. That’s my plan. Kill and don’t be killed.” I eyed the three corpses in front of me. “So far it’s going really well.”
Owens’s eyes went wide, but she didn’t say anything, just offered me a hand. I took it, and with her aid, I managed to get to my feet without screaming. That last part was actually more impressive than getting to my feet.
I seemed to go out for a second, but regained consciousness on my feet, leaning against a wall, cradling my side. It felt like my ribs had been replaced with dynamite that had been lit and blown. My breathing was coming very unsteadily. “Okay,” I said as I swam through the haze of the world around me, “I think we need to move now.”
“Can you … actually move?” Owens asked.
I put one foot in front of the other, leaning against the wall. “Survey says … yes.” I did it again. It hurt no less, but I succeeded.
“Are you going to be okay?” Owens asked, walking beside me, eyeing me with—no shit—great concern.
“Still breathing,” I said, and it got easier the next step. Still hurt like hell, but that was normal. “They’re not.” I nodded at the corpses behind us. Another step. This time I got off the wall. I was hunched over, but I stood under my own power. Still hurt like hell. “That’s another win for me.”
“You chalk up many more wins like this and I’m not sure you’re going to be able to declare any kind of victory this day,” Owens said. She was walking beside me, one hand at the ready to catch me. Probably a smart move.
“Thanks, Pyrrhus,” I said, and took another step. Then another. I’d make it. I knew I would. “But I’m not the one you should worry about.”
“I think there’s room enough to worry about you and myself,” Owens said, walking alongside. Very slowly. We made our way down the hall. “Because it doesn’t seem like we’re going anywhere very fast.”
She was right about that, but I didn’t care.
I was still going, in spite of the best efforts of … damned near everyone.
I had a destiny in front of me.
And I wasn’t going to let anyone keep me from it.
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I let that tornado loose on the factory floor, and it roared against the corrugated metal walls, shaking them through into the hallways where I floated a few inches off the floor. The steel rattled, machinery inside broke loose and swirled within the vortex, and I—
I kinda laughed.
“Don’t get so caught up you forget the purpose here,” Augustus said, stomping forward, buried in his rock armor. He stood over ten feet tall now, looked like something straight out of a fantasy movie, and busted through the doors into the factory where my tornado raged. He didn’t even lose a step when the winds hit him—he was anchored solidly by weight. Probably ten tons of it, which he moved with ease, as fluid as if it were skin, but so strong that any of the lightning turned loose on his brother would just ground out on him.
“Same to you,” I said, swirling in behind him. I figured I’d use him as my shield, let him soak up any voltage that came my way. If it was powerful enough to knock out Jamal, who could control lightning, I wasn’t sanguine about my chances.
The factory was a swirling maelstrom. I’d done a pretty decent job of turning it into a tornado from hell, old machinery flying around within, enough debris sweeping through the air to make pretty much anyone uncomfortable. A piece of metal went shooting by at a couple hundred miles an hour, just a blur and gone, and I was suddenly thankful I’d automatically made a slipstream around myself.
“You see ’em anywhere?” Augustus shouted over the roar. He’d turned around in his armor, opening a little face hole to speak to me. Probably closed up the one on the front of his armor. Hopefully.
I tried to reach out with the winds, feel the factory and all within it … sense for anything human sized flying around in my tornado. “No. But …”
There were some large pieces of manufacturing gear, factory lines that were just too big for my winds to move them. They rattled, they shook, components of them flew off and joined the grinder I was creating within this place. The ceiling tiles were even shaking, though my winds stopped abruptly a few feet below them. I wasn’t looking to tear the roof off the place after all.
One of the old factory lines stood in the middle of the room, an immense machine anchored to the ground. I could see faint sparkling blue flickering off the wall behind it.
Pointing, I said, “Over there, I think.”
Augustus’s face disappeared, stone replacing it. I heard him shout over the winds. “On it!”
His golem armor stepped right over the machinery and caught a splash of lightning that sent him stumbling back a step. Another zapped through his stone arm, causing two of the rocks that joined at the hand to blacken and drop off as their molecular structure changed to the point they were no longer in Augustus’s wheelhouse of control.
“Whoa!” he said, summoning up more rock from the factory floor, ripping pits in it and throwing up a shield in front of him. It was soaking up voltage and peeling apart in carbon, black drifts that were hurled away by the winds as fast as he could summon up more.
I blasted myself up toward the ceiling, trying to get over the machine, trying to get the drop on our quarry … or quarries. As I came over the machine, I saw him—definitely a him, singular, short, fair haired, one hand crackling as he held to the machinery, like he was using his electrical powers to magnetize himself to it and keep from flying off in the wind.
Now that I saw him, I could feel my winds rushing around him, like a hand.
And I could put a little more pressure on him.
I turned the space around him into a wind tunnel, switching off the tornado in the rest of the factory, because there was no point. No one else was here, which meant this dipshit was our only priority.
He couldn’t have known the focus had switched entirely to him; he was still in a whirling vortex of hell, just cranked up a notch as I brought in some of that debris that had been swirling throughout the factory, focusing it on him. If I could deliver a nice blunt force trauma to the skull—but not too hard—maybe I could knock him out and keep him from burning Augustus—who was running out of fresh dirt to draw on—to nothing.
I brought a piece of corrugated metal around, ready to slam him. I needed to time this just right if I wanted to—
“Would you kindly,” came a voice, soft, female, lilting—Irish, “stop fighting?”
I stopped. Augustus stopped.
The lightning stopped.
The factory went quiet.
I drifted to the ground. Augustus’s armor fell to a rocky pile.
Our enemy … hit his knees.
And stayed there.
Eilish came striding in, around the machine, and found us all standing there, in a hash, still. “Sorry, boss,” she said, “you can move. You too, Augustus.”
“I wanna be ‘boss,’” Augustus said, brushing dust off his shoulders.
“I was just about to get this guy,” I said, getting back to my feet. I’d landed a little rough after Eilish’s command had hit me.
Our strawberry blonde savior just smiled as she walked up to the Custis. “What’s your name, lad?”
He struggled a little, blinking, face contorting, as though he were in pain. But he did answer. “Andrew—Andy.”
Eilish beamed at him. “And would you kindly … answer any questions we’ve got for you?”
He seemed to struggle with that … but only for a moment.
“Yes,” he said at last.
Eilish just smiled at me. “Good news … we got this guy.”
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“What the hell are you planning to do the next time we run into a prisoner?” Owens asked as I dragged myself along the corridor. The intersection connecting the exit with the cell block was ahead, and, thankfully, clear. “Fall onto them and hope it knocks them out?”
“Maybe I’ll throw you at them,” I said, hobbling. I hadn’t used the wall for support but maybe every ten steps or so. Which was super full of win for me. “And keep your baton for myself.”
“You tilt over any farther, you’ll need it as a cane.”
“Hah,” I said, trying to flex my right hand and failing. Again. At least it was numb. “I’m not that short.” But I was pretty hunched over. All my ribs hurt. All of them. Front and back.
The corridor crossroads loomed. All was pretty silent considering somewhere off to our right, now locked beyond heavy doors, were a bunch of guards with guns. And to our left, beyond another set of similarly heavy doors, were a bunch of prisoners with … uh … hostages. Thanks to me, I guess.
“This isn’t entirely your doing,” Owens said, like she was reading my mind. I gave her a suspicious look. “That’s why you’re doing this, right? You feel like it’s your fault. It’s not. The tensions here? The way Bletchely runs this place? It’s been building for a while. Every guard knew it was going to blow sooner or later.” She shook her head. “Figures you’d be the spark to light it up, though.”
“Yep, I lit it up. Lit it AF up.”
“I don’t think that’s quite how you use ‘AF.’”
“Listen, I kill people, which means using words however I damned well please is kinda the least of my sins,” I said. The intersection was only ten feet or so away, cast in the red glow of the emergency alert lighting.
“Hey, I ain’t grammar Nazi-ing you, just—” Owens jumped back as I approached the intersection. “Whoa—hey—”
But she was too late and I was too slow. Something lurched around the corner.
Something huge. Floor to ceiling huge. Wall to wall huge.
Gert huge.
She snatched me up in a massive hand, stretching it around me as she grew, straining against the ceiling, bending double to accommodate her increased size. “Lookie what we have here!” Gert squealed with surprised glee as she shook me, causing my ribs to scream—screammmmmmm—in pain.
Damn.
I was boned.
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“Get back,” I said, waving Owens away.
“Yeah, get back, guard girl,” Gert said, voice all husky as she squeezed and shook me.
A choke of bile rose in my throat from Gert’s squeeze. I ached all up and down my flank, my ribs creaking under the enormous pile of living crap smashing them. Gert shrank slightly, in order to better fit in the space allotted, and raised up another arm as she pulled me close against her still-massive frame, going from the size of a dragon to the size of a big bear, and putting me in a hug as she did so.
I did not feel loved in this hug.
“It’s your brother’s fault I’m here,” Gert said, breathing a disgusting stink past my ear and into my nose.
“Pretty sure it’s your fault for committing crimes,” I said, grunting through the pain. The pressure of her arms squeezing against mine—well they were the only thing keeping my ribs from popping completely. “If you could have just avoided those felonies, you wouldn’t be here. I mean, I can sympathize with impulse control and violence issues—look at me, killing all your friends—”
She upped the squeeze quotient, and I shut up my smartassery not because I wanted to, but because my vision swam and I was in sudden danger of blacking out. My head felt like it was going to explode from the sudden wave of pressure on my head.
Gert let off after a moment, and I sucked in a breath. “I’m just saying … killing … is kinda what I do … wherever I go …” I said. She brought her gargantuan head up next to mine, and I looked into her dark eyes, practically glowing red thanks to the emergency lighting. “I’m Death.”
She snorted. “Not today, you’re not. Today … you’re going to meet death.”
And she started squeezing again, her hands ginormous and clamped against my forearms.
The pain was immense, my blood pressure rising in my face to the point where I felt like every vein was going to explode, every capillary blast out. My lungs burned, my head pounded, my skin felt like it was on fire, especially around my forearms—
Oh.
“Hey … Gert,” I managed to squeak out, “guess … what … we say … to Death?”
She cocked her head at me, looking over my shoulder, still squeezing me in a crushing hug. “… What?”
She gave me just enough room to take a breath, and I braced as best I could. This was going to hurt. A lot.
“Not … today,” I said. Had it really been eight hours since I’d been in the infirmary last? Too long.
I pushed back against Gert’s grip, shoving against her hold on me.
My powers had returned.
And … they did not … do me any good. I failed to free myself, and Gert snapped her arms tighter around me.
A fresh wave of agony burned through my chest and back. I spasmed, this time voluntarily, letting out what was a probably a pretty loud caterwaul (sounds better than scream, but I totally screamed). Trying to use muscles that were attached to bones that were broken? Bad idea.
“Hahaha, yes, today,” Gert said. “Didn’t realize you were quoting Game of Thrones to me. Should have caught that. You up on the latest season?”
I looked at her out of the corner of my eye as she squeezed me to death. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t answer.
“Don’t do this,” Owens. “Gert … don’t do this.”
“Why wouldn’t I do this?” Gert asked. “You think I’m ever getting out of here? What are you and your little warden gonna do if I crush her like a bug? They’ll probably pin a medal on me for it. We all know what she is—what she’s done.”
Except … I didn’t do those things. A surge of pain drove that thought out as quickly as it came.
“… think it matters?” Gert was asking Owens. “Nothing we do once we’re in here matters. Why would I act different? Some kind of special treatment? Pffffft. What a joke. There’s no reward for being good ’cept you get to keep your powers and fight off other people who ain’t so good. Well, forgive me for not giving a shit. I’m going to be in here forever. Let ’em kill me. I should have had her brother kill me instead of take me in. That’d have been more merciful than this—ahhhhhh!”
She finally figured out my succubus powers were working on her bare skin and dropped me. I wanted to strike back, hit her hard in the gut and make her pay for being such an ass to me this whole time, but unfortunately I was a little busy—uh … curling up into the fetal position.
Man, I missed Wolfe’s healing.
I managed to get my brain back around, and there was Gert, looming over me like the shadow of a hearse. “Looks like someone missed an injection—”
I lashed out with a kick and clipped her in the knee. “Looks like someone’s missing a knee,” I said as I burst through and sent her kneecap out the back of her leg.
Gert let out a scream and came tumbling down on me. It hurt about as much as you’d expect, having three or four hundred pounds of swole Hercules crashing down on your broken ribs and back and probably other parts that weren’t broken before but now were.
I screamed and bench pressed her off of me, aggravating every single busted rib in the process but also hurling her into the ceiling. She made a thud, and then came right back down—on me.
I screamed again. Then I kneed her so hard she flew over my head and down the hall, missing Owens by about an inch.
“You okay, Nealon?” Owens said, creeping around to me.
“I’m pretty damned far from okay,” I managed to croak out. I pushed on my ribs, experimentally. They sounded like Rice Krispies when the milk hits them. One of them must have popped back into place, because the pain in that area went from extremely agonizing to merely I want to die, now, please, zomg level.
“Need a hand up?” Owens asked.
“It would be better for your health … not to touch me now,” I said, managing to roll over.
“It would have been better for my health to take a job at an infectious disease ward during an ebola outbreak,” Owens said, grasping me at the arm, where my jumpsuit safely protected her from skin to skin contact, “but here I am, in a damned supervillain prison riot …”
“Yeah, you should really look into a better career path … with less danger,” I said. “Have you examined the exciting field of lion taming?”
“I could do never be so cruel to those beautiful animals.”
“They’re probably not so beautiful from inside the mouth,” I said as she got me upright. Gert was getting up about twenty feet down the hall, still bear-sized, braced against the wall, her leg completely useless where I’d kicked her knee backwards. Her face was dark, angry, and I could tell she was not in the greatest of spirits.
A fresh wave of pain ran through me as I hit an untenable angle. I made a little squeak; I couldn’t even stand upright anymore.
“Today,” Gert said, witnessing my pain, my weakness, and taking up a three-point stance like a football player as she rose, swelling, too tall to fit in the hallway upright, and leaning because she was standing on one leg. “Death is definitely coming for you, Nealon … today.”
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“Let’s talk.”
I stood in the guts of the ruined factory, machinery strewn all around me, looking at our fair-haired prisoner.
Augustus loomed behind him, looking like he was ready to throw a punch that would wreck our captive. He was throwing the occasional worried glance at his brother, who was sitting down by the double doors back to the entry hall, cradling his head. He seemed to be suffering from a hell of a headache. Angel was sitting next to him, both hands bandaged by Greg, who’d pulled something that looked like a portable hospital kit from beneath a fingernail.
“Would you kindly answer any and all inquiries Reed—or any of the rest of us—have for ye, darlin’?” Eilish asked.
“Yes,” Andy said.
“Okay, he’s Andrew Custis. That takes care of ‘who,’” Augustus muttered. He still looked like he’d rather bust Andy in the head than talk to him.
“Let’s move down the list to ‘what,’” I said. “What were you doing here, Andy?”
Here Andy evinced some strain, cringing as he answered. “Following orders … purging our backup here.”
“Who told you to do that?” I asked.
“My dad,” he said. “Charles.”
“He’s kinda the boss of you, ain’t he?” Augustus asked. “Runs your family like the Corleones?”
“He’s in charge, yeah,” Andy said. The strain increased a little bit. I guessed he was answering some things he’d have preferred not to.
“You’re doing marvelous,” Eilish said, and Andy relaxed a hair. “Why did your father want you to delete this stuff? And what was it?”
“Data,” Andy said, but his face was ratcheting tighter again. “I don’t know exactly what was in all of it.”
“Why here?” Augustus asked. “And what did you know about?”
“We accumulate a lot of data in our activities,” Andy said, face reddening a shade. “Surveillance camera footage. Databases. It has to go somewhere. It’s sensitive. We set this place up so it requires one of us to be here for anyone to access it.” He pointed at a bunch of … servers, I assumed, in the corner, protected behind a steel barrier. My tornado hadn’t uprooted a one of them, though they had some dings on the surfaces. “With one of us here, we can bridge an electronic connection between the internet at large and the servers, which are self-contained and offline, allowing the rest of the family to connect to whatever data they need via their powers.”
“That’s … genius,” Jamal said. “These servers don’t touch the internet—at all—unless one of the Custis fam is sitting here, holding an electrical current between the data port and a wall socket. Using themselves as the bridge allows them to make sure that whoever is reaching out to get data is one of their family members, or someone coming from a trusted computer.” He shook his head. “No one was going to be able to access this data online unless one of them was here. It’s a SCIF—Sensitive Compartmented Information Facility, like the government uses to secure classified data, with a perfect moat to keep anyone outside the family out of it.”
“You have a surveillance video I want a copy of,” I said. “You know which one I’m talking about?”
Andy reddened a little more. I was starting to wonder about his blood pressure. “You want … the video of Sienna in Eden Prairie. The night she … exploded.”
“Would you kindly get that for us, darlin’?” Eilish asked.
Andy nodded. “But … your electric guy over there could download it just as easily as I can.”
Jamal pushed to his feet, still holding his head. “You got any safeguards on this?”
Andy shook his head. He looked almost ready to explode. “Didn’t need ’em. Not with a paid army watching this place and one of us keeping tabs at all time.”
Jamal paused. “How much of the data did you erase?”
Andy closed his eyes for a second. “Not much. I was still downloading to my dad when you showed up. Managed to erase … maybe forty percent. The most … critical forty percent.”
“But that didn’t include Sienna’s video?” I asked, feeling my stomach drop.
He shook his head. “That’s not even in the top seventy percent, priority-wise.”
I traded a look with Augustus.
“Yo, what else you got that might be of interest?” Augustus asked.
“Blackmail material,” Andy said, “on everyone you could imagine. Secrets. Dirty little lies of the powerful.” He shook slightly. “We didn’t … get the info on your sister because we were targeting her. The people who wanted it blacked out … they came along later. After … Harmon … was out of the picture.”
“Who are they?” I asked.
“I don’t know,” Andy said, shaking his head, beads of sweat rolling down his temples and nose. “Dad never told me. Said he wanted to keep us out of it.” His eyes flashed. “Said it was … too dangerous.”
“You have anything to do with framing us for murder?” Augustus asked.
Andy shook his head. “Dad was in on that. None of us were. He kept it … tight. We only found out afterward. That was his … employer, though. They paid … really well.”
“What’s the going rate for a soul these days?” Angel asked under her breath.
“I don’t … know,” Andy said. “But they paid us like … ten million. Just for dad to set up that reporter. None of us liked him anyway.”
“Fool, you have digital access to the world,” Jamal said, fingers touching the server bank, little flecks of blue discharge running out into the machine. “You could rob a bank of ten billion tomorrow over the internet. What are you playing all this cloak and dagger for?”
Andy seemed to relax. “It’s … the thrill of it, man.” He turned to look at Jamal with dazed eyes. “You know. Beating the encryptions. Being so good, so quick … they don’t know what hit ’em. Messing with people …” He broke out into a smile. “The lulz. You know.”
Jamal looked a little uncomfortable. “Okay. Maybe I do.”
“If you’re doing this for fun,” I said, “how do you not know who your dad’s working for? Wouldn’t that be a kick you couldn’t resist?”
Andy shook his head. “Dad … would have known if we’d gone after them, but …” He smiled again. “Okay. I did a little digging, maybe. But they’re a tough nut to crack. Beyond top-shelf encryption. Bespoke, meta-made.”
I felt a little fuming coming on, looked to Jamal. “Cassidy?”
Jamal shrugged. “Could be.”
“Could be his girlfriend, Arche,” Augustus said, a little tightly.
“There are a decent number of metas who have the brainpower and capacity to tailor-make encryption that conventional hackers would have problems with,” Jamal said, still putzing with the servers. “I’m gonna need something to download all this into, because my phone is not going to be able to accommodate all this.”
“Video first,” I said. “Then worry about the other dirt.”
Jamal nodded, squinting. “I think I got it … whew, y’all need a better index system.”
“It’s … state of the art,” Andy said.
“I got the video,” Jamal said. “Putting it up on the cloud now … propagating it to several different … yeah, we’re backed up. And all set.”
“Good,” Andy said, and his face was blood red.
“Eilish,” I said, feeling the tingle, “he’s—”
Andy let loose a bolt of lightning of the sort he’d damned near fried Jamal with, and it arced into the server farm, which proceeded to fritz and fry on an epic level. Panels blew out, bright blue bolts grounded in every direction within, and when it was done …
“I am pretty sure … whatever he wanted torched … it got torched,” Augustus said, holding a ring of rock around Andy’s neck like a collar, choking the bastard as he coated a bunch more rock around Andy’s body. Andy’s eyes stared out, relaxed, completely and utterly, all the strain now gone.
“Why would you go and do that, now?” Eilish asked, sounding vaguely disappointed in him.
“I’m sorry,” Andy said, almost dreamlike. “I had to … I’m sorry … you didn’t tell me not to …”
“Don’t do anything else unless I tell you—except breathe,” she said, shaking her head at him.
“His next bathroom trip’s gonna be awkward,” Jamal said, dusting himself off from his last-second jump out of the way.
“Is this … salvageable?” I asked, looking at the server farm.
Jamal looked over his shoulder and shrugged. “Some of it, maybe. Electricity in that quantity is generally not great for the chips we store data on, though. I’ll pull the hard drives and bring ’em with us.”
“I’m sorry,” Andy said, low and pitiful, to Eilish. “I’m so sorry.”
“Is there anything you want to—or don’t want to—tell me?” she asked, brushing a hand against his cheek.
“I gave you the video because I knew you wanted it,” Andy said, sounding like he was about to drift off. “And because we don’t really care about it. It was never our thing. It was—whoever my dad was working for. They wanted Sienna buried. We told him—there were other ways. She’s done … loads of stuff.” He was just shaking his head. “Dad handed all that over, too, but … this … Eden Prairie … it was the big one. A lie already in place, thanks to Harmon. The big lie that stuck. Everything else we had was more subtle. Would have required work to sell. And it was overkill, he said, since she was already toast.”
“Did that suggest to anyone else that … they’ve got more material that could ruin Sienna?” Greg asked, zipping back to full size after a quick jaunt inside a server. He tossed something to Jamal, who caught it. Presumably a hard drive.
“Do you know what this other stuff is?” I asked, looking Andy right in the eyes.
“More circumstantial,” Andy said. “Radar records for the night that Nadine Griffin’s estate on Long Island got burned down. Surveillance footage of some of the … less easily justifiable kills she’s done. Nothing like this.” He shook his head. “This video proves … she didn’t do the Eden Prairie thing … it wasn’t murder.” He let out a slow breath. “Those prisoners weren’t peaceful protestors. They were a mob, trying to kill her.” His eyes were glazed. “It was self-defense.”
Jamal nodded. “I watched it just now as I was transferring it. It’s what he says.”
“Start uploading it,” I said, “I want this everywhere. And we’re taking this guy with us.” I smiled. “We’ll deal with whatever comes after with his help, but for now … we got it.” There was a feeling like the sun had come out after a long, long night. “We got it.”
We had the proof.
We were going to show the world my sister was innocent.
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Sienna
 
“Have I mentioned my life just kinda … sucks?” I asked as Gert loomed, taking up pretty much the whole hallway. Assuming I could have run—which I couldn’t; I hurt way too much to move at more than a slouched hobble—I wasn’t going forward, and she was big enough that she could have run me down if I’d tried retreating.
“I guess me squeezing you till your head pops off like a zit is going to be a sort of relief, then,” Gert said, taking a hobbling step forward. Owens shuffled back behind me, probably anticipating Gert making a swift motion.
“If I end up with you in my head, Gert,” I said, not flinching, cuz there was no point, “I’ll pop it off myself.”
Her eyes flashed as she reached for me. She’d need to make this fast if she was going to avoid getting her soul ripped out. Or toppling over.
I figured, given our history of mutual antipathy, she’d want to pummel me before bursting my skull.
She did not disappoint.
Gert raised a fist and threw it at me.
I threw one back, twice as hard.
Well … maybe as hard. Or half as hard.
But it was broken, and clenched, and completely numb.
My fist slammed into hers as she threw everything into it, and boy did I feel the shock up my arm. My fist may have been numb, but my elbow wasn’t, and it screamed its disapproval at being sledgehammered.
I didn’t let out much of a noise, probably because I’d exhaled as hard I as I could throwing the punch.
Gert made some noise, though.
“Ahhhhhhhh!” she shouted and banged her head against the ceiling as she swung her hand up. It was not a gentle bump, either. She was really big, and she was bent near double, and when I’d smashed my hand into hers, I’d heard bones break. Not mine, cuz they were already broken. Hers. Big noise.
I recovered, which is to say I managed to fall over.
Gert was not so lucky.
She went to all fours on the metal floor, trying to keep her injured hand off it. She raised it, shook it—it made a noise like a bag of magical dust or something.
While she was focusing on that, I launched forward and raised a knee.
I clocked her in the face with my kneecap, and she lost some teeth, the structural integrity of her jaw, and probably an eye, though I couldn’t be sure. I didn’t spare the effort on that one, but man did I hurt when I came crashing down on top of her.
“You’re … gonna pop … my head off?” I asked, draped across her back as she let out a whimper. She’d slumped to the ground, face down. I slammed my good hand into the side of her head. This time, the only broken bones that resulted were all her. I raised my fist and clocked her again, behind the ear.
And again.
And again.
I should really have killed her after the first two hits, but she was still somewhat grown, and as such her bones and muscles were a little larger than usual. And I was probably a little off my game, to be honest. I collapsed over her, jerking my abs and knocking her in the side of the face with a knee as I did so. “Pop my head off … I don’t think so, you … oversized … ass clown …” The second knee to her skull had jacked up my ribs again. Speaking was becoming difficult, and I was gasping for breath.
“What the hell is this?” A voice came from beyond the intersection.
I only had the presence of mind to think, Man, I hope that’s not a vicious criminal.
I rolled.
It was Dr. Helen Slaughter, wearing a lab coat that seemed to be a little … stained red … around the sleeves.
“Oh good,” I said. “You managed … to be okay. Yay.” I waved my broken hand. “I was just coming to see you.”
She just stared at me from a little past the intersection, holding her ground. “Oh?”
“Yeah,” I said, trying to sit up and failing miserably. I collapsed back onto Gert, who grunted. She was mostly out, moaning under her breath in pain. “I think … I need a doctor. And Gert probably does, too. But mostly me, because … to hell with this bitch.” I elbowed Gert in the head again. Just to make sure she stayed out, since killing her was more or less out of the question at this point.
“Looks like you came through okay,” Owens said, looking at the doctor as she stepped through the intersection toward us. She was even still wearing her heels. Dayum.
“No thanks to a group of prisoners who seemed to think my infirmary held vast quantities of morphine and maybe some sorts of other good times for them,” she said, kneeling next to me.
“How’d that work out for them?” I asked, pretty much as relaxed as I could get without being asleep. All muscle control was just gone.
“About as well as it has for Gert,” the doctor said, looking me over. Her sleeves were definitely red. Blood.
“Well, Gert’s still alive, so …” I said.
The doctor brought a fist down so fast I barely saw it. It slammed into Gert’s head like an overripe watermelon, with all the attendant gore. Man, I wish I’d been wearing a poncho. “Is she?” the doctor asked coolly.
“Pretty sure you just violated the hell out of the Hippocratic Oath there, doc,” I said, trying to mop a strain of gore out of my right eye. Apparently, I also lacked fine motor control, because I failed, the back of my hand just smearing it.
“I never took it,” she said, standing up, giving me the once over. “You’ll live.”
“That’s … amazing bedside manner,” I said. “Exactly what I’ve come to expect from you, really. Just stellar work.”
“Come on,” she said, motioning to Owens. They each grabbed me under an armpit and hoisted me up, giving me a lovely view of the inside of Gert’s head as they pulled me up. “Let’s go.” And they started to drag me away, back toward the infirmary.
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I passed in and out of consciousness over the next few minutes as Owens and the doctor dragged me along the ringed tunnel that circled the prison. I dipped back in just in time to see us passing the intersection that led to the infirmary without actually stopping.
“Heyyy,” I said. “I think medical care is back that way.”
“You don’t need medical care,” the doctor said, her left arm firmly locking mine into place above my head. I couldn’t reach out and touch her, or Owens.
I tried to decide whether this pronouncement was ominous or not. “Like, ‘You don’t need medical care—you’ll heal in hours’? Or ‘you don’t need medical care because we’re about to dash your brains out like Gert’s’?”
“If I wanted your brains smashed out, I would have done it at the same time I emptied Gert’s,” the doctor said. She sounded utterly indifferent, in an almost familiar way. Always a familiar way. I thought that maybe, if I hadn’t finally just succumbed to all the various pains running through my body, maybe, just maybe, I could have pieced together where from that tone sounded so damned familiar.
“—this is it,” Owens said, pushing through a darkened doorway off the main corridor. I blinked, looking around.
Hey. This was …
“This is the storage room,” Owens said, pulling me in along with the doctor. She was at my right shoulder. If I wanted to, I could have … done absolutely nothing. She had a good grip on me, too. Incredibly solid, actually.
Damn. I was helpless against their …
What … were they doing? Other than dragging me around?
“It’s behind the wall,” the doctor said, taking up my weight as Owens let loose. She managed it easily, and I started to get the feeling she hadn’t hauled me all by herself before more because it was just easier having help dragging me around rather than trying to single-hand me over her shoulder.
Owens made her way across the room to the wall, and ran a hand over it, feeling.
No.
Not feeling.
The metal wall, dark steel with gel inserts, changed, turning from solid, meta-proof construction into something glimmering, glistening in the single overhead light—
Glass.
“You’re the Glass Blower,” I said as Owens put a fist through the glass she’d just made, busting through the storage room wall. “I have such a bone to pick with you. You know in my trial I got blamed for what you did in New York with the US Attorney’s office?”
Owens looked back at me, smiled, and shrugged. “I’d say I owe you, but …”
I looked past her through the hole in the wall. There was a metal ladder right freaking there, just like I’d told—
June?
I looked around, trying not to make it too obvious. There were boxes all around, and I caught a hint of motion behind one of them, a flash of blonde hair. There she was. Hiding like she said she would.
“Where are you taking me?” I asked the doctor, mostly because I needed a pretense to look at her.
“Does it matter? We’re getting you out of here,” she said. She was focused on Owens, the freaking Glass Blower, who was dusting the sides of the hole she’d made, turning the molecules into sand.
“I guess this explains what happened to Clara,” I said. “You turned her into a shattered snowglobe.”
Owens just shrugged again, still smiling a little. “I also opened all the doors in the prison for you so we could get this show on the road, so...y'know. Busting up Clara was probably a minor part of the chaos I've unleashed. Why, I'm practically becoming like you, Nealon.”
“Why?” I asked.
“We’ve been looking out for you,” the doctor said. And that was it. She shut up again.
I looked where I’d seen June’s motion. She was peering out from behind the box with one eye, straight at me. She made a subtle motion, one I took to mean, “Should I help?”
I shook my head, similarly subtle. I didn’t want to see what would happen if June got in the way of “Owens” and the doctor. The Glass Blower had killed quite a few people in that attack on New York City’s US Attorney’s office, after all. I doubted she’d feel much compunction about wasting a prisoner here. The doctor sure as hell hadn’t.
“You want to just toss her up to me, and I’ll climb with her?” Owens asked. She was already on the ladder. “Exit’s clear and they’re waiting for us.”
“I’ll carry her,” the doctor said, and looked down at me. Her expression was so …
Cold.
“But first,” she said, and slipped a bloody hand into her lab coat, coming out with a syringe. “You’ll wake up in a better place.”
“Revelen is better?” I asked. Not expecting an answer.
“Than here? Certainly,” she said, and slipped the needle into my neck.
“If I could … put my hands on your face right now …” I muttered, darkness already sweeping in around the edges of my consciousness, “… I would totally … choke you … or slap you … or something …” My head sagged.
“That’s a funny way to show your gratitude for me saving your life,” she said.
“Didn’t … save … anything … taking me to … Vlad,” I muttered, my lips going numb.
“Don’t be so sure,” she said. “He’s been wanting to meet you for a while. Once you get there, you’ll … get a different view of him.”
“Yeah … of his innards … when I gut his ass,” I managed to get out.
“You wouldn’t be the first to try,” she said … and was that a smile I heard in her voice?
I passed out into darkness.
Damn.
I was going to Revelen.
It really was inescapable fate.
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Sophie
Four Years Ago
 
Sophie stepped into the quiet of Penny’s den, a traditional room in a traditional house, a Texas-style ranch home that … looked utterly alien for the woman in it.
“You don’t really see me in this kind of environs, right?” Penny asked, not looking up from cross-stitching something. The pattern was unclear, and she was doing it slowly, almost human speed.
“It’s a far cry from where you were before,” Sophie said. The air smelled of apples and cinnamon. “You almost seem like a … Texas grandmother.” Sophie had her own thoughts about that, that loaded phrase.
“I am in Texas, and I am a grandmother,” Penny said, staring at the cross-stitch. “And a great-grandmother, and … so on.” She looked up, eyes glittering, a flash of regret visible before she looked back down at the pattern.
“She thought you were Penelope,” Sophie said. She almost wanted to laugh at that. “She was so riled … she didn’t even pay attention to what you did with the roots.”
“Let her believe it,” Penny said, staring straight ahead. There was no twinkle in her eye now. “It’s better than the truth. That she was … blood … one of the few left that …” She let out a slow breath, her head sagged. “She fought Sovereign all by her lonesome. Beat him, alone.” She looked up at Sophie. “That girl has every reason to be mad … and even more that she doesn’t know about.”
“I was on my way when she killed him,” Sophie said. It was a simple fact, she didn’t feel much need to justify. “As soon as Century was out of the way …”
“I wouldn’t tell her that,” Penny said. Now she was smiling, though it was rueful. “I don’t think she’ll take it well. Not from you, not from anybody.”
“We couldn’t move until they were out of the way,” Sophie said. “One of their telepaths reading us and this whole place—and Revelen … would have been exposed.”
Penny’s eyes were a little more slitted now. “Don’t go grouping us here in with them over there.”
Sophie smiled. “Now that sounded like something a Texas grandmother would say.”
Penny snorted. “You’re going back, aren’t you?” Looked her dead in the eyes. “To him.”
“Nobody wants me here but you.”
Penny’s eyes focused on her, and they were intense. “Aren’t I enough?”
“You may be a grandmother, but you’re not my grandmother,” Sophie said. “And your guilt no longer works on me.”
“True enough,” Penny said softly. “You might want to tell Vlad … or whatever the hell he’s calling himself these days … about her.”
“You think she killed Sovereign and it just escaped his notice?” Sophie asked.
“I don’t care what escapes his notice anymore, so long as I continue to,” Penny said.
Sophie smiled. “I don’t think he holds any ill will about it anymore.”
Penny did not smile. “I do.”
“I’ll tell him,” Sophie said, turning away. “About her.”
“You’re always welcome in my house, you know,” Penny called after her. “I don’t care how old you get—if you and he have another falling out—”
“I don’t fall out with him,” Sophie said, not turning back. “I’m too old to argue with him, or you, or anyone—”
“I witnessed something different this very afternoon.”
“Sienna’s too cantankerous by half,” Sophie said. “I wasn’t looking for an argument with her, she was looking for one with me. There’s a difference.”
“Whatever the case,” Penny said, rising up and putting the cross-stitch aside, “if you get tired of Eastern Europe … come on back.”
“It’s too hot here,” Sophie said. “If I leave there, I’m going back to Norway.” She saw the slight pang in Penny’s eyes. “All right, Mother. Fine. If I leave Revelen … I’ll come back here. At least for a little while.”
“That’s all I ask,” Penny said. Now her eyes were shining again. Bright green, like the fields that encircled this town. The fields she’d sown and grown, that fed this town. She went for a hug, and Sophie let her. Went for a kiss on the cheek—
“Don’t,” Sophie said, holding up a hand to stop her.
“Fine,” Penny said. There was a wounded look this time, too; maybe she wasn’t over her mother’s guilt. “Take care, y’hear? And … don’t you let him hurt that girl.”
How the hell was she supposed to answer that?
Penny locked the gaze on her, and it was like staring vibrant, verdant life in the damned face. “Don’t. You hear me? Promise.”
“I don’t make promises to—”
“I’m your mother. Promise me.”
Sophie stopped. Sighed.
Some things never changed.
“I promise,” Sophie said. “I’ll do what I can.”
“That’s all I ask,” Penny said, hovering near her cheek. But she didn’t kiss it, instead going back to her cross-stitch pattern as Sophie walked out the door into the sweltering night.
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Bruno Passerini
Situation Room
The White House
Washington DC
Now
 
“What is this? Night five?” Secretary of Defense Bruno Passerini asked, refilling his coffee cup from a pot in the corner. No steward for him. Passerini was a man used to pouring his own coffee. He doubted he’d ever get used to someone else doing it for him.
“They’re all blending together, honestly,” Secretary of State Lisa Ngo said, rising to fill her own cup. She’d struck him as more of a tea person—but also the only other sensible one in the room with him for this whole mess.
Passerini finished his pour and stared at the green haze of the night vision on the main screen. It was a feed from a real-time down-looking satellite passing over Eastern Europe right now. If need be, it could be switched to thermal imaging, and he was sure someone—a lot of someones—at the Pentagon were watching in that mode right now and making a tally of all the vehicles crossing the border that was highlighted by an electronic yellow line superimposed over the image.
“You ever see a country of two million flat-out take over a country of a hundred fifty million?” Passerini asked, the coffee steaming up past his nose. “Without a fight, no less?”
“I’ve spent thirty years at Foggy Bottom, or on assignments around the world,” Ngo said. They were talking quietly, but no one else in the room was speaking. It was that kind of meeting, especially given the cumulative fatigue in the room after five nights of this shit. Or was it six? “I’ve never seen anything like this,” Ngo said. “And technically … it’s three million people. A couple years ago Revelen pulled this same takeover thing with Canta Morgana, earning them a slice of Baltic beachfront and an extra million in population. Canta Morgana disappeared without a ripple, now all that’s left is Revelen.”
“You seeing any changeover of embassy personnel?” Passerini asked. “Point of contact, diplomatically?”
Ngo just shook her head, glasses catching the reflection of the green screen. “Nope. The Russian Embassy is still open, but the ambassador has been ‘recalled.’” She shrugged. “You know what the really messed up part is? We don’t even know who’s in charge of Revelen.”
Passerini cleared his throat. “I know. I had a brief with CIA a few days ago when this got rolling—you hear what they’ve got in country? Nada. Not one asset on the ground. It’s our biggest blind spot on the planet, we have less in place there than in Iran, North Korea—hell, we’ve got more people in China at this point than in Revelen, and we lost almost our entire network there.”
Ngo nodded. “Heady days. An interesting page of history is being written right now.”
Passerini looked around the room. “If it was that important … you’d think President Gondry would have ducked in sometime in the last few days to take a look.”
Ngo almost snorted her coffee. “I think he’s busy tonight with the Nealon escape. After taking repeated victory laps since this mess started, I mean. That’s gotta sting.”
Passerini blinked. “I … thought they just caught her.”
“They did,” Ngo said, eyes dancing in amusement. It wasn’t her bailiwick either; if it had been her department, Passerini was sure there’d be hell to pay. The fact that it fell under DoJ … well … hopefully some of the blowback would hit that hellbeast Chalke at the FBI. “Easy come, easy go, I guess. She escaped earlier tonight. I hear the President is, uh … displeased.”
Passerini turned his attention back to the screen. Tanks were moving across the border. Again. “If he thinks the worst thing he’s got to worry about right now is some metahuman busting loose of the pen …” He shook his head.
“Yeah,” Ngo said. “Like there’s nothing bigger going on in the world.”
That was … not a tank, Passerini realized. “Switch to thermal, please,” he ordered. A second later, it flipped to white, heat signatures outlined as a glow.
And there it was. Not the road over the gorge at the border, but something moving over the track that ran over a mirrored bridge a few hundred meters south. A train, rolling across the border station at the other side, endless cars with payload strapped to the tops …
Some of them … spanning multiple cars.
“Damn,” Passerini whispered. He blinked, trying to make sure he was seeing what he thought he was.
“What is it?” Ngo asked, staring at the screen, trying to work it out for herself. She was a smart lady. Passerini was pretty sure she’d get it in a minute.
But there was no point in waiting.
“That … is what we call an SH-08 Gazelle missile … that’s the NATO designation,” Passerini said. “It’s part of Russia’s ‘Gorgon’ anti-ballistic system that they’ve got emplaced around Moscow to protect against … well, mostly against us lobbing a nuke into their capitol. I’ll have to wait for an analyst confirmation, but … the silo storage units are … somewhat distinctive.” He pointed at the screen. “And even if I’m wrong … tell me that doesn’t look like they’re shipping missiles into Revelen.”
“You don’t … think Revelen is about to go nuclear … do you?” Ngo asked. The alarm was unmistakable.
“If they’re just giving them an air defense system like this … maybe not,” Passerini said. “These are non-nuclear. They’d probably have to ship ICBM’s—Intercontinental Ballistic Missiles—by boat. And they’ll have some silo digging to do, but … either way …” He shook his head. “I’ve got to wonder what whoever’s in charge in Revelen has in mind … that they think they’re going to need protection from ballistic missiles.”
He sighed.
Night Five.
And this wasn’t getting any better.
“Someone should go warn the president … ” Passerini said, taking a long sip of his coffee. This wasn’t ending anytime soon. It was just getting worse. “… we’ve got an even bigger problem than we thought.”
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Come join the discussion on my website: http://www.robertjcrane.com!
 
Cheers,
Robert J. Crane
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